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Affects of nutrition during pregnancy can span generations 
Web Posted: 05/17/2005 10:00 PM CDT 
Wendy Rigby 
KENS 5 Eyewitness News 
You've heard it said "you are what you eat." It appears as though your grandchildren may be what you eat, too. Poor nutrition during pregnancy and breastfeeding not only puts babies at risk of health problems, it's a health risk that can span two generations. 
	


Dr. Peter Nathanielsz is the director of the Center For Pregnancy and Newborn Research at the University of Texas Health Science Center. He studied nutrition and the impact on several generations of rats and his findings are surprising. 

The pregnant females were fed a low-protein diet. Their offspring went on to have babies. When those rats were 120 days old, about 25 years in human time, they started putting on weight and developing diabetes. 

"The granddaughters and the grandsons were insulin resistant. So this is the first demonstration that the effects of under nutrition, sub-optimal nutrition in the mother can actually be passed across generations," Nathanielsz said. The findings are published in the Journal of Physiology. 

Although it's not clear exactly why bad eating habits can reach across generations, grandma's diet may impact her daughter's pancreas where the cells make insulin. It may even impact the amount of nutrients in her daughter's womb. 

Nathanielsz calls this progression of events developmental programming. Yes, your genes are important, he says. They are the hand of cards you are dealt. But how those cards are played may depend, in part, upon this critical developmental period. 

This is not something to go away and be worried about, you know, every single calorie you eat, exactly what you do," Nathanielsz said. "Providing you stay within that range of good diet." 

The rat study will now focus on the rest of the these animals two to three years of existence. 

Scientists believe the animals will have a shortened life span, as they fall victim to the same health threats as human diabetics: obesity, high blood pressure and vascular disease among them. What's the answer to break the cycle? 

Nathanielsz believes it'll take a major shift in thinking. 

"Women aren't pregnant. Society is pregnant. This isn't a mothers' problem," Nathanielsz said. "This isn't a blame mom because she doesn't eat properly problem. This is a problem for society to address as a whole." 

