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HG is a condition that Rx-men can help detect
Pharmacists' role in the treatment of hyperemesis gravidarum

WASHINGTON -- Pharmacists can do their part to draw attention to an overlooked pregnancy disease, say women's health experts.
 
Hyperemesis gravidarum (HG) is the leading cause of hospitalization in early pregnancy--at a cost of $ 500 million annually. The condition, marked by rapid weight loss, malnutrition, dehydration and severe, unrelenting nausea and vomiting, can lead to serious complications for mothers and their unborn children. Its cause is unknown, leading some health professionals to mistakenly treat the disease as a psychological disorder or common morning sickness, delaying vital medical care.
 
If pharmacists, who are on the front line of health care, are aware of the condition they can help ensure women take it seriously and seek appropriate care, say experts.

Authorities on the disease converged on Capitol Hill on September 28--National Women's Health and Fitness Day-for a briefing with the Hyperemesis Education and Research Foundation (HER Foundation) and members of Congress to garner attention to and federal research into HG.
 
Sponsored by Reps. Dave Weldon (R., Fla.) and Xavier Becerra (D., Calif.) the briefing underscored the need for improved research and statistical data to better understand and treat HG.
 
Existing studies show the disease increases the risk of miscarriage, premature delivery and low birth weight. But despite its impact, HG research is limited and inconclusive--causing the disease to be medically misunderstood, misdiagnosed and mismanaged. Though its total incidence is unknown, approximately 2% of U.S. pregnant women are hospitalized for HG each year. However, health professionals state most HG patients are never admitted to the hospital; therefore, these women are never counted.
 
"HG is a serious pregnancy disease that causes untold suffering among affected women," says Weldon. "I am hopeful this briefing will foster heightened awareness of the disease and will strengthen our commitment to better addressing HG."
 
"Mothers who suffer from HG are often unable to eat or drink for extended periods of time causing substantial weight loss at a time when nutrition is so vitally important," says Becerra. "Recognizing that proper and adequate nutritional habits are critical during pregnancy, it is concerning that more is not known about the long-term effects of suboptimal nutrition on babies born to HG mothers."
 
A debilitating disease with both short and long-term physical, emotional and financial impacts, HG turns what should be a joyous experience for expecting mothers into a nightmare. Consequently, families choose against future biological children or even terminate wanted pregnancies due to inadequate treatment, health concerns or desperation to end the misery. Many women report feeling isolated and alone, often unable to leave their homes, as family, friends, coworkers and even health care providers minimize or downplay their symptoms.
 
"Health professionals have long thought HG is likely related to an overdrive of pregnancy hormones; however, the fact that HG frequently recurs in subsequent pregnancies and has a strong familial linkage suggests genetics play a role," says Dr. T. Murphy Goodwin of the University of Southern California, the briefing's keynote speaker.
 
Primary diagnostic criteria for HG include loss of more than 5% of pre-pregnancy weight, ketosis (an indication of acute starvation), recurrent dehydration and debility. While common morning sickness typically subsides after the first trimester, HG may not lessen until mid-pregnancy and may persist until late pregnancy or delivery.
 
No drug is Food and Drug Administration-approved for HG treatment. Research on the risks of available medications is minimal, leaving pregnant women with guilt and fear over potential harm to their unborn children and health care practitioners hesitant to prescribe anything. The HER Foundation is working with health professionals to establish a standard HG treatment protocol.
