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Nausea and vomiting
Reviewed by SickKids Staff Last updated: September 11th 2009

Read about nausea and vomiting during pregnancy, including a severe form of

nausea and vomiting called hyperemesis gravidarum.

Key points

Most women will experience mild or moderate nausea or "morning sickness,"

however some women may experience a severe form called hyperemesis

gravidarum.

Nausea and vomiting, including hyperemesis gravidarum, does not appear to have an

adverse effect on the outcome of pregnancy or the baby’s health as long as the

mother can keep hydrated.

The treatment of nausea and vomiting in pregnancy depends on how severe the

symptoms are.

Nausea and vomiting affect about 50% to 90% of women

who are pregnant. This condition, commonly referred to as

“morning sickness,” is usually mild or moderate. Nausea and

vomiting usually starts between weeks four and seven of

pregnancy, and continues for much of the first trimester.

Most women are free of symptoms by week 20.

One out of every 200 women may experien ce a severe form

of nausea and vomiting called hyperemesis gravidarum. The symptoms of this condition may

include:

persistent vomiting

dehydration and malnutrition

very high ketone levels in the body

electrolyte disturbances

weight loss of more than 5% of body weight
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Hyperemesis gravidarum is more common in first-time mothers, women who are carrying more

than one baby, and women who have had this condition in previous pregnancies.

What causes nausea and vomiting in pregnancy?

Many pregnant women experience nausea in response to specific odours. They may develop

aversions to certain foods. Some scientists think that nausea and vomiting in pregnancy may be

nature’s way of protecting the baby – it makes the woman stay away from substances that could

be harmful to the pregnancy.

The high levels of hormones circulating in the pregnant woman’s body are thought to contribute

to nausea and vomiting during pregnancy. In the first 12 weeks of pregnancy, a hormone called

human chorionic gonadotropin (hCG) builds up in the woman’s body and is excreted in her urine.

This is the hormone that is tested to determine whether a woman is pregnant. There appears to

be a relationship between the level of hCG and the intensity of a woman’s nausea; they both

tend to peak around the same time in pregnancy.

Nausea and vomiting may also be associated with problems in the mother’s gastrointestinal

tract, or infection with a bacterium known as Helicobacter pylori. Nausea and vomiting in

pregnancy have also been linked with a deficiency of vitamin B6 and other B vitamins.

Do nausea and vomiting have adverse effects in pregnancy?

Nausea and vomiting during pregnancy are usually limited to the pregnancy itself. Hyperemesis

gravidarum does not appear to have an adverse effect on the outcome of pregnancy or the

baby’s health as long as the mother can keep hydrated. In fact, data from 11 studies have shown

that nausea and vomiting in pregnancy is associated with a lower risk of miscarriage.

In any case, if you have severe morning sickness, your doctor should rule out other potentially

serious causes. These could include gastrointestinal disorders, genitourinary tract disorders such

as kidney stones, certain metabolic disorders, neurological disorders such as migraine headaches

or tumours, or drug toxicities. You may require an ultrasound to help rule out disorders of the

gallbladder, liver, or kidney.

Although women who have uncomplicated nausea and vomiting during pregnancy have normal

pregnancy outcomes, hyperemesis gravidarum brings with it increased health risks to the

mother. These risks include rupture of the esophagus, tears in the membrane that connects the

esophagus to the stomach, tearing of the spleen, and problems with the lungs.
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How are nausea and vomiting in pregnancy treated?

The treatment of nausea and vomiting in pregnancy depends on how severe the symptoms are.

For mild nausea and vomiting, initial treatment usually consists of dietary changes. Try these

tips:

Eat frequent, small meals.

Avoid smells and food textures that cause nausea.

Eat foods that are bland tasting, high in carbohydrates, and low in fat.

Salty foods such as crackers and potato chips are best tolerated in the morning.

Sour liquids such as lemonade are better tolerated than water.

Try eating ginger in the form of tea or in capsule form.

For more severe nausea and vomiting, including hyperemesis gravidarum, drugs may be needed

to reduce the symptoms. One drug, called doxylamine succinate/pyridoxine hydrochloride, is

considered to be safe in pregnancy, and has been approved in Canada for the treatment of

nausea and vomiting in pregnancy. Some pregnant women find that vitamin B6 is helpful as a

treatment for nausea.

If your nausea and vomiting are so severe that you are unable to keep liquids down, you may

require intravenous fluids in the hospital. If you continue to vomit and lose weight despite

aggressive treatment with the above therapies, you may need to receive nutrients through a

feeding tube or intravenously.

Please visit AboutKidsHealth.ca for more child health information.
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