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Introduction

Maternal anemia is a prevalent condition during pregnancy that poses significant health risks for both the mother and her developing 
fetus. The World Health Organization (WHO) estimates that approximately 42% of pregnant women worldwide experience anemia, with 
iron deficiency being the leading cause. This condition is associated with a range of adverse outcomes, including increased maternal 
morbidity, preterm birth, low birth weight, and impaired fetal development. Addressing maternal anemia is therefore critical for improving 
pregnancy outcomes and ensuring the health of both mothers and infants [1-3]. In addition to iron deficiency, oxidative stress has been 
increasingly recognized as a significant contributor to the pathophysiology of maternal anemia. Oxidative stress results from an imbalance 
between the production of reactive oxygen species (ROS) and the body’s ability to neutralize them through antioxidant mechanisms. 
During pregnancy, physiological changes, such as increased metabolic demands and hormonal fluctuations, can heighten oxidative stress 
levels. Consequently, oxidative stress may impair erythropoiesis, the process of red blood cell production, thereby exacerbating anemia 
[4,5]. Antioxidants play a vital role in mitigating oxidative stress by neutralizing ROS and protecting cellular structures from oxidative 
damage. The body has intrinsic antioxidant defense systems, including enzymatic antioxidants like superoxide dismutase and non-
enzymatic antioxidants such as vitamins C and E. These antioxidants are crucial for maintaining redox homeostasis, particularly during 
pregnancy when oxidative stress is elevated. The dietary intake of antioxidants can significantly impact maternal health, influencing iron 
metabolism and the overall risk of anemia [6,7].
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Abstract
Maternal anemia is a common complication of pregnancy, associated with significant adverse outcomes for both mothers and 

their infants. While iron deficiency is the primary cause, oxidative stress has emerged as a critical factor that exacerbates anemia. 
Antioxidants have gained attention for their potential to mitigate oxidative damage and improve maternal health. This narrative 
review explores the role of antioxidants in preventing maternal anemia during pregnancy. It examines the mechanisms by which 
oxidative stress contributes to anemia, the body’s antioxidant defense systems, the types of antioxidants available, and the clinical 
evidence supporting their supplementation. Antioxidant supplementation may serve as a beneficial strategy for preventing maternal 
anemia, enhancing iron metabolism, and supporting overall maternal health. Although current evidence is promising, further research 
is necessary to determine the most effective antioxidants, their optimal dosages, and specific recommendations for clinical practice.
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The potential role of antioxidants in preventing maternal anemia has gained attention in recent years. Research indicates that certain 
antioxidants may enhance iron absorption, improve hemoglobin levels, and support overall erythropoiesis. For instance, vitamin C is 
known to enhance the absorption of non-heme iron from plant-based sources, while vitamin E has demonstrated protective effects 
against oxidative damage to erythroid progenitor cells. As such, the incorporation of antioxidants into nutritional strategies may provide 
a multifaceted approach to preventing anemia in pregnant women [8-11]. Despite the promising potential of antioxidants in preventing 
maternal anemia, the existing literature is marked by variability in study design, antioxidant types, and outcomes measured. Some 
studies have reported significant improvements in hemoglobin levels and iron status among pregnant women receiving antioxidant 
supplementation, while others have yielded inconclusive results. This variability underscores the need for further investigation to 
establish clear guidelines for the use of antioxidants in clinical practice [12-14]. Furthermore, it is essential to consider the potential 
risks associated with antioxidant supplementation during pregnancy. While antioxidants are generally regarded as safe, excessive 
supplementation may lead to adverse effects or interactions with other nutrients. Therefore, healthcare providers must adopt a cautious 
and evidence-based approach when recommending antioxidant supplementation to pregnant women [15,16].

Mechanisms of oxidative stress in maternal anemia

Oxidative stress is characterized by an imbalance between the production of reactive oxygen species (ROS) and the body’s antioxidant 
defenses. This condition can lead to cellular damage, inflammation, and disruption of various physiological processes. In the context of 
maternal anemia, oxidative stress plays a pivotal role in multiple mechanisms that contribute to the development and exacerbation of this 
condition during pregnancy [17,18].

1.	 Erythropoiesis impairment: Oxidative stress negatively impacts erythropoiesis, the process of red blood cell formation, by 
damaging erythroid progenitor cells in the bone marrow. Elevated levels of ROS can induce apoptosis (programmed cell death) in 
these progenitor cells, resulting in decreased production of red blood cells. This impaired erythropoiesis can contribute to anemia, 
as the body’s ability to generate new red blood cells is compromised [19,20].

2.	 Iron metabolism disruption: Iron is a crucial component of hemoglobin, and its availability is essential for the production of red 
blood cells. Oxidative stress can disrupt iron metabolism by affecting the absorption, transport, and utilization of iron in the body. 
For instance, oxidative damage to intestinal cells may impair the absorption of non-heme iron from dietary sources. Additionally, 
oxidative stress can lead to functional iron deficiency, where iron stores are adequate, but the body is unable to effectively utilize 
iron for hemoglobin synthesis due to increased oxidative damage [21,22].

3.	 Inflammation: Oxidative stress is closely linked to inflammation, which can further exacerbate maternal anemia. Increased ROS 
production can activate various inflammatory pathways, leading to the release of pro-inflammatory cytokines. These cytokines 
can suppress erythropoiesis and promote the sequestration of iron in macrophages, reducing its availability for red blood cell 
production. Chronic inflammation, therefore, creates a vicious cycle that perpetuates oxidative stress and anemia [23,24].

4.	 Mitochondrial dysfunction: Mitochondria play a crucial role in cellular metabolism and energy production, and they are also a 
significant source of ROS. Oxidative stress can lead to mitochondrial dysfunction, impairing energy production and exacerbating 
cellular damage. In the context of maternal anemia, dysfunctional mitochondria in erythroid cells can hinder the energy-dependent 
processes required for proper red blood cell production, further contributing to anemia [25,26].

5.	 Endothelial dysfunction: Oxidative stress can impair endothelial function, which is vital for maintaining proper blood flow and 
oxygen delivery. Dysfunctional endothelium may result in decreased production of nitric oxide (NO), a key regulator of vascular 
tone. This reduced vasodilation can compromise placental perfusion and oxygen delivery to both the mother and fetus, leading to 
further complications such as fetal growth restriction and maternal anemia [27,28].
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6.	 Lipid peroxidation: Elevated ROS levels can lead to lipid peroxidation, a process that damages cellular membranes and contributes 
to cellular dysfunction. In the context of maternal anemia, lipid peroxidation can impact the integrity of red blood cells, making 
them more susceptible to hemolysis (destruction of red blood cells). This increased hemolysis can contribute to the reduction in 
circulating red blood cells, worsening the anemia [29,30].

7.	 Hormonal changes: Pregnancy induces various hormonal changes that can influence oxidative stress levels. For instance, increased 
levels of estrogen have been shown to elevate ROS production. Additionally, hormonal changes can alter antioxidant enzyme activity, 
potentially diminishing the body’s ability to combat oxidative stress effectively. These hormonal fluctuations can further exacerbate 
the oxidative stress-anemia relationship during pregnancy [31,32].

Antioxidant defense systems

The body has evolved sophisticated antioxidant defense systems to combat oxidative stress and maintain redox homeostasis. These 
systems consist of enzymatic and non-enzymatic components that work synergistically to neutralize reactive oxygen species (ROS) and 
repair oxidative damage. 

Enzymatic antioxidants: The enzymatic antioxidant system includes several key enzymes that catalyze reactions to detoxify ROS. The 
most notable among them are:

•	 Superoxide dismutase (SOD): This enzyme catalyzes the dismutation of superoxide radicals into hydrogen peroxide and molecular 
oxygen. There are three forms of SOD-cytosolic (Cu/Zn SOD), mitochondrial (Mn SOD), and extracellular (ecSOD)-each playing a 
vital role in different cellular compartments [33].

•	 Catalase: Catalase converts hydrogen peroxide, a potentially harmful ROS, into water and oxygen. This enzyme is particularly 
abundant in the liver and red blood cells, where high concentrations of hydrogen peroxide can accumulate [34].

•	 Glutathione peroxidase (GPx): GPx utilizes glutathione, a tripeptide that acts as a major cellular antioxidant, to reduce hydrogen 
peroxide and organic peroxides, thereby preventing cellular damage.

1.	 Non-enzymatic antioxidants: Non-enzymatic antioxidants play an essential role in neutralizing oxidative stress and are obtained 
through diet or synthesized in the body. Key non-enzymatic antioxidants include:

•	 Vitamin C (Ascorbic acid): This water-soluble vitamin acts as a powerful antioxidant by donating electrons to neutralize ROS, 
particularly in aqueous environments. Vitamin C also regenerates other antioxidants, such as vitamin E, enhancing the overall 
antioxidant capacity of the body [35].

•	 Vitamin E (Tocopherol): A fat-soluble antioxidant, vitamin E protects cell membranes from lipid peroxidation by donating 
electrons to free radicals. It plays a critical role in maintaining the integrity of red blood cells, which is particularly relevant in the 
prevention of maternal anemia [36].

•	 Glutathione: This tripeptide composed of glutamine, cysteine, and glycine is a crucial intracellular antioxidant. It helps detoxify 
harmful substances, maintain redox balance, and regenerate other antioxidants. Glutathione is particularly important in red blood 
cells, where it protects against oxidative damage and supports normal erythrocyte function [37].

2.	 Nutrient-dependent antioxidants: Certain nutrients have been identified as potential antioxidant agents that may play a role in 
mitigating oxidative stress during pregnancy. These include:

•	 Selenium: An essential trace element, selenium is a critical component of several antioxidant enzymes, including GPx. Adequate 
selenium levels are important for optimal antioxidant defense and may help reduce oxidative stress and inflammation during 
pregnancy [38].

Antioxidants and the Prevention of Maternal Anemia in Pregnancy: A Narrative Review

03



Citation: Emmanuel Ifeanyi Obeagu and Getrude Uzoma Obeagu. “Antioxidants and the Prevention of Maternal Anemia in Pregnancy: A 
Narrative Review”. EC Gynaecology 13.11 (2024): 01-09.

•	 Zinc: Zinc plays a crucial role in the structure and function of various antioxidant enzymes, including SOD. This mineral also supports 
the immune system, which can be particularly beneficial for pregnant women who are more susceptible to infections [39].

3.	 Lifestyle factors: Lifestyle choices can significantly influence the body’s antioxidant defense systems. Regular physical activity has 
been shown to enhance the expression and activity of various antioxidant enzymes, thus improving the overall antioxidant status. 
Conversely, factors such as smoking, excessive alcohol consumption, and poor dietary habits can deplete antioxidant reserves and 
increase oxidative stress, exacerbating the risk of maternal anemia [40].

4.	 Hormonal regulation: Hormones play a role in modulating antioxidant defenses. For instance, estrogen has been found to upregulate 
the expression of antioxidant enzymes, thereby enhancing the body’s ability to counteract oxidative stress. This hormonal influence 
is particularly relevant during pregnancy, as increased estrogen levels can impact both antioxidant status and oxidative stress levels 
[41].

5.	 Synergistic interactions: The various components of the antioxidant defense system do not operate in isolation; instead, they work 
together synergistically to provide a robust defense against oxidative stress. For example, vitamin C can regenerate vitamin E after it 
has neutralized a free radical, allowing both antioxidants to function effectively. This interconnectedness highlights the importance 
of a balanced diet rich in diverse antioxidants to support optimal health, especially during pregnancy [42].

6.	 Clinical implications: Interventions aimed at optimizing antioxidant status may help prevent or alleviate maternal anemia, 
improving overall maternal and fetal health.

Antioxidant supplementation in preventing maternal anemia

Maternal anemia, characterized by a reduced concentration of hemoglobin in the blood, poses significant health risks for both mothers 
and their infants. Oxidative stress plays a crucial role in the pathophysiology of maternal anemia, and antioxidant supplementation has 
emerged as a potential strategy to mitigate oxidative damage and improve maternal health.

1.	 Rationale for antioxidant supplementation: The relationship between oxidative stress and maternal anemia suggests that 
enhancing the body’s antioxidant defenses may help counteract oxidative damage, thereby supporting red blood cell production 
and function. Antioxidants can neutralize reactive oxygen species (ROS), reduce inflammation, and improve iron metabolism, all of 
which are critical factors in preventing anemia. By addressing the underlying oxidative stress that contributes to maternal anemia, 
antioxidant supplementation could potentially enhance the effectiveness of traditional iron supplementation, leading to better 
maternal and fetal outcomes [43].

2.	 Types of antioxidants used: Various antioxidants have been studied for their potential role in preventing maternal anemia. Some 
of the most commonly researched include:

•	 Vitamin C: This water-soluble vitamin is known for its powerful antioxidant properties. Vitamin C enhances iron absorption from 
dietary sources, particularly non-heme iron, and helps reduce oxidative stress by scavenging free radicals. Its role in improving iron 
bioavailability makes it an important candidate for supplementation in pregnant women at risk of anemia [44].

•	 Vitamin E: A fat-soluble antioxidant, vitamin E protects cell membranes from oxidative damage. It plays a vital role in maintaining 
the integrity of red blood cells, which can be particularly relevant in preventing hemolysis and supporting healthy erythropoiesis 
during pregnancy [45].

•	 Selenium: As an essential trace element, selenium is a critical component of various antioxidant enzymes, such as glutathione 
peroxidase (GPx). Adequate selenium levels are associated with improved antioxidant defense and may help mitigate oxidative 
stress in pregnant women [46].
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•	 Zinc: This mineral is essential for the structure and function of antioxidant enzymes, including superoxide dismutase (SOD). Zinc 
supplementation may help enhance the body’s antioxidant capacity and support immune function, which is vital during pregnancy 
[47].

3.	 Combined antioxidant strategies: Given that different antioxidants may target various aspects of oxidative stress and anemia, there 
is growing interest in combined antioxidant supplementation. For instance, a study demonstrated that a combination of vitamins C 
and E significantly improved hemoglobin levels and reduced oxidative stress markers in pregnant women at risk for anemia. Such 
combined approaches may enhance the overall effectiveness of supplementation strategies and provide a comprehensive defense 
against oxidative damage [48].

4.	 Timing and dosage of supplementation: The timing and dosage of antioxidant supplementation are crucial factors influencing its 
effectiveness. Research suggests that early intervention, ideally during the first trimester, may provide the most benefit in preventing 
anemia. Additionally, determining the optimal dosage is essential to avoid potential adverse effects. Individualized approaches based 
on specific risk factors and nutritional status may enhance the effectiveness of antioxidant supplementation [49].

5.	 Safety and considerations: While antioxidant supplementation can be beneficial, it is essential to consider potential interactions 
with other medications or nutrients. Excessive intake of certain antioxidants may lead to pro-oxidative effects, so it is crucial to 
adhere to recommended dietary allowances and guidelines. Consulting healthcare providers before initiating any supplementation 
regimen is advisable, particularly for pregnant women with pre-existing conditions or those taking medications.

Clinical implications

The clinical implications of antioxidant supplementation in preventing maternal anemia are significant, as they extend beyond merely 
addressing hemoglobin levels. A better understanding of oxidative stress in the context of maternal health can lead to improved patient 
outcomes, enhance prenatal care protocols, and inform healthcare providers about best practices in managing and preventing anemia 
during pregnancy.

1.	 Enhanced prenatal care protocols: Integrating antioxidant supplementation into standard prenatal care could lead to more 
comprehensive management of maternal health. Health practitioners may consider screening for oxidative stress markers in 
pregnant women, particularly those with a history of anemia or at high risk for nutritional deficiencies. Tailored antioxidant 
supplementation regimens can then be implemented based on individual risk factors, dietary habits, and overall health status. This 
proactive approach may help identify at-risk populations early, allowing for timely intervention and potentially reducing anemia 
prevalence [50].

2.	 Improved maternal and fetal outcomes: Maternal anemia is associated with a range of adverse outcomes, including preterm birth, 
low birth weight, and increased maternal morbidity. By mitigating oxidative stress through targeted antioxidant supplementation, 
healthcare providers may enhance maternal nutritional status, leading to improved hemoglobin levels and overall health. This 
can translate into better fetal growth and development, reducing the likelihood of complications during pregnancy and delivery. 
Furthermore, healthy maternal conditions may result in improved postpartum recovery and reduced healthcare costs related to 
anemia management [51].

3.	 Multidisciplinary Approach: Addressing maternal anemia effectively requires a multidisciplinary approach that involves 
obstetricians, nutritionists, and other healthcare professionals. Collaboration among these specialists can ensure that dietary 
recommendations, supplementation, and lifestyle modifications are well-coordinated. Nutritionists can play a crucial role in 
developing personalized dietary plans rich in antioxidants while obstetricians monitor hemoglobin levels and adjust supplementation 
as needed. This holistic approach fosters comprehensive care, emphasizing the importance of nutrition in pregnancy.
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4.	 Patient education and empowerment: Educating pregnant women about the role of antioxidants and oxidative stress in maternal 
health can empower them to make informed dietary choices. Healthcare providers can discuss the importance of incorporating 
antioxidant-rich foods-such as fruits, vegetables, nuts, and seeds-into their diets. This education can also include information about 
safe supplementation practices, potential benefits, and the importance of adhering to recommended dosages. By engaging patients 
in their health decisions, providers can promote adherence to supplementation regimens and foster a greater sense of agency over 
their health [52].

5.	 Research and evidence-based practice: Ongoing research into the efficacy of various antioxidants and their impact on maternal 
anemia is essential for refining clinical practices. Large-scale, randomized controlled trials are needed to establish standardized 
supplementation protocols and determine the long-term benefits of antioxidant supplementation on maternal and fetal health. 
Evidence-based guidelines can then be developed to inform healthcare providers about best practices and recommendations for 
antioxidant use in prenatal care [53].

6.	 Monitoring and evaluation: Continuous monitoring of maternal health outcomes in relation to antioxidant supplementation will be 
crucial. Healthcare providers should implement regular assessments of hemoglobin levels and oxidative stress markers throughout 
pregnancy. This monitoring will allow for adjustments in supplementation as needed and enable healthcare professionals to evaluate 
the effectiveness of the interventions over time. Additionally, feedback from patients about their experiences with supplementation 
can inform future practices and recommendations [52].

7.	 Consideration of cultural and socioeconomic factors: It is important for healthcare providers to consider cultural dietary 
practices and socioeconomic factors when recommending antioxidant supplementation. Some populations may have limited access 
to certain foods or supplements, impacting their ability to comply with dietary recommendations. Tailoring interventions to fit 
cultural preferences and economic realities can improve adherence and effectiveness, making it essential to involve community 
resources and support systems in promoting maternal health [53].

Conclusion

Antioxidant supplementation presents a promising avenue for preventing maternal anemia by addressing the oxidative stress that 
significantly contributes to its pathophysiology. Given the critical role that oxidative damage plays in disrupting normal hematopoiesis 
and iron metabolism, integrating antioxidants into prenatal care could enhance the overall health of pregnant women and their developing 
fetuses. This narrative review highlights the mechanisms through which oxidative stress affects maternal health, the various antioxidants 
available, and the clinical implications of their supplementation. Emerging evidence supports the efficacy of antioxidants such as vitamins 
C and E, selenium, and zinc in mitigating oxidative damage and improving hemoglobin levels. By implementing targeted antioxidant 
strategies, healthcare providers can potentially reduce the incidence of maternal anemia and its associated complications, such as preterm 
birth and low birth weight. Additionally, a multidisciplinary approach that emphasizes collaboration among obstetricians, nutritionists, 
and other healthcare professionals is essential for optimizing patient care and outcomes.
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