
It's no shocker that pregnancy changes a woman's body. Still, sagging breasts,
wider hips and bigger feet aren't the only remnants of pregnancy. Long after the cord is

cut, a baby's cells can remain inside the mother's body, permanently
changing her genetic blueprint.

Studies have shown that fetal cells can persist in a
woman's body for decades after giving birth. Conversely,

maternal cells often live in a child's body well into adult
life. Many researchers believe that understanding how a

woman's immune system responds to these 'foreign' cells
may help unlock the mysteries of autoimmune disease.

The immune system normally springs to action
when bacteria, viruses and other unfamiliar cells invade

the body. Yet in autoimmune diseases such as multiple
sclerosis, rheumatoid arthritis and lupus, the body attacks

its own healthy tissue. For unexplained reasons, more than
75 percent of autoimmune diseases occur in women, primarily

during the childbearing years. A slew of other sex differences
exist including the fact that multiple sclerosis typically pro-
gresses more quickly in men than in women.

In an effort to explain these sex differences, scien-
tists have investigated the effect of pregnancy on these
disorders. Depending upon the illness, pregnancy may

improve, aggravate or trigger autoimmune disease.
For example, rheumatoid arthritis and multiple

sclerosis often subside during pregnancy, but
worsen or occur for the first time soon after giv-
ing birth. Results of a number of recent studies
suggest that a fetus' invading cells may trigger
these pregnancy-associated changes.

In order for the immune system to
defend against trespassers it must be
able to distinguish between self and
non-self. A group of molecules called
the human leukocyte antigens (HLA)

play a major part in this making this dis-
tinction. Most cells have HLAs on their
surfaces that are unique to each person.
When the immune system sees cells

with foreign HLAs, it attacks.

AAUUTTOOIIMMMMUUNNIITTYY::
BBAABBYY  VVEERRSSUUSS  MMOOTTHHEERR??

What happens when a pregnant women is
exposed to her baby's unfamiliar HLAs? J.

Lee Nelson, MD and colleagues from the
Fred Hutchinson Cancer Research Center
in Seattle, theorized that women harbor-
ing fetal cells that are very HLA-similar
but not identical to their own cells might
be at an increased risk of an autoimmune
disease called scleroderma. Dr. Nelson
hypothesizes that these cells might con-
fuse the woman's immune system. She
studied 136 people from 21 scleroderma
families and compared them with individ-
uals from healthy families.

The researchers discovered that if the
mother's HLAs match some of her child's,
she was nine times more likely to develop
scleroderma. In other words, women who
had children who 'looked' a lot like self to
the mothers’ immune systems were more
likely to develop this autoimmune disease.
Dr. Nelson theorizes that the resemblance
allows fetal cells to escape the mother's
immune system for a while and in the end
triggers an autoimmune attack. The find-
ings were published in the Journal of
Reproductive Immunology.

In related research, Dr. Nelson exam-
ined the blood of mothers with scleroder-
ma and compared it to that of healthy
mothers. She found that scleroderma suf-
ferers had more than 20 times as many
fetal cells in their blood than healthy
mothers. In addition, Dr. Nelson recently
found fetal cells in various organs of
women with scleroderma, most often in
the spleen. These findings add to a grow-
ing body of evidence implicating fetal cells
in autoimmune disease.

It is important to note that many
healthy women also carry fetal cells in
their blood. Thus, Dr. Nelson proposes,
these residual cells may also have poten-
tially beneficial or harmless effects.
Nelson theorizes that the effects of fetal
cells may depend upon how similar or dif-

ferent they are from the mother's cells.

WWHHAATT  AABBOOUUTT  HHOORRMMOONNEESS??

In the past, many researchers
blamed fluctuating hormones for preg-
nancy-induced changes in a woman's
vulnerability to autoimmune disease.
And while they are undoubtedly
involved, they may be just a piece of the
puzzle. Michael D. Lockshin, MD, direc-
tor of the Barbara Volcker Center for
Women and Rheumatic Diseases, Cornell
University, believes that the interaction
between a woman's immune system and
her environment is an important area
that has been largely understudied.

"Hormones are unequivocally
involved [in the sex differences], said Dr.
Lockshin, "They are, however, in my belief
part of the process, not the cause.
Hormones may modulate, not trigger
changes in a woman's immune response."
Lockshin, like Nelson, theorizes that the
answer lies in the reaction of a woman's
immune system to her environment.

SSTTIILLLL  AA  MMYYSSTTEERRYY

While interesting and thought pro-
voking, Dr. Nelson's findings do not pro-
vide proof that fetal cells cause autoim-
mune disease changes in pregnancy.
And exactly why women are more prone
to developing autoimmune disease
remains a mystery. Accumulating evi-
dence does suggest that the cells that
travel from mother to child and vice
versa may trigger these diseases. Yet
many more, large well-designed studies
are needed to clearly define their role in
autoimmunity. Furthermore, research
suggests that hormones and genetics
are also involved in explaining women's
susceptibility to autoimmune illnesses.
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AUTOIMMUNE

AAbboouutt  TThhee  
AAUUTTHHOORR

Suzanne Rich is a certified per-
sonal trainer, group fitness
instructor and the owner of
Lady of America Fitness in
Edison, New Jersey. Prior to
opening her gym, she was a
regional manager with several
national big-box retailers, an
experience that she draws from
when helping Lady of America
members design work out
regimes that balance with the
demands of work and family.

Lady of America Fitness
Centers provide a complete
workout experience to help
their members achieve their
fitness goals. The women-
focused centers offer a
unique Zumba course and
strength and toning equip-
ment designed specifically for
women. The full-service clubs
also feature Pilates, Yoga and
aerobics classes alongside
amenities such as childcare,
sauna  and  massage .  Fo r
more  i n f o rmat i on ,  p l ea se
cal l  (732)  494-335,  or  v is i t
www.ladyofamerica.com.

Does

PREGNANCYHold The
Key To

For many Americans, the search
for a healthier lifestyle ends before it
ever begins. Each day, thousands of us
wake up truly believing that this will be
the day that we change our lives for the
better - the day that we embrace regu-
lar exercise and a good diet as the
means to a healthier future.
While our hearts are in the right
place, all too often we aim our
sights too high, and in our
enthusiasm we set unattainable
goals, and set ourselves up for
failure in the process. According
to the American College of
Sports Medicine, more than half
of those who begin exercising
drop their program within three
to six months. The truth is, in
order to establish and maintain
a successful fitness and diet
regimen, each one of us must
create realistic goals, along with
daily routines and a workout
strategy that conforms to the unique
aspects of our lives.

Imagine a busy mom with three
young children, a challenging career,
and countless community obligations
deciding that a ninety-minute work-
out, three times each week, is the
right fitness path for her. Or, imagine
that same mom deciding to revolu-
tionize her diet, pursue fitness classes
and in-home workouts all at the same
time. While it sounds unreasonable,
the fact is that many of us set goals
that do not correspond with the
demands of our families and careers.
The result is that instead of losing
weight and gaining muscle, we gain
excuses not to exercise, and lose the
enthusiasm that brought us to exer-
cise in the first place.

To get your health and fitness pro-
gram in shape and on track, a few sim-
ple rules can make all the difference:

•• FFiinndd  tthhee  ttiimmee  ((eevveenn  iiff  iitt''ss  jjuusstt  aa
ffeeww  mmiinnuutteess)):: When it comes to
sticking to an exercise plan, conti-

nuity is more important than dura-
tion. If you cannot make it to the
gym, find ways to fit in 10 minutes
of activity a few times that day.
Take a short, brisk walk around
the block at lunch. Climb a few
flights of stairs between meetings.
Park farthest away from your des-
tination and walk. 

•• BBeeggiinn  aatt  yyoouurr  oowwnn  ppaaccee:: When
starting an exercise program, there
is a good pace for everyone,
whether you are in shape or not.
Some may need to start slow.
Starting with just a few minutes a
day and increasing as you go is bet-
ter than no exercise at all. 

•• GGoo  wwiitthh  wwhhaatt  wwoorrkkss  ffoorr  yyoouu::
Many people say they don't like to

work out, but with all of the classes,
cardiovascular equipment, variety of
weights and machines now available,
there is bound to be something for
everyone. Make a point to try at least
one new form of exercise or class a
week until you find one that sticks. 

•• GGeett  ffaammiilliiaarr  wwiitthh  tthhee
eeqquuiippmmeenntt:: Using a personal
trainer is a great way to make
sure you are exercising the
right way. If affordability is an
issue, choose a gym that pro-
vides circuit training or free
instruction on their equip-
ment. Many gyms provide
these hands-on services at no
extra cost to their members.

•• GGeett  iinnvvoollvveedd  wwiitthh  yyoouurr
wwoorrkkoouutt::  Taking group exercise
classes at the gym is a great
way to stay motivated about
your program. You'll have a

scheduled time each week, and an
instructor who will keep the energy
level high. Also try using the “buddy
system -“ if you sync up your exer-
cise regime with a friend you can
push each other along.

•• FFiinndd  tthhee  rriigghhtt  eennvviirroonnmmeenntt::  If
you are self-conscious about your fit-
ness level, look for a gym that caters
to your specific needs. Finding the
right environment to pursue your
exercise program is key.

No matter what your fitness
level or long-term goals may be, it
is vital to keep your daily routine in
line with your lifestyle. In the end,
that is the best way to stay moti-
vated, which will ultimately keep
you in the fitness game for life.

by Suzanne Rich, Lady of America
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DISEASES ?
The Society for Women's Health

Research is the nation's only non-profit
organization whose mission is to improve the
health of all women through research, edu-
cation and advocacy. The Society advocates
increased funding for research on women's
health; encourages the study of sex differ-
ences that may affect the prevention, diag-

nosis and treatment of disease; promotes the
inclusion of women in medical research

studies; and informs women, providers, poli-
cy makers and media about contemporary

women's health issues. Learn more at
www.womenshealthresearch.org. And Staying That Way!


