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Recent study suggests that the leverage associated with consuming fish while pregnant greatly exceeds 
the risks.  

 
 
 

Previous research has indicated that since fish tends to be associated with mercury and other 
pollutants, having it during pregnancy can be dangerous to the growing baby, given that these 
neurotoxic substances can reach and spread throughout the amniotic liquid. However, recent 
research, carried out in Spain, and published in the American Journal of Epidemiology, has 
shown that exposure to seafood consumption during pregnancy is far from detrimental to fetal 
development. In fact, it can result in increased IQ, by boosting and accelerating the cognitive 
process.  
 
Professionals from Barcelona’s Center for Research in Environmental Epidemiology looked into 
the information gathered during the Spanish Childhood and Environment Project, which studied 
approximately 2,000 women starting from their earliest stages of pregnancy, from 2004 until 
2008. 
During the study, each of the participants answered various questions, more particularly 
regarding their daily eating habits. Researchers were able to assess each individual’s weekly 
intake of shellfish, lean fish (sole, sake etc.) and fatty fish like salmon, mackerel, swordfish, 
sardines, albacore tuna, anchovies etc.) Researchers also evaluated the respondents’ blood 
test results, focusing mostly on iodine and vitamin D levels, and consistently monitored baby’s 
vulnerability to mercury and other pollutants by studying data from umbilical cord blood tests. 
This extensive information was then compared with the results acquired by the babies in their 
first 5 years of life, during numerous cognitive examinations.    
 
The researchers found for pregnant mothers who had consumed approximately 17.6 ounces of 
fish on a weekly basis, their offspring acquired progressively higher scores during the IQ 
assessments. Moreover, the consumption of large fatty fish during pregnancy presents 
moderate child neuropsychological benefits, including improvements in cognitive functioning 
and some protection from autism-spectrum traits. 
Other advantages remained obvious for all the kids that had been exposed to fish while in the 
womb, as long as weekly servings preferred by their mothers didn’t extend beyond 21 ounces. 
 



It is suggested that pregnant women eat moderate amounts of fish, especially in the first 
trimester of pregnancy, a stage that is more beneficial for the fetus. However, they should be 
prudent and avoid eating swordfish, catfish, king mackerel or shark, as these species absorb 
more mercury and other pollutants than other marine creatures, due to their long life cycles. 
Furthermore, it is a well-documented fact that fatty fish in particular contain a large number of 
brain-boosting nutrients, such as essential types of omega-3 fatty acids—EPA 
(eicosapentaenoic acid and DHA (docosahexaenoic acid). 

These two compounds, found in salmon, herring, sardines, mackerel, kipper, trout etc., have 
been confirmed effective in developing the main component of brain cell membranes, and also 
preventing brain degeneration as is associated with Alzheimer’s disease. 
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High fish consumption in pregnancy tied to brain benefits for kids 
BY SHEREEN LEHMAN  

 

(Reuters Health) – When mothers eat three sizeable servings of fish each week during 
pregnancy it may benefit children’s brains for years to come, according to a large study in 
Spain. 

Researchers followed nearly 2,000 mother-child pairs from the first trimester of pregnancy 

through the child’s fifth birthday and found improved brain function in the kids whose mothers 

ate the most fish while pregnant, compared to children of mothers who ate the least. 

Even when women averaged 600 grams, or 21 ounces, of fish weekly during pregnancy, there 

was no sign that mercury or other pollutants associated with fish were having a negative effect 

that offset the apparent benefits. 

“Seafood is known to be an important source of essential nutrients for brain development, but at 

the same time accumulates mercury from the environment, which is known to be neurotoxic,” 

lead author Jordi Julvez, of the Center for Research in Environmental Epidemiology in 

Barcelona, said in an email. 

In an attempt to balance the potential harms of such pollutants with the general health benefits 

of fish, the U.S. Food and Drug Administration’s 2014 guidelines encourage pregnant women to 

eat fish, but no more than 12 ounces per week. 



The European Food Safety Authority recently issued a scientific opinion endorsing 150 g to 600 

g of fish weekly during pregnancy, Julvez and colleagues note in the American Journal of 

Epidemiology. But, the study team writes, the effects of maternal fish consumption during 

development are still not well understood and more research could help give pregnant women 

clearer guidance.  

The researchers analyzed data from the Spanish Childhood and Environment Project, a large 

population study that recruited women in their first trimester of pregnancy, in four provinces of 

Spain, between 2004 and 2008. 

Julvez and colleagues focused on records of the women’s consumption of large fatty fish such 

as swordfish and albacore tuna, smaller fatty fish such as mackerel, sardines, anchovies or 

salmon, and lean fish such as hake or sole, as well as shellfish and other seafood.  

Women were tested for blood levels of vitamin D and iodine, and cord blood was tested after 

delivery to measure fetal exposure to mercury and PCB pollutants. At ages 14 months and five 

years, the children underwent tests of their cognitive abilities and Asperger Syndrome traits to 

assess their neuropsychological development. 

On average, the women had consumed about 500 g, or three servings, of seafood per week 

while pregnant. But with every additional 10 g per week above that amount, children’s test 

scores improved, up to about 600 g. The link between higher maternal consumption and better 

brain development in children was especially apparent when kids were five. 

The researchers also saw a consistent reduction in autism-spectrum traits with increased 

maternal fish consumption. 

Mothers’ consumption of lean fish and large fatty fish appeared most strongly tied to children’s 

scores, and fish intake during the first trimester, compared to later in pregnancy, also had the 

strongest associations. 

“I think that in general people should follow the current recommendations,” Julvez said. 

“Nevertheless this study pointed out that maybe some of them, particularly the American ones, 

should be less stringent.” 



Julvez noted that there didn’t appear to be any additional benefit when women ate more than 21 

oz (about 595 g) of fish per week. 

“I think it's really interesting, and it shed a lot more light on the benefits of eating fish during 

pregnancy,” said Dr. Ashley Roman, director of Maternal Fetal Medicine at NYU Langone 

Medical Center in New York.  

“I think what's interesting about this study compared to some data previously is that they better 

quantify the relationship between how much fish is consumed in a diet and then the benefits for 

the fetus and ultimately the child,” said Roman, who was not involved in the study.  

“They're able to correlate the fish consumption with protection from autism and I think that is 

potentially a very important finding,” she added. 

Roman said that fish is really important for the fetus's brain development. 

“We still recommend that women avoid the fish that are highest in mercury like tilefish, shark, 

swordfish and giant mackerel, typically the larger fish that have longer lifespans and they tend to 

concentrate more mercury in their tissue,” she said. 
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