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No.2) NATURE NEUROSCIENCE 31
RIBEIECR ] Pregnancy leads to long-lasting
changes in human brain Structure a7 fay
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"Pregnancy involves radical hormone
surges and biological adaptions. However, the
effects of pregnancy on the human brain are
virtually unknown. Here we show, using a
prospective (Pre-Post pregnancy) study
involving first-time mothers and fathers and
nulliporous control groups, that pregnancy
renders substantial changes in brain
structure, primarily reductions in gray matter
(GM) volume in regions subserving social
cognition. The changes were seletive for the
mothers and highly consistent, correctly
classfying all women as having undergone
pregnancy or not inbetween sessions.
Interestingly, the volume reductions showed
a substantial overlap with brain regions
responding to the women's babies
postpartum. Furthermore, the GM volume
changes of pregnancy predicted measures of
postpartum material attachment suggestive of
an adaptive process serving the transition into
motherhood. Another followup session showed
that the GM reductions endured for at least 2
years post-pregnancy. Our data provide the
first evidence that pregnancy confers long-
lasting changes in a woman's brain."
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On the basis of our results, we may
speculate that the female brain undergoes a
further maturation or specialization of the neural
network subserving social cognition during
pregnancy. Very few studies have investigated
the effects of pregnancy on measures of social
congnition, but there are preliminary indications
of facilitated processing of social information in
pregnant woman, including enhanced emotion
and face recognation.
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The scientist also used MRI (Magnetic
Resonance Imaging) scans to watch the women's
brains work in real time, as then looked at photos
of their own infants and of other babies. Several
of brain areas that had lost gray matter during
pregnancy responded with the strongest neural
activity to their own babies as opposed to the

photos of other infants.
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"Around the seventh and eighth month, a
fetus's heart rate slows down slightly whenever

his mother is speaking, indicating that mom's
voice has a calming effect.

By the time they're born, babies can
actually recognize their mother's voice. In one
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study, doctors gave every day old infants
pacifiers that were connected to tape
recorders. Depending on the babies sucking
paterns, the pacifiers either turned on a tape
of their mother's voice or that of an unfamiliar
woman's voice. The amazing result : "Within
10to 20 minutes, the babies learned to adjust
their sucking rate on the pacifier to turn on
their own mother's voice."
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