
Itchy skin during pregnancy,
especially if it's on your belly, is often
caused as your skin stretches and is
increasingly moisture-deprived.
However, as I learned -- with
devastating consequences -- it can
in rare instances be a symptom of a
serious, high-risk pregnancy
complication.

My health was never an issue for me;
however, that changed drastically
toward the end of my first pregnancy.
At 32 weeks pregnant, I had itchy
hands and feet and began to notice
the itch spreading after a week to my
arms. Eventually, it became an all-
over itch. 
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I brought it up to one of my obstetricians at my 34-week appointment, who suggested
hydrocortisone cream. When the cream failed to work, I spoke to the other OB at my 35-
week appointment. She ordered a bile acid and liver function blood test the same day.
Like most doctors, she tried to make me feel calm as she explained that she suspected
cholestasis of pregnancy. I'd never heard of this pregnancy condition and neither had my
friends and family. After enduring another week of intense nighttime itching, I went to my
next scheduled appointment at 36 weeks with my husband, and I was finally diagnosed.

Intrahepatic cholestasis of pregnancy (ICP) occurs when hormonal changes or gestational
diabetes cause the normal flow of bile out of the liver and into the gallbladder to slow,
leading the buildup of bile acids to spill over into the blood stream. Elevated bile acids, in
turn, pose risks to an unborn baby including fetal distress, an abnormal heart rhythm,
meconium staining, respiratory issues, preterm labor and stillbirth. The mother risks
hemorrhage.
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On that day, I had additional blood work drawn and a non-stress test (NST). We asked the
doctor a few questions and felt reassured after she told us of other patients she cared
for with ICP. The plan was set with twice-a-week NST and a planned early induction by
week 38. I was confused and scared, this being my first pregnancy. I read more about
cholestasis of pregnancy online and printed out some information to discuss with my
husband because the statistics on the article I read noted a small percentage of loss of
the baby due to ICP. The day after my reactive NST -- just two days from being induced --
we lost our son Jorden.

My initial research on the internet about this rare condition and my doctor's past
experience with ICP led me to believe monitoring and early delivery would mean my son
would be safe. Soon I learned the truth many itchy moms face: Many health care
providers may not be completely up-to-date with the proper treatment and management
of ICP -- including my own, since the proper management usually includes taking a
medicine (ursodeoxycholic acid), a weekly blood test, monitoring and early delivery (by
week 37 to 38 or earlier).

During my subsequent pregnancies I experienced ICP again -- the recurrence rate is as
high for severe cases like mine. But this time I saw a doctor who specialized in high risk
pregnancies. I was diagnosed earlier with my second and third son and was prescribed
ursodeoxycholic acid to help manage my bile acid levels and make the itching more
tolerable for me. He also tested my bile acid and liver function bi-weekly and monitored
my biophysical profiles. My sons were induced by week 36 and born healthy; they are now
are 8 and 10 years old.

The life-changing events that led to the loss of my son Jorden inspired me to help prevent
this from happening to other women. I founded ICP Care, a nonprofit foundation with the
mission to connect, support, educate and empower those affected by cholestasis of
pregnancy. At ICP Care, we are a team of dedicated volunteers all affected by cholestasis
of pregnancy. Our website, www.icpcare.org, is a resource for moms with this condition
who are seeking research-based, medical referenced information. The ICP Care Facebook
group has members from across the USA and the world seeking support or guidance.

The awareness of this condition is vital for the general public and health care
professionals, and I've found the experience of supporting other mom with ICP to be
proactive in protecting health and life of their unborn babies to be very rewarding. If you
are affected by this condition, please don't hesitate to reach out to us.

For more information on cholestasis, click here.

Donna Benavides is a mother of three and Founder of ICP Care.
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