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Abstract: Pregnancy is a period characteri-
zed by profound hormonal, immunological,
metabolic, and vascular changes that pro-
mote various adaptations in the maternal
organism. Among these changes, physiolo-
gical skin changes stand out, often observed
during prenatal care and considered part of
the adaptive process of pregnancy. These
manifestations may involve changes in skin
pigmentation, vascular changes, changes in
skin appendages, and changes in connecti-
ve tissue. Although in most cases they are
benign and transient, these changes can
raise diagnostic questions and concerns in
pregnant women, and it is important for
healthcare professionals to recognize them
and differentiate them from specific preg-
nancy-related dermatoses or pre-existing
dermatological diseases. The present study
aims to review the scientific literature on the
main physiological dermatological changes
in pregnancy, addressing their pathophy-
siological mechanisms, clinical manifesta-
tions, and relevance in clinical practice. This
is a narrative literature review based on the
analysis of scientific articles published in
national and international databases. The
results show that pigmentary, vascular, glan-
dular, and structural changes in the skin
are extremely common during pregnancy,
mainly due to hormonal influences and cir-
culatory adaptations. It is concluded that
knowledge of these manifestations is es-
sential for the proper guidance of pregnant
women and to avoid unnecessary interven-
tions, contributing to safer and more huma-
nized prenatal care.

Keywords: Pregnancy; Pregnancy-related
skin conditions; Physiological skin changes.

38

Physiological dermatological changes during pregnancy: literature review

<
o)

]
Z
<




Introduction

Pregnancy represents a period of in-
tense physiological changes in the female
body, resulting mainly from hormonal and
metabolic changes necessary for fetal de-
velopment and maternal adaptation to the
gestational process. These changes affect
several organ systems, including the inte-
gumentary system, which often undergoes
visible changes throughout pregnancy. It is
estimated that more than 90% of pregnant
women experience some type of skin change
during this period, many of which are con-
sidered physiological and not pathological.

Dermatological changes during preg-
nancy can be classified into three main
groups: physiological skin changes, preg-
nancy-specific dermatoses, and changes in
pre-existing dermatological diseases. Among
these categories, physiological changes are
the most common, resulting from the action
of hormones such as estrogen, progestero-
ne, and melanocyte-stimulating hormone,
in addition to vascular and immunological
adaptations specific to pregnancy.

Among the most frequently observed
manifestations are skin hyperpigmentation,
including melasma and linea nigra, increa-
sed pigmentation of the areolas and genitals,
vascular changes such as telangiectasias and
palmar erythema, as well as changes in skin
appendages such as hair and nails. Changes
in connective tissue are also common, espe-
cially the appearance of stretch marks.

Although

many of these changes can have a significant

considered  physiological,

aesthetic impact and cause anxiety in pregnant
women. In this context, adequate knowledge
of these manifestations by health professionals
is essential for correct diagnosis, appropriate
guidance, and reassurance of patients, avoi-
ding unnecessary tests and treatments.

Given the high frequency of these
changes and the need for a better understan-
ding of their clinical and pathophysiological
characteristics, it is important to conduct
literature reviews that systematize the avai-
lable knowledge on the subject.

Objective

To review the scientific literature on
the main physiological dermatological
changes observed during pregnancy, addres-
sing their pathophysiological mechanisms,
clinical manifestations, and implications for

clinical practice.

Methodology

This is a narrative literature review
with a qualitative approach, conducted with
the aim of gathering and analyzing scienti-
fic studies on physiological dermatological
changes during pregnancy. The bibliogra-
phic search was conducted in electronic da-
tabases, including PubMed, SciELO, Goo-
gle Scholar, and the Virtual Health Library
(VHL).

Descriptors in Portuguese and English
were used, such as “alteracoes dermatold-
gicas na gestagio” (dermatological changes
in pregnancy), “dermatological changes in
pregnancy,” “physiological skin changes in
pregnancy,” and “skin changes during preg-
nancy.” Articles published preferably in the
last 20 years were included, as well as clas-
sic textbooks on dermatology and obstetrics
considered relevant to understanding the
topic.

The inclusion criteria covered original
articles, literature reviews, and book chap-
ters that addressed physiological skin chan-
ges associated with pregnancy. Studies that
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dealt exclusively with specific dermatoses of
pregnancy or dermatological diseases unre-
lated to the physiological gestational process
were excluded.

After selecting the materials, a critical
reading and descriptive analysis of the infor-
mation was performed, allowing the con-
tent to be organized into thematic categories
related to the main types of dermatological
changes observed during pregnancy.

Discussion

Physiological dermatological changes
during pregnancy result mainly from hor-
monal action, immunological adaptations,
and vascular changes that occur during this
period. These changes are widely recognized
and can be grouped into pigmentary, vas-
cular, glandular, and structural changes in
connective tissue.

Among the most frequent changes are
changes in skin pigmentation. Hyperpig-
mentation occurs in approximately 90%
of pregnant women, being more evident in
women with higher skin phototypes. This
phenomenon is associated with increased
melanocytic activity stimulated by hormo-
nes such as estrogen, progesterone, and me-
lanocyte-stimulating hormone. Clinically,
darkening of areas such as the areolas, geni-
tal region, scars, and abdominal linea alba,
which becomes known as the linea nigra
during pregnancy, is observed.

Melasma, also known as chloasma gra-
vidarum, is another common pigmentary
disorder. It is characterized by the appearan-
ce of brownish hyperpigmented spots, usu-
ally symmetrical, located mainly on the face.
Exposure to ultraviolet radiation, associated
with hormonal changes, plays an important
role in the development of this condition.

Vascular changes are also common du-
ring pregnancy and are related to increased
blood volume, peripheral vasodilation, and
the effect of estrogen on the vascular endo-
thelium. Among the most commonly obser-
ved manifestations are palmar erythema, cha-
racterized by diffuse redness on the palms of
the hands, and telangiectasias, often referred
to as spider angiomas. These lesions usually
appear on the face, neck, and upper trunk.

In addition, increased venous pressure
and hemodynamic changes during pregnan-
cy favor the appearance of varicose veins and
peripheral edema, especially in the lower
limbs. These changes reflect venous com-
pression caused by uterine growth and de-
creased venous return.

Changes in connective tissue are also
quite characteristic of pregnancy, with stret-
ch marks being one of the most well-known
manifestations. These lesions arise due t y
distension of the skin associated with hor-
monal factors that promote a reduction in
the elasticity of collagen and elastic fibers.
Initially, they appear erythematous-viola-
ceous in color, later evolving to a whitish
and atrophic appearance.

Changes in skin appendages can also
be observed during pregnancy. Hair growth
can be influenced by the prolongation of the
anagen phase of the hair cycle, resulting in
thicker and more voluminous hair. Howe-
ver, in the postpartum period, telogen efflu-
vium is common, characterized by tempo-
rary hair loss due to the synchronization of
the follicular cycle.

Nails may also undergo changes, such
as brittleness, ridging, or accelerated grow-
th. Although less frequent, these changes re-
flect the hormonal and metabolic influence
of pregnancy.
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In general, most of these changes tend
to regress spontaneously after delivery, al-
though some, such as stretch marks and
melasma, may persist partially. For this rea-
son, proper guidance during prenatal care is
essential to educate pregnant women about
the benign nature of these manifestations.

Conclusion

Physiological dermatological changes
are common manifestations during preg-
nancy and reflect the complex hormonal,
vascular, and metabolic adaptations of the
maternal organism. Among the main chan-
ges observed are skin hyperpigmentation,
vascular changes, stretch marks, and chan-
ges in hair and nails.

Although generally benign and tran-
sient, these manifestations can cause con-
cern in pregnant women, especially when
they involve visible aesthetic changes. The-
refore, recognition of these changes by he-
althcare professionals is essential for proper
diagnosis and differentiation from specific
pregnancy-related dermatoses or other der-
matological conditions.

In addition, appropriate guidance du-
ring prenatal care helps reduce maternal an-
xiety and avoid unnecessary interventions.
Up-to-date knowledge about these changes
allows for a safer clinical approach, contri-
buting to the promotion of comprehensive
health care for women during pregnancy.

References

AMBLER, J.; BOWEN, A. R. Cutaneous chan-
ges in pregnancy. Dermatologic Clinics, Phila-
delphia, v. 34, n. 3, p. 301-308, 2016.

AUSTIN, M. B,; KIMBALL, A. B. Dermato-
logic conditions of pregnancy. Journal of the
American Academy of Dermatology, St. Louis,
v. 70, n. 3, p. 401-414, 2014.

CUNNINGHAM, E G. et al. Williams Obste-
trics. 25. ed. New York: McGraw-Hill Educa-
tion, 2018.

KROON, S.; BOS, J. D. Skin changes during
pregnancy. International Journal of Dermato-
logy, Oxford, v. 50, n. 6, p. 675-681, 2011.

KROON, S.; BOS, J. D.; PONTE, P. Dermato-
logic changes in pregnancy. Clinical Dermato-
logy, Philadelphia, v. 34, n. 3, p. 279-289, 2016.

MURASE, J. E;; HELLER, M. M.; BUTLER, D.
C. Safety of dermatologic medications in preg-
nancy and lactation. Journal of the American
Academy of Dermatology, St. Louis, v. 70, n. 3,
p. 401.e1-401.e14, 2014.

MULLEGGER, R. R; KERL, H. Physiologic
skin changes during pregnancy. Clinics in Der-
matology, Philadelphia, v. 24, n. 2, p. 80-84,
2006.

ROTH, M. M. Pregnancy dermatoses: diagno-
sis, management, and controversies. American
Journal of Clinical Dermatology, Auckland, v.
12, n. 1, p. 25-41, 2011.

WONG, R. C.; ELLIS, C. N. Physiologic skin
changes in pregnancy. Seminars in Cutaneous
Medicine and Surgery, New York, v. 16, n. 1, p.
3-9,2007.

ZUG, K. A,; BANSAL, S. Cutaneous changes
in pregnancy. In: BOLOGNIA, J. L.; SCHAF-
FER, J. V.; CERRONI, L. Dermatology. 4. ed.
Philadelphia: Elsevier, 2018.

41

Physiological dermatological changes during pregnancy: literature review

<
o)

]
Z
<




