NIJBAS OPEN ACCESS
Publications 2024 ONLINE ISSN: 2992-5797
PRINT ISSN: 2992-6122

https://doi.org/10.59298/NIJBAS/2024/5.2.16001 Page | 1
Clinical Manifestations and Health Impact of Malaria in

Pregnant Women

Kamanzi Nyirabashitsi I.

Faculty of Biological Sciences Kampala International University Uganda

ABSTRACT

Malaria during pregnancy poses significant health risks, both to mothers and their unborn children, due to the
unique physiological and immunological changes occurring during this period. This review provides a
comprehensive examination of the clinical manifestations and health impacts of malaria in pregnant women,
highlighting the severity of the disease across different trimesters and its implications for maternal and fetal
health. Malaria during pregnancy can cause symptoms like fever, anemia, headaches, fatigue, and nausea, with
complications varying by trimester. In the first trimester, malaria can lead to early pregnancy loss and congenital
anomalies, while in the second trimester, it can exacerbate maternal anemia and affect fetal growth. The third
trimester is associated with an increased risk of preterm labor and adverse fetal outcomes. Placental malaria,
characterized by parasite accumulation in the placenta, impairs nutrient and oxygen transfer to the fetus, leading
to intrauterine growth restriction, low birth weight, and increased stillbirth risk. Maternal complications include
severe anemia, acute respiratory distress syndrome, and potential long-term health effects. HIV infection further
complicates malaria during pregnancy, increasing risks for both mother and fetus. Age-related variations and
socioeconomic factors also impact malaria severity and management. Effective management strategies include
intermittent preventive treatment, insecticide-treated nets, and indoor residual spraying. Addressing malaria
during pregnancy requires a multifaceted approach, including enhancing diagnostic tools, improving preventive
measures, and ensuring equitable healthcare access.
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INTRODUCTION

Malaria during pregnancy presents unique challenges and severe health risks due to the physiological changes and
increased vulnerability associated with pregnancy. Pregnant women are at heightened risk for severe
manifestations of malaria, which can significantly impact both maternal and fetal health [17. The clinical
presentation of malaria in pregnant women includes symptoms such as fever, headaches, fatigue, nausea, and
anemia, with the severity and specific complications varying across different trimesters. For instance, malaria in
the first trimester can lead to early pregnancy loss and congenital anomalies, while in the second trimester, it can
exacerbate maternal anemia and affect fetal growth. The third trimester is marked by increased risks of preterm
labor and adverse fetal outcomes. Placental malaria, a serious complication where malaria parasites accumulate in
the placenta, further impairs nutrient and oxygen transfer to the fetus, leading to conditions such as intrauterine
growth restriction (IUGR), low birth weight, and increased risk of stillbirth [27. The presence of placental malaria
also compounds the risk of severe maternal complications, including acute respiratory distress syndrome (ARDS)
and anemia, which can have significant long-term consequences for maternal health. Additionally, coinfection with
HIV exacerbates the severity of malaria, increasing the risk of severe outcomes for both mother and fetus. Age-
related variations also play a role, as younger and older pregnant women experience different challenges and risks
related to malaria. Socioeconomic factors, such as poverty and limited access to healthcare, further influence the
severity and management of malaria during pregnancy [87]. Diagnostic challenges, including limitations in current
tools and the impact of misdiagnosis, highlight the need for improved diagnostic methods and prompt treatment.
Furthermore, malaria's impact on maternal-fetal immunity can affect the overall health outcomes, necessitating
tailored preventive and therapeutic interventions. This review aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of
the clinical manifestations of malaria in pregnant women, explore the various maternal and fetal complications,
and discuss effective preventive and therapeutic strategies. By examining these aspects, we can enhance the
management of malaria during pregnancy and improve health outcomes for affected women and their infants.
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Maternal Complications Due to Malaria
Malaria in pregnant women can lead to serious complications, including anemia with significant maternal health
impacts, severe outcomes like ARDS, and increased risks of mortality and morbidity. Anemia is caused by the
destruction of red blood cells by malaria parasites and the increased demand for red blood cells during pregnancy
[47]. This results in increased fatigue and weakness, impaired oxygen transport, preterm birth and low birth
weight, higher susceptibility to other infections, and impact on labor. Acute Respiratory Distress Syndrome
(ARDS) is another severe outcome that can occur in pregnant women with malaria, particularly in cases of severe
or complicated malaria. ARDS is characterized by severe lung inflammation and difficulty breathing and is life-
threatening and requires urgent medical intervention. Other severe outcomes include cerebral malaria,
hypoglycemia, and renal failure. Maternal mortality and morbidity related to malaria are significant concerns,
especially in regions with high transmission rates. Mortality risks include severe malaria, delayed diagnosis and
treatment, long-term health effects, increased healthcare needs, and increased risks in future pregnancies. Effective
management and early intervention are crucial to mitigate these risks and improve outcomes for affected women

[57.
Impact on Pregnancy Outcomes
Malaria significantly impacts pregnancy outcomes, affecting fetal growth, increasing risks of preterm birth and
stillbirth, and leading to severe complications for both mother and fetus. Intrauterine Growth Restriction (IUGR)
is a condition where the fetus does not grow at the expected rate within the womb, resulting in a smaller fetus.
Placental malaria, where parasites accumulate in the placenta, impairs the placenta's ability to transfer nutrients
and oxygen to the fetus, leading to poor fetal growth [67. Low Birth Weight (LBW) is a common consequence of
IUGR, with LBW babies at increased risk for neonatal complications and long-term health issues. Preterm birth
occurs when a baby is born before 37 weeks of gestation, and is at higher risk for complications such as breathing
problems, feeding difficulties, and developmental delays. Stillbirth is the death of a fetus at or after 20 weeks of
gestation before or during delivery. Severe malaria can compromise fetal health through mechanisms such as
placental insufficiency, severe maternal anemia, and systemic inflammation. This has profound emotional and
psychological impacts on the mother and family, emphasizing the need for improved maternal and fetal monitoring
and management [77]. In severe cases of malaria, maternal outcomes can be dire, with increased risks of morbidity
and mortality. Prompt and effective treatment is crucial, and continuous monitoring and supportive care are
essential.
Placental Malaria and Its Consequences
Placental malaria is a serious complication of malaria during pregnancy, affecting nutrient and oxygen transfer
from mother to fetus. It leads to severe maternal and fetal health outcomes, including IUGR, low birth weight,
preterm birth, and stillbirth [87. The mechanisms of placental malaria include parasite sequestration,
inflammatory response, and malaria-induced lesions. These lesions cause impaired blood flow and damage to the
placental villi, which are essential for nutrient and oxygen exchange between the mother and fetus. The long-term
consequences of placental malaria include increased risk of severe malaria, increased maternal anemia, and
intrauterine growth restriction (IUGR). In addition, it increases the risk of low birth weight (LBW) in infants
born to mothers with placental malaria, making them more susceptible to immediate neonatal complications and
long-term health issues. Severe placental malaria can also result in premature delivery and an increased risk of
stillbirth. Diagnosing and managing placental malaria involves using traditional diagnostic methods like blood
smear microscopy and rapid diagnostic tests (RDTs), placental histopathology, and polymerase chain reaction
(PCR) [97]. Antimalarial treatment, such as Artemisinin-based combination therapies (ACTs), intermittent
preventive treatment in pregnancy (IPTp), vector control measures like insecticide-treated nets (ITNs), and
indoor residual spraying (IRS), is crucial for mitigating the adverse impacts of placental malaria and improving
health outcomes for pregnant women and their babies. Regular antenatal check-ups and supportive care are also
necessary to improve outcomes for both mother and baby.
Coinfection with HIV and Its Impact on Health Outcomes
Coinfection with HIV and malaria during pregnancy can significantly impact health outcomes for both the mother
and fetus. The immune system is compromised by HIV, making individuals more susceptible to opportunistic
infections like malaria [107. This can exacerbate the severity of malaria, as HIV reduces the body's ability to
mount an effective immune response. Malaria can influence HIV progression by affecting immune responses, while
HIV can alter the immune response to malaria, affecting the clinical manifestation and severity of the infection.
Parasite and viral interactions also occur, with HIV-infected individuals often having a higher parasitic load in
malaria, leading to more severe manifestations of malaria. Co-infection dynamics can lead to more frequent and
severe malaria episodes, while malaria can accelerate HIV progression through immune activation and increased
viral load. Pregnancy outcomes are compounded, with an increased risk of severe anemia, increased susceptibility
to other infections, and higher mortality rates. IFetal outcomes are also affected, with adverse pregnancy outcomes
such as intrauterine growth restriction, preterm birth, and stillbirth. Transmission risks are increased, as HIV-
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infected pregnant women with malaria are at higher risk of transmitting HIV to their infants. Drug interactions
and adverse effects are also increased due to the combination of medications used for treating HIV and malaria.
Management strategies for malaria-HIV-coinfected pregnant women include integrated care and monitoring,
collaboration between services, safe and effective antimalarial and antiretroviral therapy, prevention and
prophylaxis, and supportive care [117. Anemia management is crucial, with iron supplementation, blood
transfusions, and appropriate malaria treatment being essential. Supportive care, including managing coexisting
conditions and addressing any complications, is vital for improving outcomes for both the mother and the infant.
Counseling and education about medication adherence, preventive measures, and regular antenatal care are also
essential for effective management.
Age-Related Variations in Health Impact
Age-related variations in malaria impact on pregnant women highlight the need for tailored interventions based
on maternal age. Younger pregnant women have less mature immune systems, leading to increased susceptibility
and potentially more severe disease manifestations [127]. They may also face greater physical and psychological
stress due to the combined demands of pregnancy and malaria. Nutritional needs are particularly critical for
adolescents, as malaria can exacerbate nutritional deficiencies, impacting both maternal and fetal health. Older
pregnant women may have pre-existing chronic conditions or comorbidities that can complicate malaria
management, increasing the risk of severe malaria and associated complications. Adolescent pregnant women are
at higher risk for maternal complications, including severe anemia and preeclampsia, which can be exacerbated by
malaria. Preterm birth and low birth weight are associated with higher incidences of malaria, leading to adverse
neonatal outcomes. Limited healthcare access can also impact malaria management. Interventions for adolescents
include enhanced nutritional support, educational and psychological support, access to healthcare services,
management of comorbid conditions, tailored malaria prevention strategies, and monitoring and screening [137.
Personalized care plans based on age-related risk factors and health needs can improve malaria management
effectiveness and overall maternal health. Integrated healthcare services that address both malaria and other age-
related health issues can enhance outcomes.
Socioeconomic and Environmental Influences on Health Outcomes
Poverty, education, and living conditions significantly impact malaria severity during pregnancy. Poverty
increases vulnerability to malaria due to limited access to preventive measures like insecticide-treated nets (I'TN's)
and antimalarial medications. Poor nutritional status can impair immune function, making pregnant women more
susceptible to severe malaria [147. Poverty also limits access to healthcare services, leading to delayed diagnosis
and higher rates of severe malaria. Education can improve health literacy and behavioral practices, while
community awareness can enhance malaria prevention and control. Living conditions, such as poor housing and
inadequate sanitation, can contribute to a higher risk of malaria transmission. Rural areas often face greater
challenges in malaria control due to less infrastructure, limited healthcare facilities, and more favorable breeding
sites for mosquitoes. Access to healthcare services ensures timely diagnosis and effective treatment, while quality
of care impacts the effectiveness of malaria management. Preventive measures, such as ITNs and intermittent
preventive treatment (IPT), can significantly reduce malaria transmission and severity during pregnancy.
Effective health education and outreach programs can improve awareness and use of preventive measures.
Environmental factors, such as climate, local ecosystems, and urbanization, also affect malaria transmission and
severity [15]. Addressing these factors through targeted interventions and improvements in healthcare access,
education, and environmental management can help mitigate the impact of malaria on pregnant women and
improve health outcomes.
Diagnostic Challenges and Their Impact on Health
Diagnostic challenges in malaria detection during pregnancy include limitations in current tools, atypical
symptom presentation, and pregnancy-related physiological changes. Rapid Diagnostic Tests (RDTs) may have
reduced sensitivity in pregnant women, leading to false-negative results. Microscopy is less effective in detecting
low-density infections, and PCR tests require specialized equipment and expertise [167]. Symptoms of malaria can
overlap with other pregnancy-related conditions, complicating diagnosis. Pregnancy induces physiological
changes that affect the diagnostic performance of malaria tests. Parasite sequestration during pregnancy makes
detection in the bloodstream more challenging. Misdiagnosis or delayed diagnosis can lead to severe disease,
increasing the risk of maternal complications and fetal health. Ineffective treatment can also result in suboptimal
treatment, contributing to drug resistance. Increased healthcare costs can result from misdiagnosis and delayed
treatment. Advances in diagnostic methods, such as enhanced RDTs and molecular diagnostics, offer promising
solutions for enhancing diagnostic accuracy and improving health outcomes. Integration of these advancements
into routine care, along with capacity building and training, is essential for effective malaria management during
pregnancy. The impact of these advancements on health outcomes includes timely treatment and prevention,
improved surveillance and monitoring, and reduced morbidity, mortality, and healthcare costs [17-207.
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Impact of Malaria on Maternal-Fetal Immunity
Malaria significantly impacts maternal and fetal immunity through alterations in immune responses and increased
susceptibility to other infections. This can lead to complications such as intrauterine growth restriction (IUGR).
The altered maternal immune response can also impact the intrauterine environment, affecting fetal development
[87. The developing fetal immune system is influenced by the maternal immune state, and malaria-related changes
can affect the maturation and function of the fetal immune system. Maternal and fetal susceptibility to other
infections increases due to the compromised immune response. This can lead to increased susceptibility to bacterial
infections or opportunistic pathogens. The compromised immune response can also indirectly affect fetal health by
increasing the risk of infections that may cross the placenta or affect the maternal-fetal interface. Pregnancy-
induced immunosuppression can further modify the immunological adaptation, leading to a complex interplay
between immune tolerance and activation. Regular monitoring of immune markers and response during pregnancy
can help assess the impact of malaria and tailor treatment strategies. Management strategies for malaria in
pregnant women include integrated care approaches, supportive therapies, prevention strategies, and research into
vaccines [18-207. These strategies aim to address both the infection and its effects on the immune system,
improving health outcomes for both mother and fetus [20-227.
Preventive and Therapeutic Interventions
Intermittent Preventive Treatment (IPTp) is a method of administering antimalarial medications at regular
intervals during pregnancy, regardless of the presence of malaria symptoms. The most commonly used drug is
sulfadoxine-pyrimethamine (SP), which significantly reduces malaria incidence and reduces the risk of maternal
and fetal complications. IPTp also improves maternal health by reducing fetal morbidity and mortality. However,
resistance to antimalarial drugs can impact its effectiveness, necessitating monitoring and adjusting treatment
guidelines. High coverage and adherence to IPTp are crucial, requiring effective delivery mechanisms and health
education. Insecticide-Treated Nets (ITNs) and Indoor Residual Spraying (IRS) are also effective in preventing
severe outcomes [107]. I'TNs provide a physical barrier against mosquito bites, while IRS sprays the interior walls
of houses with insecticides, reducing malaria transmission. However, the IRS's effectiveness can be affected by
insecticide resistance and the need for regular reapplication. To manage malaria during pregnancy, early
diagnosis, appropriate treatment, integrated maternal and child health care, community engagement, and
continuous monitoring are essential. Monitoring malaria prevalence, treatment outcomes, and the effectiveness of
preventive measures helps identify gaps and make necessary adjustments. Research into new interventions and
adaptation of strategies based on emerging evidence and changing epidemiological trends ensures the continued
effectiveness of malaria control measures.
CONCLUSION
Malaria during pregnancy is a significant public health issue affecting both maternal and fetal health. The clinical
manifestations of malaria include fever, anemia, and serious complications like ARDS, IGR, and stillbirth.
Placental malaria impairs nutrient and oxygen transfer to the fetus, leading to adverse outcomes like low birth
weight and preterm birth. HIV infection amplifies the severity of malaria and increases the risk of poor health
outcomes for both the mother and fetus. Age-related factors and socioeconomic and environmental factors, such as
poverty and limited healthcare access, further complicate malaria management during pregnancy. Diagnostic
challenges, such as limitations in current tools and atypical symptom presentation, emphasize the need for
improved diagnostic accuracy and timely treatment. Comprehensive strategies, including intermittent preventive
treatment, insecticide-treated nets, and indoor residual spraying, are essential to mitigate the adverse effects of
malaria during pregnancy. In conclusion, addressing malaria in pregnancy requires a multifaceted approach that
includes enhancing diagnostic tools, improving preventive measures, and ensuring equitable access to healthcare
services. Continued research and adaptation of strategies based on emerging evidence are crucial for optimizing
maternal and fetal health outcomes and achieving better control of malaria during pregnancy.
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