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Introduction 

Congenital anomalies are structural or functional defects that arise during intrauterine life and can be 

detected before birth, at birth, or later in infancy. According to the World Health Organization (WHO), 

approximately 6% of live births worldwide are affected by congenital disorders. Although 

chromosomal and genetic abnormalities account for many cases, non-genetic factors—including 

maternal lifestyle, environmental exposures, and inadequate hygiene—have considerable impact. 

Social inequality, poor maternal education, insufficient antenatal care, and exposure to teratogenic 

agents further elevate risks. This paper explores how social and hygienic factors contribute to 

congenital anomalies in children. 

Social Factors 

1. Socioeconomic Status Low family income limits access to quality healthcare, balanced nutrition, 

and safe living conditions. Women in low-income settings often have higher exposure to 

pollutants, nutritional deficiencies, and delayed or absent prenatal care-significant risk factors for 

anomalies such as neural tube defects and cardiac malformations. 

2. Maternal Education Mothers with limited education are less likely to receive adequate prenatal 

counseling, understand the importance of folic acid supplementation, or avoid harmful behaviors 

such as smoking or alcohol consumption. Poor knowledge regarding medication use during 

pregnancy also increases teratogenic risk. 

3. Access to Healthcare Insufficient antenatal visits hinder early detection and prevention of fetal 

anomalies. In regions lacking trained health professionals, conditions such as intrauterine 

infections, gestational diabetes, and anemia go unmanaged, increasing the incidence of congenital 

malformations. 

4. Occupational and Environmental Exposures Employment in agriculture, chemical industries, or 

factories may expose women to pesticides, solvents, and heavy metals. These substances have 

been linked to neurological, craniofacial, and limb anomalies. Poor workplace safety regulations 

intensify these effects. 
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Hygienic and Environmental Factors 

1. Water Quality and Sanitation Contaminated drinking water containing nitrates, arsenic, lead, or 

microbial pathogens contributes to fetal toxicity and developmental abnormalities. Poor sanitation 

increases maternal infections, which may cross the placenta and affect fetal organogenesis. 

2. Air Pollution Particulate matter, carbon monoxide, sulfur dioxide, and other airborne pollutants 

have been associated with congenital heart defects, cleft lip and palate, and neural tube defects. 

Urban areas with poor air quality show higher incidence rates. 

3. Maternal Infections and Hygiene Practices Lack of personal hygiene, crowded housing, and 

limited access to clean facilities increase the risk of infections such as rubella, toxoplasmosis, 

cytomegalovirus, and Zika virus—all known to cause severe congenital disorders. Untreated 

sexually transmitted infections can similarly interfere with embryonic development. 

4. Nutrition and Food Safety Malnutrition, particularly deficiencies in folic acid, iodine, iron, and 

vitamin A, heightens the risk of neural tube defects, thyroid-related malformations, and cognitive 

impairment. Additionally, consumption of food contaminated by aflatoxins or unsafe storage 

practices can negatively impact fetal health. 

Behavioral and Lifestyle Factors 

1. Alcohol and Smoking Maternal alcohol intake leads to fetal alcohol spectrum disorders, 

characterized by craniofacial anomalies, cardiac defects, and neurodevelopmental delays. 

Smoking is associated with limb malformations, cleft palate, and intrauterine growth restriction. 

2. Illicit Drug Use Cocaine, opioids, and other substances can impair placental blood flow and 

disrupt organogenesis. These exposures correlate with congenital limb defects, heart 

abnormalities, and central nervous system malformations. 

3. Medication Use Unsanctioned self-medication and use of teratogenic drugs (e.g., isotretinoin, 

certain anticonvulsants) during early pregnancy contribute to developmental malformations. Poor 

regulation and lack of pharmacovigilance intensify this risk. 

Preventive Strategies 

1. Health Education Enhancing maternal literacy about nutrition, hygiene, and avoidance of harmful 

substances helps reduce the incidence of congenital anomalies. Community-based programs can 

target high-risk groups. 

2. Prenatal Care Early registration and regular antenatal visits enable monitoring, supplementation, 

and timely management of maternal conditions. Folic acid supplementation before conception and 

during early pregnancy is a proven intervention. 

3. Environmental Interventions Improving air and water quality, regulating industrial pollutants, and 

enforcing occupational safety can significantly lower exposure-related anomalies. 

4. Socioeconomic Support Policies that improve access to healthcare, nutrition, and social welfare 

for disadvantaged families can reduce disparities in congenital outcomes. 

Discussion 

The interplay of social, environmental, and hygienic factors is often complex. Poverty exacerbates 

exposure to pollutants, limits access to healthcare, and increases infection risks. Cultural norms and 

limited education further influence maternal behaviors. Addressing congenital anomalies requires a 

multidisciplinary approach involving public health authorities, community organizations, and medical 

professionals. Surveillance systems and birth defect registries are critical for monitoring trends and 

guiding interventions. 

 

 



International Journal of Integrative and Modern Medicine 

 
Copyright © 2025 The Author(s). This is an open-access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License 

(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium                                            362 
provided the original work is properly cited.  

Conclusion 

Social and hygienic conditions significantly influence the development of congenital anomalies in 

children. Poverty, inadequate prenatal care, environmental pollution, poor sanitation, and unhealthy 

maternal behaviors remain key contributors. Prevention efforts must target these modifiable factors 

through education, policy reforms, healthcare access, and environmental improvements. A holistic 

public health strategy can substantially reduce the global burden of congenital malformations. 
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