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Healthy Eating in Pregnancy 

 

A baby develops from a single fertilised cell to a newborn baby with many complex structures that are fully functioning 

so that the baby can live outside the mother’s body. In nine months, the baby must increase in size from a cell that is 

too small to see, to a baby weighing around 3 kg. All of this growing needs fuel and the right nutrients supplied at the 

right time. This all comes from the mother: from the food she eats, and her body stores. This information sheet lists 

the nutrients needed during pregnancy, what foods to avoid and some suggestions on how to manage pregnancy 

cravings. 

 

Minerals and vitamins 

During pregnancy there are some nutrients you need in larger amounts to help with all the complex development of 

the baby, such as folic acid to prevent neural tube defects, and iodine and essential fatty acids for brain development. 

You may experience nausea and vomiting in early pregnancy, which can make it difficult to eat normally so you need 

to try and eat well at times of the day when you feel better to help your body build up good stores of nutrients. Also, 

there are some nutrients that your body cannot store so you need to get these daily, such as vitamin C and folic acid. 

If you know the quality of your diet has not always been good, consider taking a vitamin and mineral supplement 

specially formulated for pregnancy. You should not take an ordinary supplement as they contain too much vitamin A, 

which can be harmful in pregnancy. If you are on a low income, you can talk to your healthcare professional about 

getting free vitamins and food vouchers. 

 

 Folic acid and vitamin C 

Your body cannot store folic acid and vitamin C, so you will need to have them in your diet daily and should consider 

taking a supplement, especially in early pregnancy. Fruit and vegetables are good sources of folic acid and vitamin C 

so you will need at least five servings every day; wholegrain cereals are also good sources. There is some evidence that 

people with depression have low levels of folic acid, so if you know you are prone to low mood it may be helpful to 

have several servings of fruit and vegetables and eat wholegrain cereals daily. When you are trying to get pregnant, 

you should start taking 400 micrograms of folic acid daily and continue taking it until you are at least 12 weeks 

pregnant. 

 

 Calcium and Vitamin D 

The baby needs calcium and vitamin D to build bones and teeth. If you have had a period of low weight at any time in 

your life, you also need to take extra care to protect your own bones. During pregnancy and breastfeeding, and for 
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some months afterwards, changes in your hormones will help you to absorb calcium more efficiently from foods, so it 

is important to make sure there is plenty of calcium and vitamin D in your diet to make the most of this.   

 

While you are pregnant and breastfeeding, you need at least twice the intake of calcium needed for an average 

woman. The best sources of calcium are milk, yogurt and cheese, so aim for 3-4 servings of milk or milk-based foods 

every day, although avoid mould-ripened cheese (see the section on Foods to Avoid). Other foods also have some 

calcium, such as bread and some fruits and vegetables. It is difficult to get a high enough calcium intake if you do not 

eat dairy foods regularly. If you use soya as an alternative to milk, choose one with added calcium. You can get vitamin 

D from oily fish, eggs and spreads, such as butter and olive spread, and from sunshine on your skin, but in Britain it is 

hard to get enough sunshine and you need to limit oily fish to no more than 2 servings a week. To get enough vitamin 

D, when you are trying to get pregnant you should take a supplement of 10 – 25 micrograms of vitamin D daily and 

keep on taking it throughout pregnancy and breastfeeding. You should also consider taking a supplement for calcium.  

 

 Iron 

During pregnancy, you need a good supply of iron as it is an essential part of haemoglobin that carries the oxygen in 

your blood to the baby. Also, the baby will depend on milk for several months after birth and as it does not provide 

much iron, it is important to build up the baby’s iron stores during pregnancy. To get enough iron from your food have 

iron-rich foods, such as red meat (but do not eat liver while you are pregnant; see Foods To Avoid), eggs, dark green 

vegetables, lentils and beans, and dried fruit. Most bread and some breakfast cereals have added iron, so these are 

useful too. Vitamin C helps you to absorb iron so include vegetables, salad, fruit or fruit juice with your meals. Your 

blood will be checked regularly during pregnancy by a healthcare professional, and they will advise if there is a need 

for you to take iron supplements.   

 

 Essential (omega-3) fatty acids 

Essential fatty acids are part of the brain structure, so there is a high demand for them as the baby’s brain grows and 

develops. The best food source of omega-3 fatty acids is oily fish, but you need to limit this to 2 servings a week as 

these fish contain traces of pollutants that may harm the developing baby. Your body is better at using omega-3 fatty 

acids in seeds and nuts during pregnancy and breastfeeding, so eating them regularly may be helpful, for example you 

could add a tablespoon of linseeds to cereal or yogurt daily. Omega-3 fatty acids are important for your brain too and 

research suggests they may contribute to mood. You may want to take a supplement of omega-3 fatty acids suitable 

for pregnant women, especially if you do not eat oily fish regularly. 
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 Iodine 

Iodine is essential for the development of the baby’s brain during pregnancy and breastfeeding. Girls and women tend 

to have low body stores of iodine. Good sources of iodine are milk and milk-based foods, fish and eggs. If you know 

that you have not eaten a lot of these foods, try to have them more often if you are trying to get pregnant and continue 

to have them during pregnancy. You should also consider choosing a vitamin and mineral supplement that is fortified 

for pregnancy, which contains iodine. 

 

Fibre 

When you are pregnant, one of the effects of changing hormones is to slow down the movement of your gut muscles, 

and this can result in constipation. To help with constipation, make sure you get enough fibre in your diet: have at 

least 5 servings of fruit and vegetables every day, with no more than one as fruit juice; choose wholegrain bread and 

breakfast cereals; have beans, lentils, nuts and seeds; and it may be helpful to increase soluble fibre by having porridge 

or oat-based muesli, or adding a tablespoon of linseeds to cereal or yogurt once a day. 

 

Fluid 

Your body water content will increase during pregnancy so you need to make sure you are getting enough fluid. 

Drinking fluids can also help with constipation. You should try to limit caffeine as this can dehydrate you, so if you 

usually drink tea, coffee, cola or energy drinks, remember to replace them with water or herbal or fruit tea. A milky 

drink is a good choice as it also adds calcium. 

 

Foods to avoid 

Some foods may be harmful to you while you are pregnant so you should follow the recommendations: 

 Do not eat mould-ripened cheese. This includes cheese with mould on the rind, such as Brie, Camembert and blue-

veined cheese. 

 Only have eggs that are thoroughly cooked. 

 Only have meat that is thoroughly cooked and not rare or uncooked, such as Parma ham. 

 Do not eat swordfish, marlin or shark. You should limit tuna to 2 servings of fresh tuna or up to 4 servings of tinned 

tuna a week. 

 Do not eat raw fish, such as smoked salmon or raw shellfish. 

 Oily fish is a good source of essential fatty acids and vitamin D, but may contain traces of pollutants from the sea, 

so do not have more than 2 servings a week. A serving is about 140g. 
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 Do not eat liver as it contains too much vitamin A. 

 Limit the amount of salt you add to food. 

 It is best not to have alcohol while you are trying to get pregnant, are pregnant or breastfeeding.  A baby’s liver is 

too small and immature to deal with it. If you do drink alcohol, protect your baby by taking it with food and keeping 

to very small amounts at any one time. 

 It is best to limit caffeine to one or two cups of coffee, or two or three cups of tea per day. If you find you are not 

sleeping well, it may be best to stop using caffeine completely. Energy drinks and cola drinks contain caffeine and 

a lot of sugar, so it is better to avoid them.   

Further information on what foods to avoid can be found on the NHS website. 

 

Managing pregnancy cravings 

Some women find they crave particular food during pregnancy. It is not clear why this happens and it does not seem 

to be driven by a need for specific nutrients. Taste and smell sensations change because of hormone effects and that 

may explain why women do not enjoy certain foods as well as crave others, such as spicy food. If you feel a bit tired, 

you may crave your personal comfort foods, such as chocolate. Especially if you are underweight, cravings may simply 

be signs of hunger as you need to eat more. If you generally tend to restrict your eating, you may have a feeling that 

you can relax your usual eating patterns as you expect to gain weight and feel you can allow yourself to eat foods you 

might usually avoid. If cravings are bothering you or you are craving foods that are unhealthy, here are some 

suggestions on how to manage: 

 Try to eat regularly and keep your blood sugar levels steady with regular, slow-release carbohydrate foods so that 

you do not get too hungry. 

 If you feel tired, try to arrange your life so that you can rest when needed. Limit activities that are not essential so 

that you do not exhaust yourself. Get help if you can from friends and family, especially if you have older children. 

 When you get a craving, opt for a healthy snack: hot rather than cold food can feel more satisfying so soup or 

porridge are good choices; if you crave sweet food try a banana sandwich or fresh fruit with muesli. 

 You could try having a little of the food you crave, make sure you are not waiting till you are very hungry to eat 

though so you have a normal portion and do not overeat. Give the food your attention and really enjoy it. It may 

help to have a look at internet resources or a book on mindful eating to help you enjoy food in a heathy way.   

 It can be helpful to plan an activity to do straight after each meal and snack, such as having a relaxing bath, going 

for a walk or listening to music, and in a space where there is no food available. It may help to occupy your 

hands and attention with an activity, such as knitting, drawing, sewing or practising a musical instrument. 

https://www.nhs.uk/chq/Pages/917.aspx
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 Occasionally, some women feel they want to eat items that are not food. Although this is quite rare, it does happen 

and it may pose a health risk to you and your baby, so if it happens to you speak to a healthcare professional. 


