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Healthy Weight and Fertility  

 

If you are planning a pregnancy, good nutrition is very important to give you the best chance of a healthy pregnancy 

and a healthy baby. Low weight, fluctuating weight, overweight and poor quality diet can all reduce fertility and the 

chance of a healthy pregnancy. Also, polycystic ovarian syndrome (PCOS) can be associated with eating disorders and 

can also reduce fertility. However, all of these problems can be improved with healthy eating and achieving a healthy 

weight before trying to get pregnant. 

 

Calculating your Body Mass Index (BMI): 

BMI relates your weight to your height to show if your weight is within a healthy range. To calculate your BMI, you will 

need to know your height and body weight. Weigh yourself first thing in the morning, after you have emptied your 

bladder, but before you eat or drink. Wear only light clothing, such as nightwear. If you have periods, weigh yourself 

a few days after your period starts as you may retain fluid before. You can calculate your BMI using the healthy weight 

calculator on the NHS website. Be mindful when interpreting the result, for most women of European or African origin 

their BMI will need to be at least 20 for them to be fully fertile, whereas Asian women with a slight body build may be 

healthy and fertile with a lower BMI, usually not below 18.5 though. Also, some women need to be well into the 

healthy range to be fertile, especially if they have a very muscular build or exercise a lot as fat stores may be lower 

than average. 

 

If you think you may be underweight: 

Your brain can detect how good your nutrition is in two ways: firstly it is constantly monitoring your food intake to 

check if it is enough to meet your needs; and secondly it can detect how much energy you have stored as fat in your 

body. If there is not enough food available, your brain may signal to your ovaries to stop producing eggs. This is to 

protect your health from the stress of a pregnancy and to make sure you do not become pregnant unless there is the 

best chance of a healthy baby. If your weight is low or you do not have a regular eating routine, it may be harder for 

you to become pregnant. It is not always easy to tell if low weight is affecting your fertility. A fertility clinic can check 

your ovaries using an ultrasound scan, but there are a few simple questions that will help give you an idea: 

 

 What weight do you need to be to have normal periods? 

If you remember a time when you were eating well, your health was good, your periods were normal (and you 

were not on any oral contraceptive), and you were over 18 years old, your weight at that time is probably a 

healthy weight for you.   

https://www.nhs.uk/tools/pages/healthyweightcalculator.aspx


 
 

 
Written by Kate Williams, Lead Dietitian, Eating Disorders Service,  
South London and Maudsley NHS Foundation Trust.  
Produced by A Bye & Dr A Easter @Copyright 2018 
Resources available at www.eatingdisordersandpregnancy.co.uk 

 

 What size are most of your family members?  

For example, if your family members mostly have average or larger body builds, you are probably like them 

and will need to be around the middle of the normal BMI range for your body to work well. 

 

If you are underweight, aim to achieve a healthy weight in a managed and healthy way. You should aim to gain about 

half a kilogram (a pound) a week, by adding extra small items until you achieve about the rate of gain you want. Check 

your weight on a weekly basis so you can adjust the amount you eat to make sure you are gaining steadily. However, 

be aware a lot of things other than food will affect your weight day to day, especially fluid retention before periods. 

 

Suggestions on how to gain weight in a healthy way: 

 Read the Healthy Eating for Life leaflet. 

 Use the Eatwell Guide on the NHS website to help with your food choices.   

 Eat three meals daily, with two courses at every meal. For example, for breakfast you could have porridge and 

toast, for lunch you could have a sandwich and fruit with yogurt, and for your main meal a cooked main course 

with a dessert.   

 Have a snack between meals, such as a cereal bar; a packet of nuts and seeds; a bowl of cereal and milk; cheese 

and biscuits; toast with peanut butter; or yogurt and fruit. 

 Have a milky drink before going to bed, and maybe with a biscuit.  

 If you find it difficult to eat a large amount of food, you may find it easier to eat smaller amounts, so have smaller 

meals more often and use more concentrated foods, such as nuts, seeds, cereal bars, dried fruit, chocolate, 

biscuits, sauces and salad dressing, and use some oil and sugar in cooking.   

 

If you think you may be overweight: 

If you think you may be overweight, particularly if you have a BMI over 25, losing weight before you become pregnant 

can improve your chance of getting pregnant and reduce the risks of complications in pregnancy and birth. If you are 

already pregnant, it is not recommended to try to lose weight during pregnancy so wait until after the baby is born. 

Also, rapid weight loss can be damaging to your health and can make the risk of eating disorder symptoms worse. 

Weight loss should be slow and steady, such as between 1-2 kg a month. 

 

Suggestions on how to reduce your weight in a healthy way: 

 Read the Healthy Eating for Life leaflet. 

https://www.nhs.uk/livewell/goodfood/pages/the-eatwell-guide.aspx
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 Use the Eatwell Guide on the NHS website to help with your food choices.   

 Aim for at least 5 servings of fruit and vegetables every day, and reduce fatty and sugary foods as much as you 

can.  

 Do not cut out any food groups completely as it will be difficult to eat normally and you may end up feeling very 

deprived, which can put you at risk of binge eating. 

 Eat regularly over the course of the day. 

 Take care with portion size, and check food labels for guidance with foods, such as rice and pasta. 

 Be physically active, you should aim for approximately 30 minutes of activity on most days, such as brisk walking. 

 

If you have Polycystic Ovarian Syndrome (PCOS): 

There seems to be an association with eating disorders and PCOS, though it is not clear what the relationship is. PCOS 

reduces fertility and may increase the risk of complications with a pregnancy. If you have an eating disorder and PCOS, 

it is worth managing your diet with care and taking regular exercise. It will help if you can spread the amount of 

carbohydrates you eat evenly over the day to make sure it is delivered into your blood slowly. If you are overweight, 

even a little weight reduction is helpful, but be patient as weight loss tends to be slow in women with PCOS, a loss of 

one kilogram a month is good. You can get more information about PCOS from the Verity-PCOS website.  

 

Suggestions on how to manage your blood sugar levels:  

 Have three regular meals and one snack, spaced evenly over the day. 

 Choose slow release carbohydrate foods when you can, also known as low Glycaemic Index (GI) foods, such as 

oats based foods, granary bread, beans, lentils, brown rice, sweet potatoes, pasta, fruit and yogurt. 

 Reduce the amount of sugar and sweet foods in your diet by replacing sweet desserts and snacks with fruit or 

yogurt, and having water rather than sugary drinks. 

 If you are within a healthy weight range for your height, you can replace some less healthy foods with protein 

foods, such as meat, fish and eggs.  

 Use a little healthy oil such as olive oil, rapeseed oil and seed oils for cooking and salads. 

https://www.nhs.uk/livewell/goodfood/pages/the-eatwell-guide.aspx
https://www.verity-pcos.org.uk/

