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Pregnancy is one of the most nutritionally demanding times in a woman’s life. It is essential to have 
a healthy diet and lifestyle when you are planning a pregnancy so that your body is able to cope with 
the demands of pregnancy and to give your baby the best possible start in life.

What should I be eating?

A healthy, balanced diet is recommended for everybody, particularly when planning a pregnancy. Try 
to eat and enjoy a variety of different foods including:

• Lots of fruits and vegetables. Aim to have at least 5 portions a day. This can include all fresh, 
frozen canned, and dried fruit, and fruit juices.

• Lots of starchy foods such as bread, pasta, potatoes and rice. Wholegrain varieties such as 
wholemeal bread and brown rice are good sources of fibre, and will help give you more energy.

• 2 portions a day of protein rich foods such as lean meat, chicken, beans, pulses, tofu and 
fish. Aim for at least 2 portions of fish a week, including one portion of oily fish such as salmon 
or mackerel (but no more than that).

• 3 portions a day of milk and dairy products (low fat options are ok) to make sure you get 
enough calcium. If you use dairy alternatives such as almond milk or soya milk, try to get 
varieties that are fortified with calcium.

• It is important to drink plenty of fluids. Aim for 8 to 10 cups / glasses a day.

• Foods containing fat and foods containing sugar should be limited, as large amounts may 
lead to excessive weight gain.

The importance of folic acid

Folic acid is one of the B vitamins. It plays a crucial role in the healthy development of your baby. It has 
been shown to reduce the risk of neural tube defects (NTD) such as spina bifida. It is involved in the 
formation of the baby’s spine and spinal cord in the first few weeks of pregnancy.

It is recommended that women who are planning a pregnancy take 400 micrograms (mcg) of folic 
acid supplements, on top of a folate-rich diet, and continue taking them until their 12th week of 
pregnancy. Folic acid supplements are available in most pharmacists and supermarkets.

Try to eat foods containing folic acid, such as green vegetables (for example spinach, broccoli), 
fortified breakfast cereals and bread.
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Please talk with your doctor before trying to get pregnant, if you or anyone in your family has had a 
pregnancy affected by a neural tube defect, or anyone in your family has a neural tube defect. You 
will need to take a higher dose of folic acid, which is only available on prescription. People with 
diabetes, on medication for epilepsy or with coeliac disease also need a higher dose supplement of 
folic acid.

What about iron?

Some women can become deficient in iron, so when planning for a pregnancy it is a good idea to 
build up your iron stores. Iron-rich foods include red meat, eggs, beans, pulses, fortified breakfast 
cereals, and dark green leafy vegetables. Try to have food or drink containing vitamin C (for example 
a glass of fruit juice) at the same time as eating an iron-rich meal as this will help your body absorb 
the iron.

Liver and liver products are good sources of iron, but they contain high levels of vitamin A and 
therefore should not be eaten. Stout is not recommended due to its alcohol content.

If you are overweight or underweight

Being a healthy weight for your height can help to increase your likelihood of becoming pregnant, 
and can help to reduce the risk of late pregnancy complications. If you are overweight, it is a good 
idea to try to lose some weight well before trying to get pregnant. If you are underweight it is best 
to you try to gain weight, so that you are in the normal range for your height.

However, it is important not to go on a very restrictive diet if you are overweight (for example 
protein-only diets or the 'cabbage soup diet'), as this can cause problems for you and your baby.

Is there anything I should avoid?

Foods that contain particularly high levels of vitamin A (retinol), such as liver, liver products (for 
example pâté), high dose multi-vitamins, and fish liver oil supplements should be avoided. Although 
some vitamin A is needed, it is important to avoid the very high amounts in these foods.

Shark, swordfish and marlin should also be avoided, and the amount of tuna you eat should also be 
limited. It is recommended to consume no more than 4 medium cans of tuna a week or 2 fresh tuna 
steaks (weight approximately 140g). This is because they contain higher levels of mercury compared 
to other fish (such as cod). High levels of mercury can harm a baby’s developing nervous system.

Remember: always get advice from your GP or pharmacist before taking any supplements 
or medications (both prescription and over the counter).

What about alcohol?

In 2016 the Department of Health updated the guidelines on drinking alcohol. It was confirmed that 
it is safest not to drink any alcohol at all when planning a pregnancy.
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