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Government Nutritional Advice and its Relationship to
a Healthy Pregnancy
Learning outcomes:
Students should be able to:
• Discuss current government guidelines and their relationship to a healthy pregnancy.
There is a common misconception that pregnant females must eat for two however this is not the case.
At different stages during pregnancy, females’ requirements of particular nutrients may increase. It is
important that pregnant females have a balanced and healthy diet to help provide the nutrients for optimal
development of the baby and to maintain mum’s health. There may be a requirement for a female to take
supplements, however the majority of her nutrition should come from her diet.
Nutrients vital for a healthy pregnancy

Fibre

Iron

Protein

Carbohydrates

Vitamin D

Iodine

Folic Acid

Calcium

Vitamin C
Fat
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Carbohydrates are required during pregnancy as a primary
source of energy.

Carbohydrates

A pregnant female should consume the recommended
2000Kcal/day, however her energy requirements will
increase during the third trimester by 200kcal.
This increase is required as the pregnant female is carrying
more weight, therefore she will be burning more energy.
Pregnant females are recommended to choose wholemeal
or wholegrain alternatives to increase the fibre in their diet.

Bread
Rice
Potatoes
Pasta

Carbohydrates can create a feeling of fullness which can
help prevent snacking often on foods that are high in fat or
sugar. This can help prevent unwanted weight gain which
can be difficult to lose post partum.
Protein is required for the growth and repair of the mother’s
expanding body. Protein is also required in the production
of breast milk.
Protein

Protein is important for the growth and development of the
baby’s blood, muscle and body tissue.
It is important that if the pregnant female is a vegetarian
or vegan that they acquire their protein from alternative
sources, e.g. soya products, nuts, peas, beans and lentils.

Chicken
Meat
Milk
Cheese
Eggs
Pulses
(peas, beans and lentils)

Fat provides the body with a source of energy. Each gram
of fat provides the body with 9kcal of energy therefore it
is important that a pregnant female is careful about the
amount of high fat foods she consumes as they can lead to
weight gain. The weight gained during pregnancy can be
hard to lose postpartum.

Fat

Everyone requires fat in their diet to provide fat soluble
vitamins A, D, E and K and for protection of vital organs.
It is important however that a pregnant female chooses
types of fat that are healthier for her, e.g. unsaturated and
omega 3 fats.
A pregnant female is not recommended to diet during
pregnancy however she should try to limit the amount of
fat consumed. A diet high in fat can lead to weight gain
and heart disease later in life. Fried foods can also lead to
indigestion which is more common during pregnancy.

Butter
Oils
Nuts
Meat
Crisps
Biscuits
Oily fish, e.g. mackerel,
fresh tuna and sardines

Omega 3 oils can aid the development of the baby’s eyes,
brain and nervous system.
A female must restrict the amount of oily fish to two
portions per week due to the mercury and dioxin content.
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It is important that a pregnant female consumes the
recommended 30g of fibre per day.

Dietary Fibre

Fibre helps to prevent constipation by keeping waste soft
therefore it is easier to remove from the body.
Constipation is a common problem during pregnancy due
to hormonal changes. Females should choose wholegrain
alternatives of foods and eat their 5 portions of fruit and
vegetables daily to help meet the recommended amount.

Wholemeal bread
Brown rice
Wholegrain cereals
Potato skins
Fruit and vegetables

Fibre can create a feeling of fullness which can help
prevent snacking often on foods that are high in fat or
sugar. This can help prevent unwanted weight gain.
All females of child bearing age or those planning
a pregnancy are recommended to take a folic acid
supplement prior to conception continuing to the 12 week
of pregnancy.

Folic Acid

Breakfast cereals*
Brown bread
Spinach

Females are recommended to take a daily supplement of
400 micrograms of folic acid to help prevent neural tube
defects (NTDs), e.g. spina bifida.
Females are recommended to take a supplement as many
do not realise that they are pregnant for the first few
weeks. However the baby’s spine has already began to form
by this stage. If there is an inadequate intake of folic acid
the neural tube will fail to fuse together properly.
Iron is required during pregnancy for the development of
the fetus. Iron is needed for the production of the placenta,
the development of the baby’s blood and to account for
iron lost during labour.
Iron is also required during pregnancy to prevent iron
deficiency anaemia.

Iron

A female may be required to take iron supplements
especially if she has been deficient in iron prior to
pregnancy. However iron supplements can lead to
constipation.

Red meat
Egg yolks
Green leafy vegetables
Breakfast cereals*
Wholemeal bread
*Fortified foods
(added to food by law)

Menstruation will stop during pregnancy therefore helping
females to prevent any iron loss and build up a 6 month
store in the baby.

Vitamin C

Vitamin C helps aid the absorption of iron during
pregnancy. To maximise absorption it is best to consume a
food or drink rich in vitamin C alongside a source of iron.
Vitamin C will help heal wounds, it acts as an antioxidant
which protects cells and it is required for the formation of
connective tissue.

Citrus fruits – orange,
lemons and limes
Tomatoes
Peppers
Strawberries
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It is recommended that a female eats 2 portions of dairy foods
daily to provide calcium.
Calcium is vital for the development of the baby’s skeleton and
teeth.
Calcium

It is required to maintain the strength of the female’s bones and
teeth. It is important that a female consumes enough calcium to
prevent calcium deficiency.

Milk
Cheese
Yogurt
Green leafy
vegetables – Broccoli

If a pregnant female is not consuming enough calcium the baby
will leech calcium from the mother’s bones and teeth to meet
their needs. This can increase the risk of osteoporosis in later life.
Pregnant females are recommended to take 10µg of vitamin D
daily. A supplement may be required to achieve this.
Females with dark skin or who may cover their skin are
particularly at risk of a deficiency therefore they are
recommended to take a supplement all year round.
Vitamin D

Pregnant females require vitamin D for both mother and baby’s
bone health as it can aid the absorption of calcium.
Vitamin D can help prevent the development of rickets in
childhood.

Egg yolks
Oily fish, e.g. salmon,
sardines
Breakfast cereals*
Margarine*
Sunlight (non-dietary
source)

Pregnant females need to limit their intake of oily fish to 2
portions per week due to the mercury content.
The requirement for iodine increases to 200µg during pregnancy.
The need for iodine increases as the mother is required to supply
all iodine for the baby.
Iodine

Iodine is important in the synthesis of the hormone thyroid.
Thyroid is vital for fetal brain and eye development.

Milk
Yogurt
White fish, e.g.
haddock, cod

A deficiency can cause problems with speech, hearing and
growth.
It is recommended that a pregnant female drinks 6- 8 (200ml)
glasses of fluids daily to keep hydrated.
It is important that a female drinks plenty of fluids if suffering
from morning sickness as she will have lost fluid.
Fluids

Drinking water during pregnancy can help prevent against
constipation, piles and nausea.
Tea and coffee are a source of fluids however these must be
limited due to the caffeine content. Also a female should only
drink one glass of fruit juice per day as it will also contain sugar.

Water
Fruit juices
Milk
Tea and coffee

A pregnant female should choose low sugar versions of drinks as
sugar can cause weight gain and tooth decay.
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The Eatwell Guide
The Eatwell Guide represents the proportions of different food groups that individuals should consume
throughout the day or week. This will help the pregnant female achieve a balanced diet, however, there is the
need for a pregnant female to take folic acid and vitamin D supplements.
The Eatwell Guide is composed of the following food groups:
• Fruit and vegetables;
• Potatoes, bread, rice, pasta and other starchy carbohydrates;
• Dairy and alternatives;
• Beans, pulses, fish, eggs, meat and other proteins;
• Oils and spreads.

Source: https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/
attachment_data/file/528193/Eatwell_guide_colour.pdf Crown Copyright
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Potatoes, bread, rice, pasta and other starchy
carbohydrates
According to the Eatwell Guide one third of the diet
should be made up of starchy carbohydrates such
as potatoes, bread, rice and pasta. They are required
to provide the body with slow releasing energy.
A pregnant female should choose wholegrain
versions of these foods as they will provide her with
fibre which can help prevent constipation which is
common during pregnancy.
Fruit and vegetables
Pregnant females should eat at least the
recommended 5 portions of fruit and vegetables
daily. Fruit and vegetables are a good source of
nutrients, e.g. fibre, vitamin C and folate. Fibre is
important to help prevent constipation. Citrus fruits
(oranges, lemons and limes), tomatoes and peppers
are a good source of vitamin C. Fruit juices do not
contribute to the recommended amount of 5 or
more portions daily as they are often high in sugar.

According to the Eatwell Guide a female should
eat two portions of fish per week, one of these oily
fish. However a pregnant female needs to be careful
due to the mercury content of fish which can cause
birth defects. Fish not only is a source of protein for
a pregnant female but can also provide vitamin D
and Omega 3 fats.
Certain meats can be high in saturated fat therefore
a pregnant female should cut off any visible fat on
meat, choose healthier cooking methods, choose
lean cuts and try to limit the amount of red and
processed meats (bacon, burgers and sausages) she
consumes daily to 70g.
Oils and spreads
A small amount of fat is necessary in the diet
however if consumed in excess can lead to weight
gain and heart disease. It is recommended that
unsaturated fats are consumed rather than
saturated fats.
Unsaturated fats can be found in plant sources such
as olive oil, rapeseed oil and sunflower oil. These
can help to lower blood cholesterol levels however
they are energy dense therefore can still lead to
weight gain if consumed in excess. Weight gain can
be difficult to lose post partum.
Eat less often and in small amounts

Dairy and alternatives
A pregnant female should eat 2 portions of dairy
foods daily to provide calcium for the development
of the baby’s skeleton and maintenance of her
bones and teeth. Dairy foods also provide the
pregnant female with a source of protein vital for
the growth of her expanding body and the growth of
the baby.
However the Eatwell Guide recommends that she
should choose low fat sources of dairy foods, e.g.
semi skimmed milk instead of whole milk and
reduced sugar versions, e.g. reduced sugar yogurt.
Beans, pulses, fish, eggs, meat and other
proteins
Beans, pulses and eggs provide a pregnant female
with a source of protein required for growth and
repair. Beans, pulses and eggs can help a pregnant
female who is a vegetarian meet her protein
requirements.

It is recommended that pregnant females limit
the amount of sugary foods (e.g. sweets, biscuits,
yogurts, readymade sauces or cakes) they
consume. Sugary foods are not needed in the
diet therefore they should be consumed in small
amounts and less often. Consuming sugar can lead
to weight gain if not used up as energy. This can
be hard to lose postpartum. Excess weight gain
is discouraged as it can lead to problems such
as obesity, pre-eclampsia, gestational diabetes;
increase the chance of a caesarean and problems
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during labour. Free sugars if eaten in excess can
cause tooth decay. Pregnant female’s teeth are
already at risk due to the baby’s need for calcium,
therefore it is important to look after them.
A female can reduce the amount of sugar she
consumes by:
• Choosing sugar free alternatives;
• Eating fruit and vegetables as a snack instead of
biscuits and sweets;
• Not adding sugar to food and drink, e.g. cereal
and hot drinks.
Hydration
A pregnant female should consume between 6–8
glasses of fluids daily. These ideally should be
water or milk. Milk will not only provide a pregnant
female with a source of fluid but calcium and
vitamin D required for the development of the
baby’s skeleton and maintaining mothers bone
health.

Additional Information
http://www.food.gov.uk/sites/default/
files/multimedia/pdfs/publication/
eatingwhilepregnant1209.pdf
http://www.nhs.uk/conditions/pregnancy-and-baby/
pages/healthy-pregnancy-diet.aspx
https://www.nutrition.org.uk/nutritionscience/
life/pregnancy-and-pre-conception.
html?limit=1&start=1
https://www.food.gov.uk/sites/default/files/
finaleatwellguide23mar2016nothernireland23rd.
pdf

Learning Activities
Activity 1
Students are to design a menu with dishes suitable
for a pregnant female. Students can then discuss
why dishes are suitable for a pregnant female.

Fruit juices can also contribute to the
recommendation, however they should be limited
to 150ml daily as they are high in free sugars which
can lead to tooth decay.
Salt
It is recommended that females reduce their
salt intake to 6g or less. This can help prevent
pre-eclampsia which can have life threatening
complications for both mother and baby. A
pregnant female can reduce the amount of salt she
consumes by:
• Eating fewer foods high in salt (e.g. crisps, tinned
soup and cured meats);
• Not adding salt to foods;
• Adding herbs and spices to food for flavour.
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Activity 2
Give students a meal – breakfast, lunch or dinner.
Students must assess the suitability of this meal for
a pregnant female. This could be done in pairs.
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Coffee and tea can contribute to the recommended
6–8 glasses daily however a pregnant female
needs to limit her caffeine intake as it can lead to
miscarriage.
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