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Eating well in

Pregnancy
Healthy eating during pregnancy is important to give 
your baby a healthy start. 
What nutrients are important during pregnancy?
Folic acid: 
Having enough folic acid in your body when the cells of your baby’s brain and 
spinal cord are dividing (in the first four weeks of life) is very important.  

Green vegetables, wholegrain breads and cereals are good sources of folic acid. 
However, it is difficult to get enough folic acid from food alone. The easiest and 
most effective way is to take a 0.5mg folic acid tablet every day for at least one 
month before you get pregnant and for the first three months of pregnancy. 

For more information, see the Folic Acid for Women brochure in this series. 

Iron: 
You need twice as much iron during pregnancy. If you don’t get enough 
iron you may develop anaemia. The main symptoms of anaemia are tiredness 
and paleness.

Lean red meat, pork, chicken and fish are good sources of iron. Some plant foods 
have iron in them too, like wholegrain breads and cereals, legumes and green 
leafy vegetables. 

Your body can absorb the iron in animal foods (meat, chicken, fish) better than the 
iron in plant foods. To help your body absorb the iron in plant foods, eat them with 
foods high in vitamin C, like oranges, tomatoes and capsicum. 

Your doctor or midwife will measure your iron levels during your pregnancy to 
check for anaemia. If you are low in iron, they might suggest that you take an 
iron supplement. 
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Calcium: 
Your body needs about one third more calcium during pregnancy to help your 
baby build strong healthy bones and teeth, help with blood clotting and to keep 
nerves and muscles working well. If you don’t get enough calcium from your food, 
the baby may take it from the stores in your bones. This can make your bones 
weaker later in life.

Dairy foods like milk, yoghurt and cheese and fish with bones that you can eat 
(canned sardines or salmon) are the best sources of calcium. 

If it is difficult for you to get enough calcium from your diet you may need to take a 
calcium supplement. For further advice, speak to your doctor or midwife.

Protein: 
Your body needs a little extra protein during pregnancy for your growing baby. 
Foods high in iron and calcium are also good sources of protein. If you eat extra 
of these, you should already be getting enough protein. 

What about fluids and drinks during pregnancy?
Fluids: 
During pregnancy, it is important to drink enough fluid. Aim for about 11/2 to 2 litres 
of fluid per day. Water is the best choice. Fruit and vegetable juices, soft drinks 
and cordials should be consumed in moderation. 

Alcohol: 
It is not clear how much alcohol, if any, is safe to drink during pregnancy. 
The more you drink the greater the risk to your unborn baby. Binge or heavy 
drinking throughout pregnancy is especially harmful.The safest choice for a 
healthy pregnancy is to drink no alcohol. 

For more information, see the Alcohol in Pregnancy brochure in this series. 

Caffeine: 
Tea, coffee and cola drinks contain caffeine. Too much caffeine may increase your 
chances of having a miscarriage, a premature birth, a low birthweight baby, and it 
may put your baby at risk of SIDS. It is safest to drink no more than 2 to 3 cups a day. 
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What foods and how much should I eat?

*Milk, yogurt and cheese are the best sources of calcium. Some calcium comes from bread, cereals, rice, pasta, noodles and 

vegetables. If you do not eat the recommended number of serves from these groups, you may need 3 dairy serves. Adapted from 

Australian Guide to Healthy Eating

Weight gain during pregnancy
Weight gain is a normal part of pregnancy. How much weight you put on depends 
on your weight before pregnancy. Aim for a healthy amount of weight gain and 
avoid dieting. A typical pattern of weight gain is:

• 1 – 1 1/2 kg in the first 3 months of pregnancy

• 1 1/2 - 2 kg per month for the rest of the pregnancy

Food group
Number of daily 
recommended 

serves
Examples of a serve

Bread, cereals, 
rice, pasta, 
noodles

4 – 6
2 slices bread, 1 medium bread roll
1 cup cooked rice, pasta, noodles
1 1/3 cups ready to eat cereal

V e g e t a b l e s , 
legumes

5 – 6

1⁄2 cup cooked vegetables, (dried) beans, 
lentils, chick peas or split peas
1 cup salad vegetables
1 small potato

Fruit

4

1 medium apple, pear, orange
2 fresh apricots, plums or kiwi fruit
1 cup canned fruit
4 dried apricot halves
1⁄2 cup fruit juice

Milk, 
yogurt, 
cheese

2*
1 cup (250ml) milk
2 slices cheese (40g)
1 small carton yogurt (200g)

Meat, fish, poultry, 
eggs, nuts, 
legumes

1 1⁄2 

65-100g cooked meat, chicken
1⁄2 cup cooked (dried) beans, lentils, chick 
peas or split peas
80-120g fish fillet (see Mercury in fish)
2 small eggs
1/3 cup nuts

Extra foods 
(Choose these foods 
sometimes, or in small 
amounts)

0 – 2 1⁄2 

1 doughnut
4 plain sweet biscuits
1 slice cake
1⁄2 small bar chocolate



What should I avoid during pregnancy?
Listeria: 
This is a bacterium that can be present in some foods and have serious effects in 
pregnancy such as a stillborn baby or a baby who is born very ill. Listeria is rare but 
avoid foods that have a high risk of contamination with listeria such as:
• unpasteurised dairy products
• soft cheeses (brie, camembert or ricotta - safe if cooked in a meal)
• prepared foods stored in the fridge for more than 12 hours
• takeaway chicken
• cold meat
• uncooked and undercooked meat
• pate
• raw and smoked seafood
• salad from salad bars

Toxoplasmosis: 
This is a parasite that can harm your baby resulting in stillbirth, physical and 
neurological defects. To prevent infection, avoid cat litter trays and eat well-cooked 
foods. Always wash your hands, knives, bowls and cutting boards with soap and 
warm water before and after handling raw meat or cleaning away cat faeces.

Mercury in fish: 
Fish forms a part of a healthy diet and 2 - 3 serves per week of most types of fish are 
recommended. When pregnant, avoid shark (flake), swordfish/broadbill, marlin, orange 
roughy (sea perch) and catfish, as these may be high in mercury.  

For further information:

• Talk to a doctor, community health nurse, midwife or dietitian 

• Phone the Women’s & Children’s Hospital Health Information Centre on 8161 6875

• Phone the Women’s Healthline on 1300 882 880 for free confidential health advice

• Phone the Alcohol and Drug Information Service on 1300 131 340

Check websites:

• www.dhs.sa.gov.au/pregnancy for further information on healthy eating during pregnancy 

   and Listeria                                                           

• www.health.gov.au/pubhlth/strateg/food/guide/ for further information on the Australian Guide     

   to Healthy Eating

• www.foodstandards.gov.au for further information on Listeria and mercury in fish.
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