
Why is this issue important? 

Women who are obese* before they become pregnant are at increased risk of 

pregnancy complications including gestational diabetes, pre-eclampsia and having a 

baby who is ‘large-for-gestational age’. Excessive weight gain during pregnancy in 

women who were obese pre-pregnancy has been associated with consequences for 

their child’s longer-term health. These include increased risk of childhood obesity 

and behavioural and emotional problems, such as autistic spectrum disorders.1 

Lower weight gain in pregnancy may be associated with less weight retention after 

the baby is born.2 In the 2016 Scottish Health Survey, almost one in five women 

aged 16–24 years were obese, increasing to almost one in three aged 35–44 years.3

Are there inequalities to consider?

Women in the most deprived areas are more likely to be obese than those living in 

the least deprived.4 

Challenges and solutions 

• Weight loss during pregnancy is not currently recommended, so prevention

and management of obesity before conception and after birth is key.5

• Reducing the risk of excessive weight gain in pregnant women is important.

However, there are no current UK guidelines about recommended weight gain

during pregnancy.5

• Pregnant women should be encouraged to eat a healthy diet and take at least

30 minutes’ physical activity each day to avoid excessive weight gain.5

* Adults are categorised as obese if their body mass index (BMI) is greater than or equal to
30 kg/m2. People from South Asian, Chinese, African-Caribbean or black African
backgrounds are considered to be obese if their BMI is greater or equal to 27.5 kg/m2.

Maternal obesity: 
A short evidence summary 

This is one of a series of briefings produced by the Evidence for Action Team 
at NHS Health Scotland. The briefings accompany the ScotPHO Profiles, 
which are available at: www.scotpho.org.uk/comparative-health/profiles 

http://www.scotpho.org.uk/comparative-health/profiles


 
 

• Pregnant women living on a low income should be encouraged and supported 

to apply for Healthy Start vouchers which can be exchanged for fresh or 

frozen fruit and vegetables.5 

 

Positive outcomes have been associated with weight management programmes for 

women who are not pregnant that:6,7 

• offer multi-component approaches including an energy-restricted diet with 

calorie counting, physical activity and behaviour-change technique elements 

• are longer term (at least a year) and higher intensity (at least 12 contacts) 

• include programme elements tailored to individual circumstances such as 

age, gender, cultural preferences, cognitive and literacy abilities as this is 

likely to improve uptake and engagement with programmes.8 

 

Without changes to the environment in which women live, the effect of most 

programmes is likely to be relatively modest.9 Approaches such as the 

reformulation of food and drinks high in sugar and regulation of portion size of 

out-of-home food could support efforts to maintain a healthy weight.9,10 

 

Examples of positive action 

• The healthyliving award is a national award for the food service sector in 

Scotland to encourage changes to catering practices and ingredients. The use 

of healthier ingredients and cooking methods are promoted to keep fat, salt 

and sugar to a minimum, and making sure that options such as water, low-fat 

dairy products, and fruit and vegetables are always available. 

• The Healthcare Retail Standard (HRS) is a mandatory requirement for all 

stores and trolley services in NHS healthcare settings in Scotland. All retail 

outlets in healthcare settings are required to have at least 50% of their 

products from a healthier range and they are restricted in what can be actively 

promoted in the store. 

• The Scottish Grocers’ Federation (SGF) Healthy Living Programme aims 

to increase the range, quality and affordability of fresh produce and other 

healthier products in convenience retail stores across Scotland. The focus, in 

particular, is in communities within areas of deprivation. 

http://www.healthylivingaward.co.uk/index
http://www.gov.scot/Publications/2016/10/5243/1
http://www.scottishshop.org.uk/healthy-living


 
 

• Healthy Start is a UK-wide food and vitamin voucher scheme for low-income 

pregnant women and families, and pregnant women under the age of 18 

years, regardless of financial circumstances. About one-quarter of eligible 

pregnant women and families with children miss out on vouchers. The Early 
Years Collaborative Leith Pioneer project in NHS Lothian focused on 

improving uptake of the vouchers. 

 

Main indicators† 

• Maternal obesity (CYP). 

 

Linked indicators 

• Developmental concerns at 27–30 months (CYP). 

• Child obesity in Primary 1 (CYP). 

• Premature births (CYP). 
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• ScotPHO. Obesity: key points.  
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† The letters in brackets indicate the profile the indicator can be found in. CYP = Children 
and young people’s profile; HWB = health and wellbeing profile. 

https://www.healthystart.nhs.uk/
http://bmjopenquality.bmj.com/content/5/1/u210506.w4243.full
http://bmjopenquality.bmj.com/content/5/1/u210506.w4243.full
https://www.gov.scot/Publications/2018/07/8833/downloads
https://www.gov.scot/Publications/2018/07/8833/downloads
https://pathways.nice.org.uk/pathways/obesity
http://www.nice.org.uk/guidance/ph42
http://www.nice.org.uk/guidance/ph42
http://www.healthscotland.scot/publications/rapid-evidence-review-restriction-of-price-promotions
http://www.healthscotland.scot/publications/rapid-evidence-review-restriction-of-price-promotions
http://www.healthscotland.scot/publications/rapid-evidence-review-restriction-of-price-promotions
http://www.healthscotland.scot/publications/rapid-evidence-review-restriction-of-price-promotions
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/85192.aspx
http://www.thelancet.com/series/maternal-obesity
http://www.scotpho.org.uk/population-groups/children-and-young-people/key-points
http://www.scotpho.org.uk/clinical-risk-factors/obesity/key-points/
http://www.scotpho.org.uk/population-dynamics/pregnancy-births-and-maternity/key-points
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