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Parental Weight Concerns 
During Lactation

By: Julie Patterson PhD, MBA, RDN, LDN
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Learning Objectives

Recognize the unique challenges, barriers, and successes faced by individuals 
with diverse weight backgrounds during their breastfeeding journey.Recognize

Identify the relationship between prenatal weight, milk production, and nutrient 
composition.Identify

Recall successful strategies to support breastfeeding across a diverse population 
of individuals with varying body weights.Recall

Describe evidence-based guidelines and best practices related to maternal weight 
and breastfeeding.Describe
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Why is this topic important?

• Trends in weight gain

Weight gain guidelines during pregnancy 

• Nutritional composition of milk 
• Evidence-based guidelines 

The relationship between weight and lactation outcomes: 
underweight, normal weight, overweight/obese

Successful strategies for support 
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Lifecourse 
Perspective: 
Critical Windows 
Shaping an 
Individual's 
Health 
Trajectory

Hanson and Gluckman (2014) Physiol Rev.

5

Preconception Health
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The Challenge 
of Improving 

Pre-
Conception 

Health

Stephenson, et al (2018). Lancet.
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Resources for Preconception Health
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“One Key Question 
Initiative”

Screening for a Patient’s Pregnancy intentions
• “Would you like to become pregnant in the 

next year?”

ACOG Committee Opinion No. 762: Prepregnancy Counseling (2019)

9
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https://www.cdc.gov/pregnancy/medi
a/pdfs/Pregnancy_Planner_508.pdf

https://www.cdc.gov/pregnancy/abou
t/index.html
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Chat 
Discussion

• Question 1: What does preconception health 
promotion and support look like in your 
practice?
• Question 2: What are your favorite resources 

and/or materials for preconception health 
education?
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https://www.cdc.gov/pregnancy/media/pdfs/Pregnancy_Planner_508.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/pregnancy/media/pdfs/Pregnancy_Planner_508.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/pregnancy/about/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/pregnancy/about/index.html
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Weight Gain Guidelines During 
Pregnancy, Trends in the US, and 
Challenges 
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IOM Weight Gain 
Guidelines during 

Pregnancy3

14



7/23/25

8

Percentage of Women who 
Gained Recommended Weight 
During Pregnancy4 

• According to the Centers for Disease 
Control (CDC), in 2015: 

• 32% of women gained the 
recommended amount of weight 
during pregnancy 

• 21% gained too little weight
• 48% gained too much weight  

Quick Stats: Gestational Weight Gain. (2016). Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report
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Increases in Pre-
pregnancy Obesity: US 
2016-2019

• Pre-pregnancy obesity in the United 
States rose from 26.1% in 2016 to 29.0% 
in 2019 

• From 2016 through 2019, pre-pregnancy 
obesity increased among women of all 
ages and was lowest for women under 
age 20 (20.5% in 2019) 

• From 2016 through 2019, women with 
less than a bachelor’s degree were more 
likely to have pre-pregnancy obesity than 
those with a bachelor’s degree or higher

• Compared with 2016, pre-pregnancy 
obesity rose in every state but Vermont in 
2019

Driscoll A & Gregory E. (2020) National Center for Health Statistics Data Brief
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Postpartum Weight Retention Risk Factors and 
Relationship to Obesity at One Year
Approximately 75% of women were heavier 1 year postpartum compared to 
pre-pregnancy weight

About 50% retained 10+ pounds, with 1 in 4 retaining 20+ pounds, at one year 
postpartum.

Race and socioeconomic disparities were associated with high pre-pregnancy 
BMI and excessive weight gain during pregnancy 

Among the ~40% with normal pre-pregnancy BMI, ~66% became overweight 
within 1 year postpartum

Breastfeeding for 6 months and participating in moderate exercise reduced the 
likelihood of retaining weight gained during pregnancy at 1 year postpartum
Endres et al. (2015) Obstet Gynecol. 
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Case Scenario1:  Part 1 Chatbox Discussion

Olivia is 29 years old with a pre-pregnancy BMI of 27. She is currently 
30 weeks pregnant and has gained 19 lbs. Based on the Institute of 
Medicine guidelines for gestational weight gain, how would you 
evaluate Olivia’s weight gain so far?

Discussion Question: 
Would you recommend any changes or considerations for the 
remainder of her pregnancy?

18
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Nutritional Intake During Pregnancy

19

Current 
Nutritional 

Intakes: 
Individuals who 
are Pregnant or 

Lactating

2020-2025 Dietary Guidelines for Americans 
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The Percentage of Pregnant and Lactating Individuals Exceeding Limits of Added Sugars, Saturated 
Fat, and Sodium 

21

2020-2025 US Dietary Guidelines For Americans 

22
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Chat Discussion: What are your favorite nutrition 
conversation starters that are not on this list?

Marshall et al. (2022) AJOG

23

Poll Question

Among the following stages of pregnancy and lactation, which stage has the highest daily calorie 
requirements compared to pre-pregnancy energy requirements? 
A. Pregnancy 1st trimester
B. Pregnancy 2nd trimester
C. Pregnancy 3rd trimester
D. Lactation 1st 6 months
E. Lactation 2nd 6 months

24
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Case Scenario 1: Part 2 Chatbox Discussion

Olivia is now 32 weeks pregnant. She wants to stay within the 
recommended weight gain range and asks for help meeting her 
nutritional goals. She currently eats three meals and one snack per day 
and walks for 30 minutes most days. Lately, she has been feeling 
hungrier at night.

Discussion Question
Based on your understanding of caloric needs in the third trimester and 
her target weight gain of 0.6 pounds per week, how many additional 
calories should Olivia aim to consume each day?

25

The Relationship Between Weight and 
Lactation Across Diverse Body Types

26
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Principles of Health at Every Size®

• Healthcare is a human right for people of all sizes, including those 
at the highest end of the size spectrum.
• Wellbeing, care, and healing are resources that are both collective 

and deeply personal.
• Care is fully provided only when free from anti-fat bias and offered 

with people of all sizes in mind.
• Health is a sociopolitical construct that reflects the values of 

society.

https://asdah.org/haes/

27

Underweight 

28
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Nutritional 
Considerations 

for 
Underweight

• Consume an extra 500-600 calories if underweight post-partum 
• Explore the root cause of low BMI
• Risk factors for deficiency: 

• Protein-energy malnutrition
• Fat intake mainly from saturated fat sources
• Low intake of fatty fish or other sources of omega 3 fatty 

acids 
• Family history of neural tube defects or low folate diet
• Vegetarian diets
• Malabsorption disorders
• Low intake of dairy products

• Nutritional recommendations: 
• Focus on nutrient-dense foods
• Increase the frequency of meals
• Colorful fruits and vegetables 
• May need protein and/or vitamin and mineral supplements

Hanson et al (2015). International J of Gynecology and Obstetrics

29

What is My Plate? (2020). U.S Department of Agriculture

30
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How to Increase Caloric Intake

• Adding 500-600 calories to the diet could be achieved by incorporating various nutrient-dense 
foods throughout the day 

• At breakfast, add a serving of whole-grain toast topped with 1 TB peanut butter or one serving 
of yogurt topped with 1 C of berries or one additional glass of milk 

• For snacks, include ¼ C to ½ C of nuts or a piece of fruit with one TB of nut butter 
• For lunch/dinner, consider adding a serving of lean protein or fish accompanied by a larger 

portion of whole grains and an additional serving of vegetables 

• Overall, focusing on nutrient-dense foods like lean protein, whole grains, healthy fats, and plenty 
of fruits and vegetables can help increase caloric needs while also providing essential nutrients 

31

Case Scenario 2: Chatbox Discussion 

• Dawn is 27 years old and currently in her second trimester 
(approximately 16 weeks pregnant) with her second child. Her pre-
pregnancy BMI was 18.0.

Discussion Questions: 
• Q1: Based on IOM guidelines, how much weight gain is 

recommended for this pregnancy?  
Q2: What nutrition strategies, referrals, or assessment considerations 
would you recommend to support Dawn’s health and fetal 
development?

32
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Normal Weight 

33

Nutritional Implications of

Kim, S. Y. et al. (2020). Clinical and Experimental Pediatrics; 

34
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Evidence-Based 
Guidelines14

• Add 330-400 kcal per day throughout first-year 
postpartum 

• Increase consumption of: 
• Iodine 
• Choline

14. Dietary Guidelines for Americans. (2020). United States Department of Agriculture
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Choline + Iodine

Iodine Rich Foods 
Cod, 3 oz (97% DV)

Yogurt, Greek ¾ cup (58% DV)
Iodized table salt, ¼ tsp (52% DV)

Choline Rich Foods
Beef Liver, 3 oz (65% DV)

Eggs, 1 large hard boiled (27% DV) 
Soybeans, roasted ½ cup (19% DV)

Fish, cod 3 oz (13%DV)
Chicken breast, 3 oz (13% DV)

https://ods.od.nih.gov/factsheets/Choline-HealthProfessional/; https://ods.od.nih.gov/factsheets/Iodine-
HealthProfessional%20/

36

https://ods.od.nih.gov/factsheets/Choline-HealthProfessional/
https://ods.od.nih.gov/factsheets/Choline-HealthProfessional/
https://ods.od.nih.gov/factsheets/Choline-HealthProfessional/
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Overweight/Obese 

37

Macronutrient 
Composition of 
Human Milk and 
Infant Intake 
Comparing Normal 
Weight Women with 
Overweight/Obese 
Women

Sims, C. et al. (2020). The 
American Journal of 
Clinical Nutrition
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Nutrient Composition 
(leptin, insulin and CRP 
concentrations) of Milk in 
Normal Weight Women 
Compared to  
Overweight/Obese 
Women

Sims, C. et al. (2020). The 
American Journal of 
Clinical Nutrition
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Insulin Resistance 
and Milk Production

• Maternal obesity is associated with insulin resistance and prediabetes, affecting 
lactation due to insulin’s role in milk production processes 

• Higher maternal BMI correlates with a higher prevalence of delayed lactogenesis 
and is associated with shorter breastfeeding duration

• Impaired glucose tolerance can hinder mammary gland development during 
pregnancy and lactation leading to delayed lactogenesis, and hindering the rate 
of milk production in mature lactation

• Galactagogues such as fenugreek and goat’s rue are also both rich in insulin-
sensitizing biguanides

Nommsen-Rivers, LA. (2016). Advances in Nutrition; Nommsen-Rivers (2019) J Hum Lactation 

Goat's Rue, Tephrosia virginiana. Photo by Thomas 
G. Barnes, USDA-NRCS PLANTS Database

40
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Losing Weight While Breastfeeding

Gradual weight loss of 1 pound per 
week or 4 pounds per month is safe for 
breastfeeding mothers, recommended 
by the Academy of Nutrition and 
Dietetics 

Moderate-intensity physical activity is 
beneficial and will not reduce milk 
volume 

Postpartum dietary intervention 
should include a diet comprising of 
low-fat dairy, whole grains, fruits, and 
vegetables 

Losing Weight While Breastfeeding. (n.d.). Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics
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Lactation and Bariatric surgery
Component Diagnostic Testing (serum) Prophylaxis Treatment if Deficient

Vitamin A Vitamin A, if clinically indicated 4000 IU/day in 
prenatal vitamin

Vitamin A not to exceed 8000 IU/day

Vitamin D 25-hydroxy vitamin D, if clinically 
indicated

400-800 IU/day in 
prenatal vitamin

Calcitriol (Vitamin D) 1000 IU/day

Vitamin K Vitamin K1, if clinically indicated Not routinely given Vitamin K1 1mg/day consult with 
hematologist

Folic Acid Complete blood count, red blood 
cell folate

600-800 μg/day in
prenatal vitamin

Folic acid 1000
μg/day

Vitamin B12 Complete blood cell
count, Vitamin B12

4 μg/day in
prenatal vitamin

Oral vitamin B12 350  μg/day 
or  Intramuscular  1000 μg/month
Consult with  hematologist

Calcium Total and ionized calcium 250 mg/day in 
prenatal vitamin

Calcium citrate 1000 mg/day with 
Vitamin D

Iron Complete blood count, iron, 
ferritin, total iron binding capacity

30 mg/day in
prenatal vitamin

Ferrous sulfate 325mg twice-three
times/day with vitamin C

Kominiarek, M. (2016) Med Clin North Am
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True or False

Maternal BMI has been associated 
with delayed lactogenesis.

A: True 
B: False

43

Case Scenario 3: Chatbox Discussion

Maria is 32 years old and 6 weeks postpartum. She is breastfeeding her 
infant and is eager to begin losing the weight she gained during pregnancy. 
Her pre-pregnancy BMI was 31, and she gained 40 pounds during pregnancy. 
Since delivery, she has lost 22lbs. She is motivated but concerned about how 
weight loss might affect her milk supply.
Discussion Questions:
• Q1: What guidance would you offer Maria about postpartum weight loss 

while maintaining breastfeeding?
• Q2: What nutrition, physical activity, or referral strategies would you 

recommend to support gradual, healthy weight loss without compromising 
lactation?

44
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Body Image and Breastfeeding

45

Impact of Body Image on Breastfeeding 
Initiation and Maintenance
Objective

• Investigate changes in body image and psychological distress between 72 hours post-delivery and 6–8 weeks postnatal, and their relation to 
breastfeeding initiation and maintenance among women with a Body Mass Index (BMI) (>30 kg/m2) and those with a BMI 18.5 < 25kg/m2

Design
• Longitudinal semi-structured questionnaire survey.

Methods
• Assessment of body image and psychological distress within 72 hours of birth and via postal questionnaire at 6–8 weeks.
• Study included 140 women who exclusively breastfed or mixed-fed their infant in the hospital. 
• Breastfeeding status re-assessed at 6–8 weeks

Results
• Women with a BMI >30 kg/m2 were less likely to exclusively breastfeed in hospital and maintain breastfeeding to 6–8 weeks.
• Better body image correlated with breastfeeding maintenance and lower post-natal psychological distress for all women.
• Education level emerged as the most significant predictor of maintenance in multivariate regression, including body image and weight status.
• Body image satisfaction was generally low around childbirth, decreasing further at 6–8 weeks for all women.

Conclusions
• Health professionals should consider women’s body image when discussing breastfeeding.
• Focusing on breast function over form may support breastfeeding for all women.

Swanson, et al. (2017) British Journal of Health Psychology
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Body Image and Breastfeeding: A Qualitative 
Exploration 
• Breastfeeding as a functional tool

• “I’ve never been self-conscious about it [breastfeeding]. . .I just feel really like that’s 
what they [breasts] were there for, they just seem to me a bit more like a functional 
thing rather than like something that should be big or small or whatever.” (One child, 
currently breastfeeding at 16.5 months old)

• Body Confidence and breastfeeding in public
• “You know I’ve got my stomach on show here and it’s hanging out at the side of my 

jeans and things like that. That uhm, isn’t particularly pleasant to see” (Two children, 
breastfed first baby to 8 months, currently breastfeeding 4-month-old)

• Not feeling like the real me: a loss of identity
• “Your world gets taken over by baby…cause all you do is just constantly 

breastfeeding, and I felt like that was all I was[. . .]and I think I was trying to 
pressure myself to get back down to feeling a bit more like me.” (One child, currently 
breastfeeding at 18 months old)

Owen et al. (2024) J of Health  Psychology
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Strategies for Promoting Positive Body Image 
Post-Pregnancy
Social Media and Online Platforms 

• Social media advertisements or online training courses could promote 
positive body image following pregnancy

Focus on Body Functionality
• Viewing the body as a functional tool can lead to respect and appreciation of 

the body

Prenatal Education
• Expand prenatal classes to include body functionality and its importance over 

aesthetics to encourage positive body image views post-pregnancy

Owen et al. (2024) J of Health  Psychology
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Chat 
Discussion 
Question

• Can you share how you include body image 
in your educational classes or individual 
counseling sessions?

49

Providing Breastfeeding Support Across 
Diverse Body Types

50
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Successful Strategies 
for Support

• Recommendations for strategies of support 
include: 

• Healthcare support 
• Workshops 
• Support groups 
• Online support 

Rodriguez-Gallego, I. et al. (2021). International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health

51

Patient perspectives on the 
implementation of a breast/chest-

feeding support model for low-income 
communities in the Midwestern U.S.

Rothstein, J. Bonsack, C., Moore-Otsby, L. Yamamae, K, Edwards, J., Patterson, J.
Poster Presentation APHA 2021 
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Methods

• Stakeholder meetings to identify resources within 
HealthNet and in the community

• Structured interviews with community programs to 
understand current support activities and needs

Phase 1: Asset mapping

• Questionnaire covering BF experiences, sources of 
information/support, and perceptions of community 
resources

Phase 2: Patient perspectives

Rothstein, J. et al.  (2021) APHA Poster Presentation

53

Future	Direction	for	Research:

Results: Phase 1
Patient/Family 

Education Peer Support

Professional Support

Equipment

Rothstein, J. et al. (2021) APHA Poster Presentation
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Results: Phase 2
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Awareness and Utilization of Community Resources, 
by English- and Spanish-speaking patients 

% Aware of resource

% Utilized resource

English-
speaking 
patients
(mean)

Spanish-
speaking 
patients
(mean)

WIC Program 8.2 9.3

Healthy Families 5.6 6.5

WeCare Program 3.1 3.0

La Leche League 4.6 --

The Milk Bank 2.6 --

Perceived Usefulness of
Community Resources*

*On a scale of 1-10

Rothstein, J. et al. (2021) APHA Poster Presentation
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Mothers Experience with Community 
and Healthcare Resources to Support 
Breastfeeding

• Methods:
• Recruited mothers who received 

care in a large federally qualified 
health center to participate in a 
phone interview

• Inductive and deductive coding was 
used to develop a codebook and 
analyze data

• Results
• WIC and Healthy Families were the most 

commonly used services reported
• Overall lack of awareness of other 

breastfeeding support services

Patterson, unpublished data
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Challenges of 
navigating the 

healthcare setting for 
breastfeeding support

“I probably saw 3 different lactation consultants in the in the hospital before we were discharged, and so one would say, 
oh, you know, just keep breastfeeding and pumping as often as you can or every 2 to 3 hours, and you don't need to 
supplement with formula, she'll get everything that she needs. And then another one would say, well, you're waiting for 
your milk to come in. You are gonna want to supplement with formula, so I think for me, there was some confusion with the 
information that I got from the doctors, and then from the lactation consultants.” (Participant 5)

Lack of prenatal 
education

“(There) wasn’t really an in-depth conversation about how I should do it or any technique or if I would feel any pain. I ended 
up with lacerations in the beginning but thankfully with the nurse that was with me during my delivery, she told me what 
topical cream to use if I continued to have these lacerations and it helped a lot.” 

Reliance on 
community programs 

vs healthcare for 
breastfeeding support

“I guess it just depends on what kind of advice I needed. I think, like in the early days if I was struggling, I'd probably reach 
out to the hospital lactation consultant. If I felt I had some kind of issue with nursing more on the baby's end or nutrition 
end, I'd probably to the pediatrician. But if I just needed like resources or advice or support, I would definitely probably go 
with WIC.” (Participant 1) 
“Yes. Because um the doctors I don't know. I didn't really feel like um they had too much information about it. So, I would 
just feel more comfortable calling WIC, the my breastfeeding counselor that I would talk to.” (Participant 2)

Patterson, unpublished data
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Online Support 

Online support for lactation 
includes virtual support groups 
and/or online courses 

They are typically run by a 
lactation educator or IBCLC

New moms do not have to worry 
about timing or transportation, 
and can still attend when their 
baby is sick 

Examples include Baby Bistro 
(virtual group class), Milky Mama 
(online course), Lactation Link 
(virtual group classes and/or 
online courses)

58
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Key Takeaways for Parental Weight 
Concerns During Lactations 

• Preconception planning is essential for optimizing pregnancy and lactation outcomes

• Breastmilk composition varies across different body types

• Individualized nutrition counseling can assist in identifying the specific needs of pregnant 
and lactating individuals to identify strategies for optimal health 

• Prenatal education should incorporate measures to promote a  positive self-image to 
increase breastfeeding rates 

• Ensuring equitable access to complementary breastfeeding support programs (e.g. WeCare, 
Milk Bank) may enhance the perception of support among pregnant and lactating 
individuals. 
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