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Powered by Plants: Vegetarian and Vegan
Diets in Pregnancy and Breastfeeding

Maya has been a healthy, happy vegan since she was a teenager. Now, at age 25 and pregnant for the first time, she
is suddenly worried and uncertain about whether she can provide all the nutrients her developing baby needs if she
continues to follow her vegan diet during pregnancy. She contacted us at MotherToBaby looking for answers. Maya’s
question is not unusual, but since it’s a bit outside our area of expertise, I enlisted the help of an expert in maternal
nutrition to help answer it.

Registered dietitian Kerry Jones, MPH, RDN, LDN is the owner of Milestones Pediatric & Maternal Nutrition in Cary,
North Carolina. She works with women who are trying to conceive, pregnant, or breastfeeding, as well as children,
which makes her a perfect resource for this topic. Kerry was happy to weigh in on Maya’s concerns and other common
questions we get at MotherToBaby about vegetarian and vegan diets in pregnancy and breastfeeding.

First, what exactly does vegetarian mean? And how is vegan different from vegetarian? By definition, vegetarian
means eating everything except meat, poultry, or seafood. Some vegetarians also choose to exclude eggs but
consume dairy products (lacto-vegetarian), or exclude dairy but eat eggs (ovo-vegetarian). A vegan diet takes it a step
further by avoiding all ingredients that come from animals, including eggs, dairy, gelatin, and honey. While these diets
may seem limiting to someone who doesn’t follow them, vegetarians and vegans still enjoy an abundant variety of
foods. Now, on to Maya’s question…

Q: Can I have a healthy pregnancy if I’m vegetarian or vegan?

Kerry Jones: Yes, you can definitely have a healthy pregnancy, even if you follow a vegetarian or vegan diet.
However, that does not mean that eating during your pregnancy will be without its challenges, since there are many
nutrients that are crucial to your child’s development that can be hard to obtain from a plant-based eating pattern,
such as vitamin B12, choline, vitamin K2, DHA, iodine, iron, and zinc, to name a few. However, with proper planning,
supplementation, and support, I believe that women who are vegetarian or vegan can have healthy pregnancies.

Q: Are there any vitamins I’ll need to take during pregnancy in
addition to my regular prenatal vitamin?

Kerry: As I mentioned, there are several nutrients that are crucial to fetal development that are hard to obtain in a
vegetarian or vegan diet. It will be important to make sure that your prenatal vitamin is high quality and contains not
only enough of these nutrients, but also the best forms of these vitamins and minerals to ensure they will be well
absorbed by your body (such as Methylcobalamin and/or adensylcobalamin when looking for vitamin B12). It is also
important to ensure the prenatal vitamin you choose does not contain unwanted additives or nutrients (such as having
both calcium and iron in the same supplement, since we know these minerals compete for absorption) and is third-
party tested (since there is currently no governing organization that oversees the safety, content, purity, dosage, or
effectiveness of supplements). In addition to a high-quality prenatal vitamin, it will likely be beneficial to take an algae-
based DHA supplement. However, it is important to talk to your OB/GYN before starting any supplements.

https://www.milestonesnutrition.com/
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Q: How can I be sure I’m getting enough protein during pregnancy if
I don’t eat animal products?

Kerry: That’s a great question. We know that getting enough protein during pregnancy is important for both mothers
and developing babies. Luckily, there are a variety of plant-based protein sources, such as: seitan, tempeh, beans,
seeds, nuts, and lentils, to name a few. I recommend that all adults, including women who are pregnant, aim to have
one-fourth of their plate or bowl be composed of protein sources at each meal and have a protein source at each
snack. Following this meal pattern typically allows most pregnant women to meet their protein needs. However, if you
are concerned about your specific protein needs during early and late pregnancy, contact a prenatal registered
dietitian, such as myself, to get customized recommendations.

The biggest concern related to meeting protein needs for pregnant women following plant-based diets is ensuring they
are getting the individual amino acids they need. Animal proteins are often referred to as complete proteins, which
means the protein source contains all of the essential amino acids (or protein building blocks) that our body needs.
However, not all plant protein sources are complete proteins. Therefore, it is important that pregnant women following
plant-based diets not only get enough protein throughout the day, but also eat a variety of protein sources to make
sure they are getting all of the needed amino acids.

Q: I love my OB, but she doesn’t have experience with vegetarian
and vegan diets in pregnancy. Any advice?

Kerry: If you are getting push back or hesitation from your OB/GYN to support your dietary decision, it is important to
remember that your OB/GYN is likely concerned that you and your baby are not going to get the nutrients that you
both need during this critical period. Make sure to be an advocate for your health and beliefs to explain why you want
to be a vegetarian and vegan while pregnant. Additionally, consider working with a prenatal registered dietitian to get
evidenced-based, individualized recommendations on how to meet you and your baby’s nutrient needs. This will help
give you the support you need to meet your unique needs and give your OB/GYN the reassurance they need to feel
confident in your dietary decisions.

Q: My baby is almost due. Is there anything I need to know about
being vegetarian/vegan while breastfeeding?

Kerry: Yes! Just like when you were pregnant, what you eat when breastfeeding matters. This is because when you
are breastfeeding exclusively you are still the single source of nutrition for your little one just like you were during
pregnancy. While the levels of some nutrients in breastmilk are not affected by maternal diet, the amount of many
vitamins and minerals in breastmilk is dependent on how much you consume as a mom, such as vitamin B12, vitamin
K2, choline, DHA, and iodine, to name a few. Therefore, it is important to continue your prenatal vitamin or switch to a
postnatal vitamin and have a plan to get the nutrients that your baby needs while breastfeeding and you need for
postpartum recovery.

After hearing Kerry’s feedback, Maya was relieved to know that by incorporating a few changes to her diet she could
indeed have a healthy plant-powered pregnancy! If you have questions about your diet in pregnancy or breastfeeding,
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talk to your healthcare provider or a registered dietitian with expertise in maternal nutrition. And as always,
MotherToBaby is here for you for any questions about exposures during pregnancy and breastfeeding.

Questions? Call 866.626.6847 | Text 855.999.3525 | Email or Chat at MotherToBaby.org.

Disclaimer: MotherToBaby Fact Sheets are meant for general information purposes and should not replace the advice of your health care provider.
MotherToBaby is a service of the non-profit Organization of Teratology Information Specialists (OTIS). Copyright by OTIS, June 12, 2023.

https://www.eatright.org/find-an-expert

