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Abstract

Background. Household food insecurity is considered a serious public health issue
worldwide. Pregnancy represents a critical period in a woman's life. Undesirable nutrition
can adversely affect maternal, fetal, and infant health. However, evidence on the
association between food insecurity and preghancy outcomes remains inconsistent.
Therefore, this study was conducted to review and discuss related studies in this field.
Methods. In this narrative review, a search was conducted in multiple databases, including
PubMed, SID, Google Scholar, and Scopus. The search was conducted using a
combination of keywords related to food security and pregnancy.

Results. Overall, the evidence suggests that food insecurity is associated with an increased
risk of several pregnancy outcomes, especially preterm birth, while evidence for low birth
weight, gestational diabetes, pregnancy-induced hypertension, anemia, and gestational
weight gain remains inconsistent. These inconsistencies are largely attributable to
methodological heterogeneity across studies.

Conclusion. The results of studies on the relationship between food insecurity and
pregnancy outcomes are controversial. Therefore, regarding many inconsistencies in this
field, additional studies, particularly cohort studies, are required to yield stronger and

more precise evidence.

Practical Implications. The findings of this review highlight the importance of integrating
food insecurity screening into prenatal care, particularly for women in vulnerable
socioeconomic circumstances. Given the evidence linking food insecurity to preterm birth
and maternal mental health disorders, it is essential to assess the adequacy of dietary intake
and the mental health status of pregnant women, alongside routine maternal-fetal care.
However, due to heterogeneity and inconsistencies in the evidence regarding certain
pregnancy outcomes, it is necessary to implement targeted interventions and evaluate their

effectiveness in future studies.

How to cite this article: Sadat Sangsefidi Z, l1zadfar F, Fayaz Pasandideh-Belghan M, Alizadeh S, Mohammadzadeh
M, Hashempour M, Pormohammadi M, Ahrari Sh. The relationship between food insecurity and pregnancy
outcomes: a narrative review. Med J Tabriz Uni Med Sciences. 2026;48(5):. doi: 10.34172/mj.026.35377. Persian.

Extended Abstract

Background

Food security ensures that all people, at all times,
have physical and economic access to sufficient, safe,
and appropriate food resources. Conversely, food

insecurity refers to a situation where individuals lack
adequate access to the physical, social, political, and
economic resources necessary for obtaining an
adequate and suitable food supply. Household food
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insecurity is considered a serious public health issue
worldwide. Pregnancy represents a critical period in a
woman's life. Evidence shows that maintaining a
healthy diet during pregnancy is important in ensuring
the well-being of the mother, fetus, and newborn.
Moreover, insufficient intake of various nutrients by
mother can increase the risk of various health
problems in both mother and infant. Considering the
detrimental effects of inappropriate nutrition during
pregnancy and the high prevalence of food insecurity
in the world, the aim of this study was to review and
discuss studies regarding the relationship between
food insecurity and pregnancy outcomes.

Methods

In the present review, relevant studies examining
the association between food insecurity and
pregnancy outcomes were identified and analyzed. A
comprehensive search was conducted across multiple
databases, including PubMed, SID, Scopus, and
Google Scholar. Combinations of various keywords
including "food security" or "food insecurity" or
"household food security" and "pregnancy” or
"pregnant women" or “pregnancy outcomes" or
"premature birth" or "low birth weight" or "gestational
diabetes” or "preeclampsia” or "pregnancy-induced
hypertension™ or "depression™ were used during the
search process. No restrictions were imposed on
language or publication date of studies. Initially,
studies were screened based on their titles and
abstracts. Then, studies focusing on food security and
pregnancy outcomes were further evaluated. The
search was updated inJuly 2026to ensure the
inclusion of the most recent evidence. Two
independent authors screened titles/abstracts and then
full text. Disagreements were resolved by consensus
of the third author.

Results
For some outcomes, such as preterm birth, which

are associated with food insecurity, there is strong
evidence for a major positive association. The
association between food insecurity and low birth
weight is supported by several studies, yet the overall
evidence base remains inconclusive due to widely
divergent reports across different populations. The

association between gestational diabetes and food
insecurity is another area where researchers do not
fully agree. Research on pregnancy-induced
hypertension (PIH) and preeclampsia is inconclusive.
Some studies show a clear link between food
insecurity and these conditions, while others do not.
Although studies point to a link between food
insecurity and maternal anemia and iron deficiency,
the evidence is limited. How food insecurity affects
gestational weight gain (GWG) is still debated. The
results of studies on mental health, especially
depression, anxiety, and stress, are becoming more
consistent. Food insecurity seems to raise the risk that
a newborn will end up in the NICU, especially for
hypoglycemia. There is no clear link between food
insecurity and miscarriage, stillbirth, or infant
mortality. Evidence has also clarified that households
experiencing food insecurity tend to rely on
inexpensive foods, which often have low nutritional
value and high calories and contain high levels of
refined grains, sugar, and added fats, which can
increase the risk of obesity and nutritional
deficiencies. On the other hand, the intake of fruits,
vegetables, meat, dairy, nuts, and cereals which
contain essential nutrients is lower in households with
food insecurity compared with food-secure
households. Therefore, these issues may justify and
explain some possible associations between food
insecurity and pregnancy outcomes. Studies
investigating the association between food insecurity
and pregnancy outcomes have not reported
completely consistent results, which can be attributed
to differences in food insecurity measurement tools,
study designs, characteristics of the populations
studied, timing of food insecurity assessment,
outcome definitions, and extent of control for
confounding factors. Despite these methodological
heterogeneities, evidence suggests that food insecurity
can increase adverse pregnancy outcomes through
several biological and behavioral pathways, including
reduced intake of essential micronutrients, chronic
stress and increased cortisol, inadequate weight gain
during pregnancy, impaired immune function and
increased risk of infection, reduced access to prenatal
care, and adoption of unhealthy behaviors such as
smoking or irregular sleep. These mechanisms can

Med J Tabriz Uni Med Sciences. 2026;48(5) |



Sadat Sangsefidi, et al.

increase the risk of complications such as low birth
weight, preterm birth, gestational hypertension, and
gestational diabetes.

Conclusion

Based on the results of several studies, food
insecurity may be associated with an increased risk of
adverse outcomes such as preterm birth, maternal
mental health disorders, and neonatal hospitalization
in the intensive care unit, and adverse effects on
maternal weight gain. However, the available
evidence on low birth weight, gestational diabetes,
preeclampsia, and hypertension is controversial.

Moreover, the evidence on maternal anemia, weight
gain during pregnancy, miscarriage, and stillbirth is
limited, and further studies are needed in this area. The
inconsistencies among the relevant studies can be
attributed to differences in study design, sample size,
participant characteristics, and methods of assessing
food insecurity. In addition, a significant portion of the
relevant studies were cross-sectional or case-control
studies, which are lower in level of evidence than
cohort studies. Therefore, it is recommended that
more high-quality studies, especially prospective
cohort studies, be conducted in the future to provide
more definitive scientific evidence.
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