
A new series of papers ‘ Preconception Health’ 
 published by our team in The Lancet on April 16 
www.thelancet.com/series/preconception-health 
makes the case for both men and women to improve 
their diet and health before trying for a baby.

CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES

Preconception Health



Improving nutritional preparation 
for pregnancy
Many men and women of reproductive age, in both high 
income (HIC) and low-and-middle income countries 
(LMIC) are not well-prepared for pregnancy in terms of 
nutrition. Lifecourse research pin-points investment 
in the pre-conception period as critical for long-term 
health across generations. Though we now know that 
pregnancy planning is more common than was thought, 
opportunities to invest in health before conception - a 
key time-point – have been overlooked. Collectively, the 
Lancet series points to a new emphasis on preparing 
for conception as a way of preventing disease and 
improving public health.

What does the evidence say?
Evidence from life course epidemiology and 
developmental (gamete / embryo) programming 
around the time of conception suggests that maternal 
over-nutrition and obesity, maternal undernutrition and 
related paternal factors, have enduring consequences 
leading to increased disease risk for the next generation.
These parental influences on lifetime health act at 
the onset of the reproduction cycle and can perturb 
or modify the epigenetic, cellular, metabolic, or 
physiological status of early embryos with the 
potential to change how they develop. Defining the 
causative mechanisms, and the exposures that drive 
them, will be essential for the development of specific 
recommendations for pre-conception health. 

The biological evidence coupled with maternal 
motivation and disappointing outcomes of 
interventions starting during pregnancy support the 
pre-conception period as a critical opportunity for 
intervention. While micronutrient supplementation 
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