
 

Position statement 

Nausea and vomiting in pregnancy 

 

Summary: 
 
Approximately 80% of pregnant women experience NVP, usually between 
8 and 12 weeks of pregnancy. Around 1% suffer from the more severe hy-
peremesis gravidarum, which is persistent vomiting, so that hospitalisation 
is generally necessary for intravenous fluids.  
Ginger has been used to treat postoperative nausea and vomiting as well 
as nausea and vomiting due to motion sickness and pregnancy. Vitamin B6 
and acupressure have also been found to be effective for some women 
and have few side effects.  
 
Nausea and vomiting in pregnancy 
 
Pregnancy sickness or nausea and vomiting in pregnancy (NVP) is the 
most common medical condition of pregnancy, affecting up to 80% of all 
women to some degree.  Symptoms usually start between 4 and 7 weeks 
and, in most cases, it improves by the 16th week of pregnancy, although 
up to 20% of women continue to have symptoms throughout pregnancy.  
 
Hyperemesis gravidarum is severe pregnancy sickness, where women 
cannot keep food or drink down, and need hospitalisation for intravenous 
fluids. It affects fewer than 1% of women, but it can be debilitating, with de-
hydration, electrolyte imbalance, weight loss and ketosis the main prob-
lems. Women suffer not only physically, but psychologically. 
Even the much more common pregnancy sickness, can have serious ad-
verse effects on the quality of women's life, affecting social, and occupa-
tional activity and her psychological health as well as general well-being.  
It is important that health professionals take this condition seriously. There 
are effective treatments available which research has found to be without 
serious adverse effects.  
 
Dealing with the symptoms 
 
Diet. Taking solid foods separately from liquids means that the stomach is 
less full and this seems to help some women.  For example, eating small 
portions every 1 to 2 hours, with fluids at least 20 minutes after a snack.  
 
Women need to know that they can eat whatever they feel they can toler-
ate. Their baby will rely on their stores for food.  
 
Fluids.  Small amounts taken frequently works best. Colder fluids, includ-
ing ice chips and frozen fruit juice are often easier to cope with and can 
help with the metallic taste in the mouth. 
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Individual treatment  

 
Because pregnancy sickness affects a large number of pregnant women, 
some with serious consequences, it should not be ignored, especially when 
there are safe and effective treatments available.  
 
Nausea and vomiting in pregnancy affect women in different ways and its 
management should be tailored for each individual. 
 

Nausea can affect the quality of life as much as vomiting. Non-
pharmacological nausea treatments include ginger, as capsules, fresh or 
crystalised ginger, acupressure bands and pyridoxine vitamin B6 - although 
this is at pharmacological doses.  Women need to discuss these with their 
GP before starting any treatment.   
 
Early treatment can prevent more severe sickness from occurring, reducing 
the possibility of hospitalisation, time lost from paid employment, and emo-
tional and psychological problems.  
 
Nausea occurs in 80-85% of all pregnancies during the first three months, 

with vomiting in approximately 50% of women. 
The severity of nausea and vomiting varies greatly and occurs more com-

monly in multiple pregnancies and molar pregnancies. 
Hyperemesis gravidarum is said to occur in approximately 1% of pregnan-

cies. 
Persistence of nausea and vomiting into the second or third semester 

should be investigated as it may be an indication of infection or other 
condition. . 

Due to concerns about safety, there have been relatively few studies on 
the efficacy and safety of drugs used for nausea and vomiting in 
pregnancy. However, prescription drugs are available for severe vom-
iting.  

Most cases of nausea and vomiting in pregnancy settle without complica-
tion as the pregnancy progresses. 

 
Research evidence 
 
Randomised controlled trials (RCTs) of 250mg ginger capsules four times 
a day for four days have shown a significant improvement in nausea symp-
toms compared with placebo.  
Two systematic reviews found limited evidence that pyridoxine (vitamin B6) 
reduced nausea but found no evidence of an effect on vomiting.1 

 
Acupressure: one systematic review of small RCTs found limited evidence 
that P6 acupressure reduced self-reported morning sickness compared 
with sham acupressure or no intervention. Three subsequent RCTs and 
two randomised crossover trials found that P6 acupressure reduced the 
duration, but not necessarily the intensity, of nausea and vomiting.1 
 
Pregnancy sickness is associated with favourable pregnancy outcomes, 
such as decreased risk of miscarriage and a lower incidence of perinatal 
death. However, in severe cases (hyperemesis gravidarum) there may be 
an increased risk of low birth weight and some congenital malformations. 
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Information for women  
 
There is no research-based evidence on the effectiveness of dietary treat-
ment. However, many women have found the some of the following makes 
a difference: 
 

Even if you are feeling sick, it is still worth trying to eat something. Eat-
ing will generally help with the nausea; you will know what you can 
manage. 

In spite of all the messages about healthy eating, its better to eat some-
thing than nothing at all. Your baby will continue to get their nutrients 
from your stores. 

Eating something small, whether it is dry biscuits, crisps, fruit or toast, 
sometimes helps the nausea to subside so you can manage something 
else a little later. 

Avoid any foods or smells that trigger symptoms, such as cigarette 
smoke, petrol fumes, coffee. 

 
Women often find that cooking smells put them off, but you don't have to 
cook. Yogurt, fruit, breakfast cereal or a sandwich can be a suitable snack.  
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