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Online tool encourages healthy weight gain during pregnancy 

 

Goal-setting and self-monitoring tools successfully used by some expectant mothers, according 

to a new study published in the Journal of Nutrition Education and Behavior 

 

Philadelphia, April 8, 2019 – Excessive weight gain during pregnancy increases the risk of obesity in 

both mothers and babies. To avoid dangerous gestational weight gain, it is important to identify effective 

tools for behavior change. A new study appearing in the Journal of Nutrition Education and Behavior, 

published by Elsevier, found online diet goal-setting helped women achieve healthy weight gain if they 

started the study with a normal body weight, but it was not effective for women with a higher body mass 

index (BMI).  

 

“As we look to the future, digital behavioral nutrition interventions will become more widely used,” said 

lead author Christine M. Olson, PhD, Division of Nutritional Sciences, Cornell University, Ithaca, NY, USA. 

“This study is an example of the research needed to understand which tools will be useful in real- world 

digital interventions for pregnant women.” 

 

Pregnant women between 18 and 35 years of age were eligible to participate if they were healthy and had 

a normal to obese BMI. Additionally, they needed to be less than 20 weeks pregnant, available for follow-

up appointments, planned to keep the baby, spoke English, and could be contacted by email. Once 

accepted into the study, the participants were separated into groups by income level and BMI. There 

were two intervention and one control groups. 

 

Prior to starting the study, participants completed an online questionnaire to elicit psychosocial data 

including attitudes and beliefs; motivation; and environmental constraints including social, economic and 

personal barriers. Weight data were gathered through an audit of prenatal, labor and delivery, and 

postpartum medical records. 
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All groups were given access to a website featuring blogs, local resources, informative articles, frequently 

asked questions, and event reminders. The intervention groups were able to use additional tools including 

a weight gain tracker, as well as goal-setting tools for diet and physical activity. Goal suggestions were 

listed in a drop-down menu or participants could set a custom goal. 

 

Of the nearly 900 women in the intervention group, slightly less than half of the participants started using 

the diet goal-setting tool with one third actually setting a goal and one fifth starting self-monitoring. 

Women in the normal weight group who set two or more goals gained less weight than those who set 

fewer goals. This did not hold true for women in the higher BMI group. These women gained more than 

women who set fewer goals. Women in the normal weight group, who moved on to the self-monitoring 

step, also reduced their risk of excessive weight gain, but self-monitoring of diet did not help women who 

were overweight or obese. Nearly all women who set a goal selected a self-reward. 

 

“The diet goal-setting tool appears to be an effective component of online intervention for weight gain 

management for women who begin pregnancy with normal BMI.  Although the tool was used more 

frequently by women who were overweight, it was not effective in reducing their risk of excessive weight 

gain,” concluded Dr. Olson. “This group may need more personalized, face-to-face approaches to dietary 

change.” 

 

--- 

 

Notes for editors 

The article is “Use of an Online Diet Goal-Setting Tool: Relationships With Gestational Weight Gain,” by 

Christine M. Olson, PhD; Myla S. Strawderman, MS; and Meredith L. Graham, MS 

(https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jneb.2019.01.024). It appears in the Journal of Nutrition Education and Behavior, 

volume 51, issue 4 (April 2019) published by Elsevier.   

 

Full text of the article is available to credentialed journalists upon request; contact Eileen Leahy at +1 732 

238 3628 or jnebmedia@elsevier.com to obtain copies. To schedule an interview with the authors please 

contact Dr. Christine M. Olson at +1 607 255 2634 or cmo3@cornell.edu. 

 

This research was supported by a grant from the National Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute and Eunice 

Kennedy Shriver National Institute of Child Health and Human Development. 

 

An audio podcast featuring an interview with Dr. Christine M. Olson and information for journalists are 

located at www.jneb.org/content/podcast. Excerpts from the podcast may be reproduced by the media; 

contact Eileen Leahy to obtain permission. 

 

About the Journal of Nutrition Education and Behavior (JNEB)  

The Journal of Nutrition Education and Behavior (JNEB), the official journal of the Society for Nutrition 

Education and Behavior (SNEB), is a refereed, scientific periodical that serves as a resource for all 

professionals with an interest in nutrition education and dietary/physical activity behaviors. The purpose of 

JNEB is to document and disseminate original research, emerging issues, and practices relevant to 

nutrition education and behavior worldwide and to promote healthy, sustainable food choices. It supports 

the society’s efforts to disseminate innovative nutrition education strategies, and communicate 

information on food, nutrition, and health issues to students, professionals, policy makers, targeted 

audiences, and the public. 
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The Journal of Nutrition Education and Behavior features articles that provide new insights and useful 

findings related to nutrition education research, practice, and policy. The content areas of JNEB reflect 

the diverse interests of health, nutrition, education, Cooperative Extension, and other professionals 

working in areas related to nutrition education and behavior. As the Society's official journal, JNEB also 

includes occasional policy statements, issue perspectives, and member communications. www.jneb.org 

 

About Elsevier 

Elsevier is a global information analytics business that helps scientists and clinicians to find new answers, 

reshape human knowledge, and tackle the most urgent human crises. For 140 years, we have partnered 

with the research world to curate and verify scientific knowledge. Today, we’re committed to bringing that 

rigor to a new generation of platforms. Elsevier provides digital solutions and tools in the areas of 

strategic research management, R&D performance, clinical decision support, and professional education; 

including ScienceDirect, Scopus, SciVal, ClinicalKey and Sherpath. Elsevier publishes over 2,500 

digitized journals, including The Lancet and Cell, 39,000 e-book titles and many iconic reference works, 

including Gray’s Anatomy. Elsevier is part of RELX Group, a global provider of information and analytics 

for professionals and business customers across industries. www.elsevier.com 
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