
Polycystic Ovarian Syndrome 
(PCOS) and Body Weight

UHB is a no smoking Trust



2 | PI20_2129_01 PCOS and Body Weight

What is overweight and obesity, and how are 
they related to PCOS?

Most women with PCOS are affected by overweight or obesity. The 
two conditions seem very closely linked, since any increase in weight 
makes it more likely for PCOS symptoms to get worse. However, some 
women with PCOS have normal body weight (“Lean PCOS”) but still 
struggle with fertility and excess body hair driven by excess hormones 
called androgens. 

For many women with PCOS, weight gain starts when they begin 
having periods and continues throughout life. In some women with 
PCOS however, weight gain starts later in life. Women with PCOS who 
have obesity or excess weight are at a higher risk for developing health 
conditions than women who have a similar body weight but do not 
have PCOS. Losing weight can improve the symptoms of PCOS 
including improvement of menstrual cycle and skin, reduction 
of body hair as well as improving quality of life. Importantly, 
losing weight can help reduce your risk of long-term health 
problems including the following:
 
• Type 2 diabetes 
• fatty liver disease
• high blood pressure 
• obstructive sleep apnoea
• heart disease
• stroke

Women with PCOS who have obesity or who are and planning a 
pregnancy, can also reduce their risk of gestational diabetes (diabetes 
developing in pregnancy) by losing weight.

Because of all these, it is important to address excess weight as part of 
the treatment for PCOS. 
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How do I know if I have obesity?

To find out whether you have excess weight, you will need to calculate 
your body mass index (BMI). For this, you need to know your height 
and weight. There are many online calculators and apps that can help 
you calculate your BMI easily, an example can be found on the NHS 
website by following this link:  
www.nhs.uk/live-well/healthy-weight

Depending on the BMI, a person will be in one of the following 
groups:

Underweight BMI less than 18.5

Normal weight BMI between 18.5 and 24.9

Overweight BMI between 25.0 and 29.9

Obesity BMI 30.0 and above

Please note that if your ethnic background is other than White 
Caucasian, the BMI threshold for overweight starts from 23 and for 
obesity from 27.5.

Measuring waist circumference is also important information. For 
women, a normal waist circumference is less than 80cm, while  
80–88cm is high and more than 88cm is very high.

What can be done if you have obesity or excess 
weight?

If you have obesity or excess weight, you should talk to your healthcare 
team to discuss the different options available to help you lose weight. 
Even small changes in your weight, such as losing 5–10% of your body 
weight, have been shown to reduce insulin resistance, lower androgen 
levels and reduce cardiovascular risk markers. This means weight 
loss can help to improve PCOS signs and symptoms and the related 
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metabolic consequences.

Your healthcare team will discuss your individual needs and agree 
with you the best approach to help you lose weight. As people are 
different, there is no approach to weight loss that works for everyone. 
A plan for each patient should be drawn up, supported by a team 
consisting of doctors, dietitians, and psychologists. The good news 
is that women with PCOS will be able to lose weight using these 
strategies.

What options for weight loss are available? 

Lifestyle behavioural intervention: 
The most important step is living a healthy lifestyle by developing 
healthy habits around eating and exercise. In contrast to what you may 
find on the Internet, there is no such thing as a “PCOS diet”. 

A healthy, balanced diet with appropriate meal portion sizes 
should be followed, and eating behaviours that result in weight gain, 
e.g. snacking out of boredom or because of low mood, should be 
avoided. The exact type of diet should be agreed with a dietitian or 
other member of your healthcare team. Depending on the individual 
situation, support from a psychologist might be required.

The NHS Eat Well portal (www.nhs.uk/live-well/eat-well) provides 
free advice on a healthy and balanced diet, which can help you to 
prevent weight gain and maintain a healthy weight. If you have a 
smartphone, you can also use apps to help you monitor your weight, 
identify foods in your everyday diet that contain a lot of calories 
(e.g. the Change4Life food scanner), and track your physical activity. 
In some patients there maybe a role for low or very low energy diets, 
but these will be determined after discussion with the health care 
professional. 
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Exercise and reducing sedentary time is an important part of a 
healthy lifestyle. The benefits of regular physical activity are not 
necessarily related to weight loss, but to the protection it provides 
from future health problems by increasing your fitness. There are 
several apps that can track your exercise or daily steps, and they can 
help you to increase your physical activity, spend more time walking 
and less time sitting. You can find more information about exercise on 
the NHS Live Well portal (www.nhs.uk/live-well/exercise).

Weight loss medications:
The main drug that is available on the NHS is Orlistat. It is a tablet 
that prevents fat in the diet from being taken up from the gut, thus 
reducing the amount of calories taken up from the food. It should 
only be used in combination with a low fat diet, and there are weight 
targets that have to be achieved in order to be able to stay on it. 
Orlistat should only be taken after consultation with your healthcare 
team. Liraglutide 3 mg (Saxenda) is also available on the NHS for a 
highly selected group of patients as per the NICE guidelines 
(www.nice.org.uk/guidance/TA664).
 
Metformin is a medication commonly used to treat Type 2 diabetes. 
However, it can also help making periods in women with PCOS more 
regular. Metformin improves the way the liver responds to insulin and 
can help maintain a healthy body weight, which is important in the 
overall treatment of PCOS. Though metformin is not considered a 
weight loss drug, many women with PCOS feel that they lose weight 
more easily if they take metformin alongside diet and exercise.

Weight loss surgery:
Weight loss surgery might be the only realistic option in people who 
have severe obesity. It is very effective in terms of weight loss that 
can be achieved, but as with any type of surgery there is a risk of 
complications. Weight loss surgery should only be accessed through a 
designated Weight Management clinic, and your healthcare team will 
advise you if this will be necessary. 
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Please use the space below to write down any questions you may have 
and bring this with you to your next appointment.
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Do you really need to go to A&E? 
Check symptoms online quickly and safely. 

A free service for NHS patients.
uhb.nhs.uk/ask


