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Western diet and ultraprocessed foods
consumption has been associated with

obesity and cardiometabolic risk between 3
and 6 years. 
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The higher adherence to the Mediterranean
Diet, at 4 years, has been associated with a
lower risk of overweight, obesity, and
abdominal obesity at 8 years. 
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A persistent intake of dietary patterns rich in processed foods or sugary products shows a greater trend toward
increased BMI z-scores, waist circumference (WC), and fat mass (FM) during childhood compared to the adoption of
healthier patterns. The adoption and maintenance, starting from 2 years, of a dietary pattern rich in vegetables, fish,
olive oil, and meat, and low in snacks, sugar, and sweets, have been linked to better insulin profiles (lower HOMA-IR) and
improved blood pressure outcomes at 8 years.

Dietary patterns to prevent childhood obesity:
Starting from the beginning

Dietary patterns track from early ages
Prospective European studies evaluating the development of children’s dietary patterns
from early childhood to adolescence identified a window of opportunity during which
dietary patterns are established. All studies seem to agree that this window falls
between 1–3 years of age. 

How do dietary patterns determine health from early childhood?

During this period of transition, dietary patterns are not only established but are also more easily modifiable,
highlighting the need for early intervention to promote the adoption of healthy habits. Beyond this time frame, the
dietary patterns adopted tend to remain relatively stable throughout childhood, especially unhealthy dietary patterns
(e.g., rich in processed/industrial foods, ready-to-eat meals, and snacks).

Diet itself could influence health during developmental age
through two synergistic pathways:

Nutritional programming during the first 1,000 days of life.
The accumulative effect of unhealthy dietary patterns
throughout the life course

Dietary patterns established in early life

Diet during
paediatric age

Cardiometabolic
health in childhood

Cardiometabolic
health in adulthood

Diet during
adulthood

Dietary patterns in early childhood
Food as a reward

Children should not receive food as a reward for good
behaviour or doing tasks.

Parents as a model
When parents’ meals are healthy, children should eat
the same foods. Preparing less healthy special meals

for children should be avoided.

Screen use during meals
TV and all screens should be switched off while having

meals.

Siblings as a model
Attention should be given to practices related young
children with older siblings to avoid early exposure to

unhealthy foods, which impair the development of
healthy dietary habits.
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