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Introduction 
Childhood obesity is a growing public health concern that can have significant effects on children’s physical health, emotional wellbeing, and future development. According to Public Health Network Cymru (2026) 27.3% of four- and five-year-olds in Wales are overweight or obese. The early years of a child’s life are a particularly important period because habits around food, physical activity, and personal care are often established during this time. Obesity in young children is influenced by a range of factors, including diet, lifestyle, environmental circumstances, and family behaviours. Among these influences, parental choices and attitudes play a major role because young children depend on the adults around them for the food they eat, the routines they follow, and the behaviours they learn. Ashton University (2024) found that parents and carers help to shape their children’s relationship with food by displaying how they eat and how they feed their children.
Although obesity is commonly associated with excessive weight gain and an imbalance between energy intake and energy use, the issue is more complex than simply eating too much or exercising too little. The quality of children’s diets, especially their consumption of sugary foods and drinks, is closely connected to both obesity and dental health. Poor dietary choices can contribute to excessive calorie intake while also increasing the risk of tooth decay. ProHealth Dental (2023) believes that diet is a significant aspect in developing dental caries (cavities) or tooth decay. Therefore, obesity prevention in the early years should consider wider health education, including oral hygiene practices and the role of parents and carers in supporting healthy development.
This essay will explore obesity in early childhood, focusing on the relationship between diet, dental hygiene, and parental influence. It will examine how early experiences shape children’s health behaviours and why supporting families is essential in reducing the risks associated with childhood obesity.





Understanding Obesity in the Early Years
Obesity occurs when excess body fat accumulates to a level that may negatively affect health. In other words, NHS (no date) describes the term obesity as the result of children consuming more energy from food and drink that they use through activity. In children, measuring obesity is more complex than in adults because children are still growing and developing. Health professionals commonly use growth charts and body mass index (BMI) measurements adjusted for age and sex to identify whether a child is within a healthy weight range.
The early years, generally considered to be from birth to five years old, are a critical stage for physical growth and the development of lifelong habits. During this period, children develop preferences for certain foods, learn eating behaviours, and begin to understand routines around health and wellbeing. If children regularly consume foods high in sugar, fat, and calories while having limited opportunities for physical activity, they may be at increased risk of becoming overweight.
However, obesity is not caused by one single factor. Genetic influences, family lifestyle, environment, income, education, and access to healthy foods can all contribute. For example, families living in areas where affordable healthy food is limited may experience additional challenges when trying to provide balanced meals. This demonstrates that childhood obesity is a wider social issue as well as an individual health concern. World Health Organisation (2023) explains that the calories sugar- sweetened beverages have little nutritional value but can create the same feeling of fullness as solid foods and as a result, this can lead to unhealthy weight gain. 


The Relationship Between Diet, Obesity and Dental Hygiene
Diet is one of the strongest links between obesity and dental health. Foods and drinks that contribute to excessive weight gain can also increase the risk of dental problems, particularly tooth decay. Sugars found in sweets, biscuits, cakes, and sugary drinks are a major cause of dental caries because bacteria in the mouth use sugar to produce acids that damage tooth enamel. Colgate (no date) illustrates that the harmful bacteria in the mouth feed off the sugars and carbohydrates and create acids, which can destroy the tooth enamel and then further into the tooth resulting in cavities. 
Young children are especially vulnerable to tooth decay because their teeth are still developing, and they may not yet have the skills to maintain effective brushing routines independently. Frequent exposure to sugary foods throughout the day increases the amount of time teeth are exposed to harmful acids. This means that not only the amount of sugar consumed matters, but also how often it is consumed.

Sugary drinks are a significant concern because they can contribute both to excessive calorie intake and poor oral health. Drinks such as fruit juices, flavoured milks, and fizzy drinks can contain high levels of sugar. While some drinks may appear healthy, regular consumption can increase the risk of both weight gain and dental erosion. UF Health (2025) demonstrate that not even 100% juices are as healthy as they suggest. A child drinking twelve ounces of orange juice a day can led to a child gaining fifteen pounds per year in addition to weight gain from natural growth. 
A balanced diet is therefore important for both preventing obesity and maintaining good oral hygiene. Children should be encouraged to eat a variety of foods, including fruits, vegetables, whole grains, and sources of protein, while limiting foods and drinks high in added sugars. Healthy eating habits introduced in early childhood can support children’s growth, development, and long-term health.


The Importance of Dental Hygiene in Early Childhood
Dental hygiene is an important part of children’s overall health, yet it is sometimes overlooked when discussing obesity prevention. Oral health and general health are closely connected because poor dental hygiene can affect eating habits, confidence, and quality of life.
Children should be supported to brush their teeth regularly using fluoride toothpaste appropriate for their age. Parents and carers have an important role in supervising brushing because young children often lack the coordination required to clean their teeth effectively. Developing a consistent brushing routine from an early age helps children understand that oral care is part of everyday wellbeing. Designed to Smile is a programme in Wales which encourages early years settings and schools to implement tooth brushing into a child’s daily routine and supply resources to reduce the inequality across Wales and provide opportunities for all children to access tooth brushing equipment. Welsh Government (no date) share their aims by saying that they want all children to have healthy teeth and that even though tooth decay is preventable in the early years, many children are still affected by this disease. 
Poor dental health can also influence food choices. Children experiencing tooth pain may avoid certain foods or struggle with eating, which can affect nutrition. Additionally, high levels of sugar consumption may create a cycle where unhealthy eating patterns contribute to both dental disease and increased obesity risk.
Early years settings such as nurseries and childcare environments can support dental health education by encouraging healthy snacks, providing opportunities for children to 


learn about hygiene and working alongside families. A consistent approach between home and early years settings can help reinforce positive habits.


Parental Influence on Childhood Obesity
Parents and carers are among the strongest influences on children’s health behaviours. From infancy onwards, children learn by observing the adults around them. Eating patterns, attitudes towards food, and daily routines are often shaped within the family environment.
Parents influence children’s diets through the foods they provide, the portion sizes offered, and the attitudes they demonstrate towards healthy eating. For example, children who regularly see family members eating fruit, vegetables, and balanced meals may be more likely to accept these foods themselves. In contrast, frequent availability of sugary snacks and processed foods may encourage preferences for less nutritious options.
Parental influence also extends to dental hygiene. Young children rely on adults to establish routines such as brushing teeth twice a day, attending dental appointments, and reducing sugary snacks. If oral health is prioritised within the household, children are more likely to develop positive attitudes towards caring for their teeth.
However, it is important to recognise that parents may face barriers when trying to maintain healthy lifestyles for their children. Financial pressures, lack of time, limited knowledge about nutrition, and social influences can all affect family choices. The Health Foundation (2024) illustrates that individuals require a certain level of income to afford basic needs to live a healthy life. Therefore, approaches to preventing childhood obesity should focus on education and support rather than blame.
Health professionals, early years practitioners, and community services can support parents by providing accessible information about healthy meals, portion sizes, physical activity, and dental care. Working collaboratively with families creates a more effective approach to improving children’s health outcomes.

The Role of Early Years Practitioners
Early years practitioners have an important role in promoting healthy development because they work closely with children during a key stage of growth. They can support healthy habits by creating environments where nutritious foods, physical activity, and 

hygiene practices are encouraged. Practitioners can use the Eatwell Guide to demonstrate the volume of each food group children should be eating. A visual representation can enable children to recognise proper portion sizes. 
Practitioners can help children understand the importance of looking after their bodies through activities, discussions, and daily routines. For example, teaching children about different foods, encouraging active play, and supporting toothbrushing education can help develop awareness from an early age.
Communication with parents is also essential. Department of Education (2021) highlights that involving parents and carers in their children’s learning is one of the most important factors in enabling some children to do well regardless of background. Early years professionals can share information about children’s eating habits, encourage consistent approaches between home and childcare, and signpost families to additional support where needed. Building positive relationships with parents allows practitioners to work together towards improving children’s wellbeing.

Long-Term Effects of Childhood Obesity
Childhood obesity can have consequences that continue into later life. Children who experience obesity in the early years may experience the effects later in life. Cleveland Clinic (2024) discuss the risks involved as obese children enter adolescence and adulthood which includes risk to heart health, diabetes, various cancers and mental health issues. There can also be psychological impacts, including reduced confidence and experiences of stigma. 
Similarly, poor dental health during childhood can affect long-term wellbeing. Untreated tooth decay can lead to pain, difficulty eating, missed education, and increased anxiety around dental care. Because obesity and dental problems are both strongly influenced by diet and early habits, prevention during the early years is extremely important.
Supporting children to develop healthy behaviours early can reduce future health risks. This requires cooperation between families, healthcare professionals, and early years settings to create environments that make healthy choices achievable.

Conclusion 
In conclusion, obesity in the early years is heavily influenced by diet, lifestyles, environmental factors and parental choices. The relationship between obesity and dental health shows the importance of encouraging healthy choices and good oral hygiene from a young age. Parents, carers and early years practitioners play a vital role 

in supporting children to develop positive habits that can benefit their health in the future. By working together, families and professionals can help to prevent childhood obesity and promote overall well-being. 
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