Nutrition For young children

Nutrition has a very impactful effect on young children as during these early years, getting the right variety of healthy foods is crucial for evolution and growth. The evidence of early dieting is growing and the importance of a good diet for young children is remarkably high, however, the data is limited (Syrad et al., 2016).
The dietary reference values (DRV) are recommended nutrient intake levels and provide good guidelines for growth and development.
Obesity in Early childhood can have a huge effect later in life as it can become part of the routine. “There is a consistent body of evidence to demonstrate that obesity in very early childhood tends to continue into adolescence and through to adulthood. Parental practices in relation to food can influence this trajectory.” (Goldthorpe, Ali, and Calam, 2018)
“At age 10-11 (year 6), 23.4% were obese in the UK” (Baker, 2023), this data was gathered as part of the National Child Measurement Programme in 2021. Getting the correct DRVs can help children develop healthy eating habits early which will set the foundations for later in life too.
The correct DRVs will vary based on your age, gender, and activity levels, highly active children will need more calories and other nutrients to support muscle development. Young children need a lot of different nutrients to stay energised, some of the nutrients needed are protein, carbohydrates, calcium, and iron. Children with specific health conditions such as allergies and metabolic disorders, might need altered nutrient intakes.

Here is a table of the nutrients the average young child should be getting a day.
	Age
	1
	
	2-3
	
	4-6
	
	7-10
	

	Gender
	Males
	Females
	Males
	Females
	Males
	Females
	Males
	Females

	Energy (MJ/day)
	3.2
	3.0
	4.55
	4.2
	6.2
	5.8
	7.6
	7.1

	Energy (kcal/day)
	765
	717
	1088
	1004
	1482
	1378
	1817
	1703

	Macronutrients
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Protein (g/day)
	14.5
	14.5
	14.5
	14.5
	19.7
	19.7
	28.3
	28.3

	Fat (g/day) [Less than]
	-
	-
	-
	-
	58
	54
	71
	66

	Saturated fat (g/day) [Less than]
	-
	-
	-
	-
	18
	17
	22
	21

	Polyunsaturated fat (g/day)
	-
	-
	-
	-
	11
	10
	13
	12

	Monounsaturated fat (g/day)
	-
	-
	-
	-
	21
	20
	26
	25

	Carbohydrate (g/day) [At least]
	-
	-
	145
	134
	198
	184
	242
	227

	Free sugars (g/day) [Less than]
	-
	-
	15
	13
	20
	18
	24
	23

	Salt (g/day) [Less than]
	2.0
	2.0
	2.0
	2.0
	3.0
	3.0
	5.0
	5.0

	Fibre (g/day)
	-
	-
	15
	15
	15 (4y) 20 (5-6y)
	15 (4y) 20 (5-6y)
	20
	20

	Vitamin A (µg/day) *
	400
	400
	400
	400
	400
	400
	500
	500

	Thiamine (mg/day)
	0.3
	0.3
	0.4
	0.4
	0.6
	0.6
	0.7
	0.7

	Riboflavin (mg/day)
	0.6
	0.6
	0.6
	0.6
	0.8
	0.8
	1.0
	1.0

	Niacin equivalent (mg/day)
	5.0
	4.7
	7.2
	6.6
	9.8
	9.1
	12.0
	11.2

	Vitamin B6 (mg/day)
	0.7
	0.7
	0.7
	0.7
	0.9
	0.9
	1.0
	1.0

	Vitamin B12 (µg/day)
	0.5
	0.5
	0.5
	0.5
	0.8
	0.8
	1.0
	1.0

	Folate (µg/day) **
	70
	70
	70
	70
	100
	100
	150
	150

	Vitamin C (mg/day) *
	30
	30
	30
	30
	30
	30
	30
	30

	Vitamin D (µg/day) ***
	10
	10
	10
	10
	10
	10
	10
	10

	Iron (mg/day)
	6.9
	6.9
	6.9
	6.9
	6.1
	6.1
	8.7
	8.7

	Calcium (mg/day)
	350
	350
	350
	350
	450
	450
	550
	550

	Magnesium (mg/day)
	85
	85
	85
	85
	120
	120
	200
	200

	Potassium (mg/day)
	800
	800
	800
	800
	1100
	1100
	2000
	2000

	Zinc (mg/day)
	5.0
	5.0
	5.0
	5.0
	6.5
	6.5
	7.0
	7.0

	Copper (mg/day)
	0.4
	0.4
	0.4
	0.4
	0.6
	0.6
	0.7
	0.7

	Iodine (µg/day)
	70
	70
	70
	70
	100
	100
	110
	110

	Selenium (µg/day)
	15
	15
	15
	15
	20
	20
	30
	30

	Phosphorus (mg/day)
	270
	270
	270
	270
	350
	350
	450
	450

	Chloride (mg/day)
	800
	800
	800
	800
	1100
	1100
	1800
	1800

	Sodium (g/day)
	0.8
	0.8
	0.8
	0.8
	1.2
	1.2
	2.0
	2.0



Reference for this table - Public Health England (2016). Government Dietary Recommendations Government recommendations for energy and nutrients for males and females aged 1 - 18 years and 19+ years. [online] Public Health England, p.7. Available at: https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/media/5a749fece5274a44083b82d8/government_dietary_recommendations.pdf Accessed on the 26th of November 2024.
As we can see in this table, the growth of nutrient intake increases as you get older and it is important to maintain the level of nutrients for your age range, getting the correct amount of nutrients a day for growth and development is key continuing into adolescence.
Scientific Advisory Committee on Nutrition or SCAN, offers scientific advice and conducts risk assessments on nutrition and related health matters. It provides guidance to the four UK health departments, as well as other government agencies and departments. SCAN published a report on saturated fats and health, and since then, the evidence base on saturated fats and health has grown, the report concluded that reducing saturated fat lowers total blood cholesterol and cuts the risk of heart disease and that the evidence published since 1994 supports and strengthens existing advice.” saturated fats should be reduced to no more than about 10% of dietary energy, swapping saturated fat for unsaturated fats” (GOV.UK, 2014).
Dietary reference values have significantly evolved over time, influenced by shifts in public health goals and changes in the nation’s dietary patterns, nutrition has grown and so have the guidelines on the appropriate amounts of each nutrient needed to promote optimal health and well-being. In this context DRVs have become more detailed and precise, placing greater emphasis on the prevention and management of chronic conditions. 
In 1994 the ‘balance of good health’ was produced, which was the first national food module in the UK. The target for developing this food module was to achieve the dietary targets set out in the Health of the Nation. “The Balance of Good Health was widely used by health professionals” (Public Health England, 2016). The ‘balance of good health’ was considered useful, from the year 2000 onwards professionals wanted an updated more appealing visual. The ‘Eatwell plate’ was Released in 2007 however the proportions associated with different food category groups were not reviewed.  In 2015 the eat well plate was reviewed to ensure it aligned with updated dietary recommendations and key public health messages. This review was primarily in response to the release of the draft Scientific Advisory Committee of Nutrition (SACN) report on carbohydrates and health, which suggested revising recommendations for sugars and fibre, the guidance also includes a recommendation that sugary drinks should be excluded from a child's daily diet and limited in adults, “sugar sweetened drinks should not form part of a child’s daily diet and should be minimised in adults” (Public Health England, 2016). The eat well plate was effective in educating the UK population was revised to include updated recommendations. This led to the creation of the ‘Eatwell Guide,’ the most significant revision to date. The changes that occurred are that Real pictures of food were replaced with fake photos. This can advise and help young children get the correct nutrients as “research showed that those who weren’t engaged with diet and nutrition preferred representations of various foods instead of real images” (Henderson, 2023). The most significant change to the guide was the Dairy and Fats segment sizes were revised, with fruits, vegetables, and starchy carbohydrates increasing, the protein section remained unchanged, these adjustments were based on new nutritional insights, emphasizing the greater importance of fruit, vegetables, and fibre. Sugary, fatty, and salty foods were removed from the purple ‘fats’ segment and placed outside the guide and now only two items remain in the ‘fats’ section which are oils and spreads. The updated guide also advises eating at least five portions of fruit and vegetables daily which for some people can be a bit of a struggle as only 32.5% of people can hit this mark daily in the UK. “32.5% of adults aged 16 and over had 5 or more portions of fruit and vegetables a day (‘5 a day’) in the 12 months to November 2022” (GOV.UK, 2022).
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