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important that the department of education formally recognizes the
early years as a unique stage in its own right (and not merely a
preparation for school) in which understanding of nutrition goes hand
in hand with the reinstatement of free play in establishing a healthy
level of physical activity in young children. The new graduate award of
Early Years Teacher (0-5 years) and the Level 3 award of Early Years
Educator (EYE) should include play work as part of the foundation
training.

Health and Wellbeing boards should be given a statutory duty to
commission local services to provide consistent and clear advice for
parents on breastfeeding, the introduction of solid foods and toddler
feeding and there is a need to strengthen the research and evidence
base. Here, the department of health and public health England should
take responsibility with the aim of improving early life nutrition and
giving information and guidance to Health and Wellbeing boards and
other local commissioners.

It is acknowledged that food intake is influenced by external and
internal non-hunger stimuli. Children aged 3-4 may respond to
external cues to eat when they are not actually hungry. Like adults,
they may eat because others are doing so, or to imitate the eating
habits of others. The desire to ‘comfort eat’ and ‘empty plate syndrome’
(compulsively finishing what is left over) are interactive behaviours
that can also lead to over-eating. Research shows that whilst parents
and caregivers are reasonably alert to the symptoms of a baby’s hunger,
they are slower to pick up the signs of fullness. Ongoing feeding, even
after full cues are given, is common practice among parents who
thereby disregard their child’s natural desire to stop eating.
Longitudinal data provides evidence that poor responsive feeding
patterns exhibited by caregivers, including controlling and indulgent
feeding styles and providing excessive portion sizes, can supersede this
internal regulation and may contribute to childhood obesity [1].
Health Visitors are best placed to offer advice, practical suggestions
about how much food to offer, the correct behaviours to encourage
and the appropriate weight for a child’s height. Rapid weight gain in a
child’s first year should be identified and discussed with parents in the
same way as it is routine to identify and discuss growth faltering after
birth. The focus should additionally be upon emphasizing the risks
associated with rapid weight gain and health visitors must be equipped
via personal training with the means whereby to support parents by
identifying strategies to counteract weight gain that is too rapid and
establishing a countering nutritionally balanced diet.

What happens in early life impacts directly upon health and social
outcomes throughout the life course via a number of different
pathways?

Ultimately, the environments in which people live ‘get under the
skin’ because social circumstances interact with biology to shape
health, wellbeing and risk of mortality. It is therefore essential that all
strategies to prevent overweight ad obesity from taking a grip in the
very early years of a child’s life must be thoughtfully planned,
considered and audited, bearing in mind matters of social and
economic equality at all times [2].
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