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POSITION STATEMENT:
HEALTHY WEIGHT IN THE EARLY YEARS

KEY MESSAGES

In England, 9.6% of 4-5-year-olds are currently living with obesity

Young children consume too much sugar, saturated fat and overall energy than is
recommended, and not enough fruits, vegetables and fibre

The government must ensure children’s health is protected through mandatory nutrition
standards in early years settings, increasing access to healthier foods and robust food
marketing restrictions

Overview

In England, the prevalence of obesity in 4-5-year-
olds has increased since 2022-23, from 9.2% to
9.6% [1]. Prevalence is higher in boys compared to
girls, twice as high for children living in the most
deprived areas, compared with those living in the
least deprived areas (12.9% and 6%, respectively)
and there is a clear North-South divide in
prevalence. Childhood obesity is likely to track into
adulthood, along with the associated physical and
psychological health consequences [2].

Healthy weight in the early years (EY) is influenced by
a multitude of social, environmental and economic
factors. Exclusive breastfeeding has been identified
as an effective measure in promoting healthy weight
in childhood, helping to encourage self-regulation of
intake and  providing necessary chemical
components to regulate energy metabolism [3].
Baby lead weaning, in a which a variety of foods are
presented to the infant (from 6 months of age) who
self-selects and self-feeds, has been associated
with appetite control and satiety responsiveness,
therefore reducing risk of obesity [4].

Good nutrition and positive eating habits
established in the EY lay the foundation for future
eating behaviours, helping to maintain a healthy
weight, good oral health and cognitive development.
Young children across the UK consume too much
sugar, saturated fat and overall energy than is
recommended, and not enough fruits, vegetables
and fibre [5]. EY settings play an important role in
establishing children’s dietary patterns and food
preferences, and whilst some settings do an
excellent job, research suggests that the quality of
meals in EY settings fail to provide adequate
nutrition for children.

What does the evidence say?

Formula-fed babies are more likely to experience
rapid weight gain than breastfed babies [6].

Formula milks are the largest contributor of free
sugars in the diets of 12-18-month year olds in
the UK - contributing to higher weight and dental
decay[7].

The most deprived children eat about a third less
fruit and a fifth less vegetables than the most
affluent children and generally have lower intake
of micronutrients [5].

Healthier foods are more than twice as expensive
as less healthy foods, meaning nutritious meals
are out of reach for many low-income families [8].

Children living with obesity are more likely to
experience dental decay, due to shared risk
factors such low socioeconomic status and high
sugar consumption. High sugar intake,
particularly from sugary drinks and snacks, is a
major contributor to both conditions [9].

Portion sizes in the first few years of life appear to
be predictive of overweight or obesity — studies
have reported that increased portion sizes of high
energy dense foods can promote overeating
which can contribute to childhood obesity [10].

One study found desserts were offered on half of
menus on EY settings, and provision was worse in
settings in the most deprived areas, risking
exacerbatinginequalities [11].

Just over half of 5-year-olds meet the government
physical activity guidelines of 60 minutes of
moderate to vigorous activity every day [12].
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Policy context

The government have vowed to create the healthiest
generation of children ever [13]. As part of their
mission to tackle child poverty, in April 2025, the
free breakfast club pilot was rolled out across the
country, providing some of the most disadvantaged
children with a healthy and nutritious breakfast [14],
however, it does not currently extend to EY settings.

Infant free school meals are available for children in
reception, year 1 and year 2. In June 2025, the
government announced that all children in
households on universal credit will receive free
school meals from September 2025 [15]. This policy
will lift 100,000 children out of poverty, improve
nutritional outcomes and potentially reduce obesity
rates - research found that universal FSM led to a
9.3% decrease in obesity prevalence among 4-5-
year-ods [16].

The Healthy Start Scheme provides vouchers to low-
income families in England, Wales and Northern
Ireland to purchase fruits, vegetables, pulses, milk,
formula and free vitamins [17]. It is a means-tested
nutritional safety net for low-income families,
helping to increase access to healthier food during
pregnancy and the early years. The Department for
Education announced in July 2025 they would be
increasing the value of Healthy Start vouchers for
pregnant women and children aged one to four
£4.65 per week (up from £4.25) and children under
one year will receive £9.30 per week (up from £8.50)
[18].

RECOMMENDATIONS

The National Child Measurement Programme (NCMP)
[19] measures the height and weight of children in
Reception and Year 6 in England to monitor trends in
growth, overweight and obesity. The data helps inform
public health policy, identify health inequalities and
support local planning of healthy weight services.
Whilst a valuable tool for monitoring childhood weight
trends, participation is voluntary, with some parents
choosing to opt out due to potential stigma or anxiety
from feedback. Additionally, some local areas may
struggle to use the data for targeted support.

The Early Years Foundation Stage (EYFS) nutrition
guidance, published April 2025, aims ot support early
years settings to provide healthy and nutritious meals
for children 0-5 years [20]. The framework recommends
settings follow the School Food Standards, implement
a milk or water only policy, stick to appropriate portion
sizes and plan accordingly for cultural, medical and
ethical dietary needs. The guidance will become a
statutory requirement from September 2025 under the
EYFS framework.

Our position and what we will do

Advocacy: We will continue to advocate for children’s
health with our national partners the Children’s Food
Campaign, First Steps Nutrition and the Obesity Health
Alliance.

We will continue to support local authorities to adopt a
whole systems approach to obesity by adopting the
Local Authority Declaration on Healthy Weight and
supporting cross-departmental working.

* Introduce mandatory legislation to improve the nutritional composition and marketing of
commercial baby foods and formulas

Bring the value of Healthy Start in line with inflation to adequately support families to

access fresh fruits and vegetables (which would be £5.58 per week for pregnant women
and children under four years old, and £11.16 per week for children under one year old)

Mandatory nutrition standards in early years settings, in line with the school food
standards in primary and secondary schools
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