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Abstract

The three main factors involved in human survival are: genetic make-up, environment and nutrition, with the latter being the most
modifiable factor among the three. Human survival ought to be healthy, so that individuals would be able to function normally. The
relationship between nutrition and general health has been established and a healthy lifestyle that involves balanced nutrition and
physical activity is recommended for humans at all phases of their growth and development. Such recommendations are for protect-
ing the body from disease and for maintaining a good state of health. Most of the children live with their parents at home during the
early years of their lives, after which their lives become almost divided between home and school. Almost all children do not have
enough knowledge about proper nutrition and dietary habits - thus; parents, nannies, school administrators, teachers, and all other
who are directly or indirectly involved in child nutrition ought to be knowledgeable of many aspects of healthy nutrition and lifestyle.
Such knowledge is of benefit to all concerned, as well as for positively influencing children towards a healthful existence. For the
benefit of all adults who are concerned about child nutrition, this article explores aspects of the different phases of human develop-
ment and the changing nutrient requirements for each. Also, several approaches to facilitate children’s comprehension, entice them
to learn about sound nutrition, and the value of regular physical activity are recommended for implementation. Coordination and
collaboration among all stakeholders of child nutrition is a must, so that devised interventional strategies and programs would yield

the desired outcomes.
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The human body is composed of millions of biological units known as cells. There are varieties of cells such as: nerve cells that receive
and send electrical signals, muscle cells that their function in association with the bones and joints of the skeleton would enable us to
move, red blood cells that carry oxygen, white blood cells that defend the body against invading pathogens (immunity), as well as platelets
that are involved in blood clotting. There is a known organization, staring with cells, tissues, organs, then systems that work together to
achieve normal functions for the human body [1]. Being free of diseases is a good definition of general health, although the World Health

Organization (WHO) of the United Nations adds the presence of mental and psychological well-being to the definition [2].

Human survival and health are mainly influenced by three main factors, which are: genetics, environment and nutrition. There are
some diseases that have genetic basis, thus the genetic makeup of an individual can determine the level of susceptibility to such diseases.
The genetic makeup of the individual can not be changed. Some environmental aspects can be controlled by individuals at home or office,
while others such as climate can not. In contrast, nutrition is the most modifiable factor among the three factors. The association between
nutrition and health has long been established. Unlike plants, that can manufacture their food, humans need to eat daily to provide their

bodies with needed energy, be defended against diseases and preserve their general health.

Citation: Farouk El-Sabban. “Child Nutrition and General Health Require Nutritional Knowledge of Parents and Others”. EC Nutrition
3.3 (2016): 643-648.



Child Nutrition and General Health Require Nutritional Knowledge of Parents and Others
644

Sound nutrition knowledge is the key to healthy dietary attitudes and practices that result in healthy bodies and protects against
several diseases. Thus, awareness of the basis of good nutrition by all individuals would be beneficial to the society at large. Healthy
nutrition/dietary patterns can be achieved through awareness and education, particularly if learned in the early years of life. Healthy
dietary habits established in childhood may also be carried over into adulthood. Pertinent literature revealed that nutrition knowledge
among children and adolescents is insufficient [3]. Therefore, many health authorities recommend that parents, teachers, and other
influential adults should guide children and adolescents in developing healthful eating patterns and acquiring information on nutrition
and diet-health relationships [4].

Up until 3 years of age, almost all children would be living with their parents at home, after which children my go to kindergarten.
Beginning with 6 years of age, children start going to elementary schools and continue on until they graduate from high school. So,
starting from age 3 - the child’s life can be divided between home and school. At home, the influence of parents and those who take care
of children is certainly dominant. Parental influences on children’s dietary patterns have been recognized [5] and the relationships be-
tween dietary intakes of children and their parents (particularly the mothers) affected the overall family diet quality [6]. Several studies
have shown that many parental factors can influence children nutrition and health outcomes. The socioeconomic status of the family was
found to affect many aspects of child nutrition - such as: the level of consumption of high-energy food by 2-year old children [7], nutri-
tion during infancy and toddlerhood [8], food availability and variety at home and pattern of consumption [9], and the consumption of
snacks and sugar-sweetened beverages [10]. Parental dietary and physical activity habits and their effects on the nutrition state of pre-
school children were related to their socioeconomic determinants [11]. Socioeconomic, parental and home environment were shown to
influence consumption of fruits and vegetables among children in grades 5 and 6 [12]. Sound hygienic and sanitary aspects at the home
environment are expected to be closely related to a certain satisfactory level of socioeconomic status, with their positive effects on child
nutrition and general health. The educational level of parents can be of great influence on their children’s dietary habits and nutritional
status [13]. Studies have shown that maternal education has more influence, than that of fathers, on nutritional status - as well as on
infant and child mortality [14]. Higher consumptions of many unhealthy food items; such as: cookies, sugary beverages and juices were
associated with low maternal educational level [15]. As an added factor, child rearing pattern (parenting style) was found to influence
nutritional states of children [16]. Thus, parents and the home environment figure prominently as most influencing factors on the nutri-
tional and health states of small children. As would be expected, when children reach their adolescent stage - they begin to deviate from

earlier dietary patterns. The issue of adolescent nutrition is complex, as variations in activity and interest begin to exist and prevail.

As children begin to go to kindergarten or get enrolled in elementary schools, they are most likely provided with food items from
home - thus, the influence of home continues during this stage of their growth and development. At school, influence of teachers on edu-
cation and other aspects of life can also be very prominent. In some countries and schools, meals are provided to ensure proper nutrition
of children. Significant aspects of nutrition and children diet have been recently addressed [17]. Prevalent regulations of educational dis-
tricts and school administrators play a significant role in providing children with healthful food items in school cafeterias. Thus, for the
overall benefit to children, all stakeholders must be knowledgeable about nutrition and its influence on their general health. In this case,
stakeholders are: children, parents, child-care personnel, teachers, school health personnel, medical care personnel, and others who are
involved in children education. Because of the diversity in backgrounds of all stakeholders, a standard level of nutrition knowledge for
all would be most beneficial. Essential aspects of nutrition and information for grown-up children and the rest of the adult stakeholders
are explored herein. For small children, a special segment of this article will be devoted to what could be effective approaches for their

knowledge?

The human life cycle has many phases, namely: infancy, childhood, adolescence, adulthood, and elderly. In order to be aware of the
importance of nutrition in preserving health and in preventing nutrition-related diseases, a brief exploration of the basics of good nutri-
tion (also known as healthy nutrition) is hereby explored. Basic understanding of human nutrition at different stages of development
is also briefly included. Nutrient requirements that are recommended for maintenance of health are based on data that were generated

from many scientific studies. Requirements for nutrients and energy differ according to the phases of life and the physiological state of
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the individual. Also, it should be emphasized that adequate and well balanced nutrition ought to be observed in all phase of human life

- as briefly explored below.

Food groups: There are four main food groups, which are: 1) grains and cereals, 2) milk and dairy products, 3) meats and meat products,
and 4) fruits and vegetables. While all these groups contain chemical substances that the body needs (nutrients), each provides more
of certain nutrients. Grains and cereals contain carbohydrates (like starch and sugars), that the body needs for energy. Milk and dairy
products provide the body with calcium, carbohydrates (the sugar lactose) and protein. Meats and meat products provide most of the
protein that the body needs for growth and repair of tissue. The fruits and vegetables group provides the body with water, minerals and

vitamins (which are needed for many biological functions in the body).

Classes of nutrients: There are six classes of nutrients (chemical substances) that the body needs for normal growth and functions.
These are: carbohydrates, proteins, fats, minerals, vitamins and water. Carbohydrates are needed for generation of energy, proteins are to
provide the nitrogen that is needed for growth and repair of damaged tissue, fats (and oils) are needed for energy production, minerals
are needed for many biological functions (e.g., being components of bones, carry oxygen in blood), vitamins can help in fighting diseases
and are involved in many biological processes involved in body metabolism (building and destroying substances and structures). Water

is a very special class of nutrients, as it constitutes about 2/3 of total adult body and serves many vital functions in the body.

Healthy nutrition: This expression means that each individual consumes adequate amounts of all food groups, i.e., to observe balanced
nutrition. This way, there would be assurance that such a diet would provide the body with the needed nutrients on a daily basis. There
are means to guide the public about healthy nutrition, most known and practiced is the food guide pyramid that was devised by the

United States Department of Agriculture in 2005 (Figure 1).

MyPyramid

Figure 1: The food guide pyramid [18].

Nutrition of infants: Based on the recommendations of the World Health Organization of the United Nations (WHO-UN), a new born
baby should be breast-fed exclusively for the first 6 months of his/her life [2]. Mother’s milk is the most perfect and natural food for ba-
bies at this age, thus should be encouraged and promoted. Introduction of semi-solid foods and those that are easy to digest begin after

the first six months of age.

Nutrition of children: This phase of development is characterized by fast growth for both boys and girls. Up until the next phase (ado-
lescence), there are no much differences in the nutrient requirements between both genders. It is natural for children to be active, thus
their energy requirements increase with age. Sound nutrition should be followed for children to achieve normal weight and height. Food

guides have been devised for proper nutrition of young children, such as that is shown in Figure 2. Caution should be observed so that
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children would not eat foods that are high in fat such as those that are fried and those that contain readily available sugar such as candy

and chocolates.

MyPyramid™™

Eat Riaht. Exercise Have Fun.

Figure 2: Food guide pyramid for kids [19].

Nutrition of adolescents: Growth continues in this phase and, consequently, nutrient requirements increase. Additionally, adolescents
are physically active in general, thus, their energy requirements are expected to increase. Nutrient requirements begin to be higher for
boys than for girls at this stage of development, as they become more masculine. Girls at this stage begin to be aware of their figure
and become influenced by the mass media that glorifies thinness, a matter that can be the cause of much anxiety and may lead to some

psychological problems.

Nutrition of adults: A basic aspect of nutrition of adult males and non-pregnant females is that there are differences in nutrient re-
quirements between males and non-pregnant females. Adult males generally have 10% higher requirements of protein and energy
than females of the same age category. Pregnant females and lactating mothers require higher protein and energy levels in their diet to

support their prevalent physiological states.

It should be noted that following a healthy-type nutritional pattern is not sufficient for having a healthy existence - thus, the term
“healthy lifestyle” was coined. Emphasis on having a healthy lifestyle entails: following a healthy dietary pattern and being engaged in
aregular physical activity program. Individuals who are physically active are able to maintain their normal body weight - thus avoiding
one of the risk factors for disease (overweight and obesity). Proper cardiovascular conditioning and proper level of muscle toning are

major benefits of regular physical activity programs.

The mass media, especially television, has a great influence on children in general - particularly on the small. Therefore, the mass
media can play a significant and positive role towards nutrition awareness for children. Also, school books that have colored pictures
and other printed materials and charts can have a magnitude of influence if they contain attractive and attracting materials to entice
children into learning about nutrition. As far as TV is concerned, studies have shown that the child watches TV between 3-5 hours daily
[20] - a matter that emphasizes its influence. From a nutrition awareness standpoint, programs that are designed for children should
attract the child’s attention and interest. Such programs can be in the form of contests, interactive games, simple cross-word puzzles,
connect-the-lines, etc... that emphasize recognition of nutrients and their main sources among food items. Additionally, such programs
and games would emphasize the roles of nutrients in our body and for having a healthy existence. Additionally, such approaches to chil-

dren are to learn about what is the meaning of healthy nutrition? what is an active lifestyle?, how can good nutrition make us healthy?,
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and why should we be healthy? For devising games and programs (for TV and other means) that target children for nutrition awareness,
it is a must that there would be teams involved that include nutritionists and child psychologists - who would work together with TV
producers and directors, among many others who produce such materials. It must be emphasized that such games and programs be
simple, interesting and attracting for the attention of children. Such a strategy might be able to counter-act the enormous influence that
children are exposed to when they watch many advertisements of fast-food restaurants, soda and candy manufacturers - thus reducing
the adverse effects of consuming high levels of fats, sugar and salt. It is known that the child at this early stage of life is enormously influ-
enced by what is being watched on TV [20,21] and requests that his/her parents to provide such adverse food items - to which parents
most often comply. It has been reported that the child at this early age is not able to distinguish between what is healthy from what is

not [22] - thus, the responsibility of child nutrition falls heavily on the parents and other adults involved.

Enhancing knowledge about nutrients, their significance for the body, and healthy nutrition for all segments of society is a key
measure to ensure having a healthy and consequently a productive population. While it is ideal that each person would seek informa-
tion about nutrition as a way of caring for one’s health, the responsibility for nutrition awareness and education in society would be on
ministries of health, private clinics and hospitals, ministries of education, colleges and universities, social associations and sporting and
religious groups in each country. There must be a clear strategy for the nutrition awareness and education campaign and its objectives
should be clear and measurable, for making a judgment on its effectiveness and success. Because of the diversity in targeted segments
(sub-populations), involved entities can vary. For example, a program that promotes breast-feeding of infants would mainly involve,
among others, the ministries of health, private hospitals, social and religious entities. Programs for school children would involve the
parents of children (who are hoped to be nutritionally- aware), ministries of education (teachers), and the mass media (newspapers,
magazines, radio, and television). Diverse educational means and approaches can be implemented in this campaign, such as: different
types of publications (broachers, booklets, leaflets...etc.), courses and workshops, general and specific events, as well as simple mes-
sages to the public in the mass media (especially television). If all those who are involved work together, children would learn about

healthy nutrition and develop dietary patterns that would stay with them for the rest of their lives.
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