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Chubby cheeks are usually considered a 
good thing in a baby. But what about a 
toddler? Preschooler? When does baby 
fat become an issue of health?  
 
Just like adults, children have widely 
varying body shapes and sizes. This is 
partly genetic, but it’s strongly 
influenced by environmental factors. We 
can’t just look at a child’s cheeks, 
however, to determine whether their 
weight is on target. Standard weight 
charts are a starting point, but most 
experts rely more on body mass index 
and body fat to determine whether an 
individual is considered obese. BMI is a 
ratio of weight to height. You can find 
body mass index calculators online, but 
be sure to evaluate the results with a 
health care professional. Some children 
are more muscular than others, for 
example. Once you have determined that 
your child is overweight, what next?  
 
For children under 7, doctors generally 
recommend slowing excessive weight 
gain rather than attempting weight loss. 
For children over 7, slow weight loss is 
desirable. The same kinds of lifestyle 

and eating changes that work for adults 
help children eat and live healthier, too.  
 
Exercise 
Even if you don’t change the foods you 
eat, being more active burns more 
calories. Increased activity is a simple 
way to reduce weight and increase 
cardiovascular fitness and strength.  
 
Portion Control: 
Over the past few decades, the standard 
serving sizes in American restaurants 
have steadily increased. Reacquaint 
yourself with true serving sizes for 
adults and children. Comparing a 
portion of food to familiar sizes, such as 
your fist or thumb, makes it easy to 
gauge how much you’re eating or 
serving.  
 
Recordkeeping: 
Most people underestimate how many 
calories they (or their child) actually 
consume in the course of a day. Keeping 
track in a journal will help you realize 
bad habits and determine painless places 
to reduce calories.  
 

Increase Fiber: 
Eating more fiber has several benefits. 
High-fiber foods tend to be more filling 
and satisfying. Fiber-rich foods such as 
fruits, vegetables, and grains are also 
rich in nutrients.   
 
Decrease Fat: 
Our bodies need fat — just not too much 
of it. The general rule for fat in foods is 
that it shouldn’t account for more than 
thirty percent of the total calories we 
consume each day.  
 
Skip the juice.  
The sugar and calories in juice add up 
quickly with little nutritional benefit.  
 
Find Better Rewards 
Opt for non-food ways to celebrate 
accomplishments. Dessert shouldn’t be a 
bribe.  
 
Don’t Deprive Yourself: 
There are no “bad” foods as long as you 
eat in moderation. Instead of thinking of 
losing weight as a short-term diet, make 
lifestyle choices that will have long-term 
benefits for your child and family.   

It’s a good idea to enlist the support of all 
the caregiving adults in your child’s life 
when you have concerns about his or her 
eating habits. Share your plans with 
grandparents, neighbors, and teachers and 
offer suggestions for ways that they can 
support you and your child in your efforts. 
For example, limiting TV time during 
babysitting, or offering nutritious snacks 
are two specific ways to expand your 
child’s healthy eating environment. If you 
know other parents in similar situations, 
consider forming a playgroup or activity 

club for fun and emotional support.  
For parents with weight concerns of their 
own, it’s important to get yourself help so 
you don’t project your own issues onto 
your child. Formal weight loss programs 
such as Weight Watchers have resources 
for family support. Your child’s 
pediatrician and your own physician will 
have specific suggestions for your efforts. 
Last, but not least, if you can’t find in-
person support, online groups can offer a 
sounding board and links to other 
resources.  
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Further reading  

 www.healthierus.gov/
dietaryguidelines/ 

 www.mypyramid.gov 

 www.eatingright.org  

 Caring For Your Baby and 
Child by the American 
Academy of Pediatrics 

 Fed Up! Winning the War 
against Childhood Obesity       
by Susan Okie 



 

If children naturally eat what they need, why are so 
many children overweight? Children naturally eat what 
they need without interference. Don’t  underestimate the 
effect of too much TV time on kids’ health: in addition to 
the barrage of advertising for less than healthful foods, any 
time spent watching TV is sedentary. For kids who eat 
while they watch? Double whammy. Well-meaning parents 
who insist children clean their plates or eat a certain amount 
of food can also override children’s natural satiety sensors. 
This creates a habit of overeating. Overweight children 
have to relearn the skill of listening to their bodies’ eating 
cues. 
 
How can I help my child eat better in public without 
humiliating him? Plan ahead. Avoid restaurants that have 
no good options. Pack healthful snacks for road trips so 
you’re not stuck with convenience food. Set an example by 

practicing portion control. It’s okay to have a rich meal if 
you eat moderately — save half for another day, or split 
with someone else. Bottom line? Setting a positive example 
in these ways shines the spotlight on things your child can 
do rather than things he can’t.   
 
Don’t most kids outgrow their baby fat? To a certain 
degree. Body types are hereditary, but lifestyle contributes. 
If your child eats healthfully and is active, you shouldn’t 
stress about the numbers on the scale. Establishing healthy 
habits at a young age is a gift with lifelong benefits.  
 
My child is underweight. Careful record-keeping, more 
frequent meals, and adding whole milk and other dairy 
products can help ensure underweight children get adequate 
nutrition. Ask your physician if you should be concerned 
about any related health deficits.  
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6 months: Infants should eat on demand. Consult your 
pediatrician about when and how to begin solids. Do not 
add cereal to milk bottles or feed solids through a bottle 
feeder, because children will consume calories faster than 
they can sense they’ve had enough.   

9 months: As you incorporate finger foods into your child’s 
diet, strive to offer a variety of healthful foods. Don’t add 
sugar or salt; avoid highly allergic foods such as nuts, eggs, 
and anything other family members are allergic to.  

12-18 months: When babies switch to cow’s milk from 
formula or breast milk, they should have 2 % or whole 
milk because their bodies need the extra fat. Encouraging 
the use of a sippy cup rather than a bottle will help them 
begin to get the bulk of their calories from solids.   

18-36 months: Children should be feeding themselves; they 
may not be adept with a spoon or fork until they are closer 
to three years. Adults should offer a variety of healthful 
foods, provide small snacks between meals, and avoid 
feeding children past signs of fullness.  

 

3-4 years: As children strive for more independence, it’s 
easy for mealtimes to become an arena for power struggles. 
Don’t be alarmed by food jags, which are perfectly normal. 
If you concerned your child isn’t eating enough, keep track 
of what he or she eats over several weeks and determine 
the nutritional balance. If kids eat only til they’re full from 
a healthful selection of foods, they’ll generally eat what 
they need to.  

5 years: School-age children need to know how to make 
good food choices without one-on-one supervision. Pack a 
healthful lunch and include healthful treats such as fresh 
fruit, yogurt, or low-fat, whole grain cookies. At home, 
don’t stock contentious foods. Keep plenty of fresh fruit 
and vegetables on hand. Help kids understand that food is 
fuel for their bodies, and show them proper portion sizes. 
Parents of girls should be aware that societal pressures 
have led to an increase in eating disorders at younger and 
younger ages.   

Ages & Stages: Eating Expectations 

Encouraging Exercise 
The most effective way to encourage healthy habits is to 
model them. Doctors now recommend that children get at 
least sixty minutes of physical activity daily. Adults should 
get close to the same. This doesn’t have to happen in solid 
chunks — several fifteen minute walks have the same 
benefit. Physical activity helps children increase their 
coordination and strength, and exercising with other kids 
and/or adults is an extra opportunity to work on social skills 
such as turn-taking, teamwork, and empathy.  

Here are some great ways to burn off a little steam together:  
Walking, biking, swimming, raking leaves and gardening, 
and playing basketball, kickball, or soccer  
 
Use a calendar to chart your progress together. Work toward 
small and large non-food rewards as you meet your personal 
goals. A pedometer is a great way to get concrete feedback 
about exercise. 
 


