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Draft report: Feeding in the First Year of Life; Scientific consultation

Dear SACN secretariat

Thank you for the opportunity to comment on the SACN draft report ‘Feeding in the First Year of
Life’ and the interpretation of the scientific evidence presented within it. We welcome this report
and are particularly encouraged to see the inclusion of Chapter 8 ‘Eating and feeding of solid foods’
which discusses the behavioural aspects of complementary feeding.

While the report generally provides a comprehensive overview of the current evidence base, we
propose that the importance of introducing a variety of vegetables during the early complementary
feeding period warrants discussion. The current report tends to group fruits and vegetables
together, despite acknowledging the difference between infants’ acceptance of sweet versus more
bitter foods. We suggest that a ‘vegetables first’ approach (Chambers et al., 2017) during
complementary feeding should be mentioned in this report since there is sufficient evidence to
indicate this approach can help to establish liking and acceptance of vegetables when it matters
most, namely in the early stages of complementary feeding.

As children generally prefer sweet fruits to more bitter tasting vegetables it may be beneficial to
delay introducing fruits and instead offer vegetables as first foods. Two experimental studies cited
by the report (Barends et al., 2013 and Fildes et al., 2015) demonstrated, in the Netherlands and the
UK, that exposure to vegetables at the start of weaning, while delaying introduction of fruits,
facilitated vegetable acceptance without negatively impacting on fruit preference.

These studies also suggest, along with previous evidence (Birch et al., 1998), that the impact of
repeated exposure to fruit does not generalise to other foods, for example repeated exposure to
fruit does not lead to increased liking for vegetables. This is an important point to make when
emphasising the need for repeated exposure to a variety of flavours during the complementary
feeding period, for later food acceptance. Variety in itself, without specific exposure to vegetables,
may not be sufficient to increase acceptance of these commonly rejected but important, nutrient-
dense foods. Thus, vegetables first and in a variety is proposed to encourage acceptance of
vegetables from the early stages of complementary feeding. (Chambers et al., 2017).

On page 102 (.440) of the report it is stated that data from DNSIYC suggests ‘Baby rice and pureed
fruit or vegetables were the most common first foods consumed by infants (65% and 21%,
respectively)’ but it is not clear what proportion of children received fruit compared to vegetables as
first foods. Data from the Euro growth study (Freeman et al., 2000) suggested the most common
first foods given to UK infants were fruits and baby rice. Vegetables are offered less frequently and
often combined with sweet-tasting fruits to mask the underlying distinctive vegetable flavour.
Commercial baby foods are frequently sweet-tasting. A study by Garcia and colleagues (2013) found
almost two-thirds (65%) of foods aimed at the early stage of complementary feeding (i.e. from 4
months) were sweet foods. A second study by the same author (Garcia et al., 2015) reported that
the fruit and vegetable content of UK commercial baby foods predominantly comprised fruits and
relatively sweet vegetables (e.g. carrot rather than broccoli). In an effort to encourage their children
to eat them, parents may also try to hide vegetables in dishes or mix them with other more liked
foods (Caton et al. 2011). While these approaches may increase infants’ intake of these vegetables
in the short-term, combining vegetables with fruits, or even mixing more bitter tasting vegetables



kel

UNIVERSITY OF LEEDS

with sweeter ones is unlikely to encourage preferences for bitter-tasting vegetables or other non-
sweet foods in the longer term. As a result infants may not experience the benefits of single
vegetable flavour exposure and could fail to acquire liking for these foods. We propose that the
report make the clear distinction between fruits (which tend to be sweet and readily accepted) and
vegetables, particularly dark green or bitter-flavoured varieties, when discussing the benefits of
repeated exposure and variety during early complementary feeding.

The suggested benefits of exposure to a variety of vegetables for later acceptance of these foods has
been discussed in the report. However we would like to highlight some more recent evidence,
published after 2015. A recent observational study from Australia found that not only did children
who had tried a greater number of vegetables before the age of 14 months like a wider range of
vegetables and eat more of them at three years of age, these children were also found to display less
fussy eating behaviour at three years (Mallan et al., 2016). Another recent study reported that
French children exposed to a high level of vegetable variety during complementary feeding had
higher intakes of, and greater liking for vegetables at 6 years of age (Maier-North et al., 2016).

These findings indicate that exposure to a variety of vegetables from the start of weaning may
impact on children’s vegetable acceptance and diet quality with long lasting effects.

We commend the authors for a thorough review of the literature relating to the issue of a ‘sensitive
window’ for the introduction of complementary foods. While we agree there is insufficient evidence
to support a narrow ‘critical window’ for the acceptance of solid foods, the report does present
evidence highlighting the importance of introducing a variety of foods early in the complementary
feeding process, and specifically the need to offer children a variety of vegetables.

In summary, we propose that following the consultation process the following changes are made to
the report:

a) Vegetables first and in variety is recommended based on the current, available observational
and experimental evidence of the benefits to children of early, repeated and varied
exposure

b) Vegetables are identified separately from fruits where possible, to make the point that fruits
are generally favoured, and given their sweet taste require less experience to be liked than
vegetables

Signed

Marion Hetherington (Professor of Biopsychology) and Alison Fildes (University Academic Fellow)

School of Psychology
University of Leeds
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