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Most parents are keen to give their children the best start in life and recognise that this involves 
providing a solid nutritional foundation. We are much more knowledgeable than our parents were 
about what food is good for us and what isn’t, thanks to a constant stream of television 
programmes and articles in the press devoted to the topic. Yet the proliferation of fast food 
outlets and supermarket shelves stacked high with processed, pre-packaged convenience meals 
has led to a general deterioration in nutritional standards and the health of the nation in the same 
period. Rising levels of obesity among children herald epidemic statistics for diabetes, heart 
disease, dementia and other diseases in the upcoming generation and for years to come. 
Current research is now starting to reveal that what we eat affects not only future physical health, 
but also behaviour and mental functioning. 
 
The Nutrimenthe Project is a European Commission funded study carried out by a multi-
disciplinary team of scientists from 19 research centres mainly in Europe. It aims to improve our 
understanding of how the diet of pregnant women, infants and children affects mental 
performance. In so doing, it seeks to be instrumental in developing clear and consistent dietary 
recommendations, helping to reduce much of the ambiguity or inconsistency confounding our 
ability to assimilate health messages in the media. 
 
At the recent Nutrimenthe Open Forum in York, showcasing work from the project, Jayne Evans, 
Director of Nutrimenthe’s partner, Beta Technology, said: “It is too early for any definitive results 
at this stage, but it is clear from the research so far that food intake, especially by mothers during 
pregnancy, is important to foetal brain development.” 
 
Folic AcidFolic AcidFolic AcidFolic Acid    
Advice has long been to take folic acid, supplements from the moment you intend to conceive 
until 3 months into pregnancy, to prevent neural tube defects such as Spina Bifida. 
Nutrimenthe’s research has found that not taking folic acid supplements in the first three months 
of pregnancy is also associated with behavioural and emotional problems in children aged 18 
months. The natural form of folic acid, folate, found in leafy green vegetables, brown rice and 
fortified bread and breakfast cereals, has been found to have a direct effect on foetal brain 
growth and development – a finding which indicates potential for some very exciting future 
results. 
 
Oily FishOily FishOily FishOily Fish    
Eating oily fish, particularly salmon, fresh tuna, mackerel or herring, is already recommended for 
providing Omega 3 fatty acids, thought to protect against heart disease, ameliorate inflammatory 
conditions such as rheumatoid arthritis and slow the progression of mild dementia. Nutrimenthe 
partners, the University of Bristol, reported observational evidence that eating fish in pregnancy 
and during breast feeding is beneficial to child development, in particular verbal IQ. However, 
researchers acknowledged that the child’s diet may also have an effect on observed behaviour. It 
is thought that this may be due to the Omega 3 fatty acid, Docosahexaenoic acid (DHA)found in 
oily fish. Research into a possible connection between levels of DHA in mothers and their child’s 
subsequent mental performance is ongoing.  
 
Nutrimenthe is a 5-year project, part of the 7th EC Framework Programme 2007 – 2013, a multi-
billion euro investment into a number of areas of research including health, whose sheer size 
and scope should enable it to provide definitive verdicts on many of the uncertainties 
surrounding our health perceptions today. 
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We once thought pregnancy gave us licence to overeat, to ensure sufficient nourishment for you 
and baby. Times have changed. That’s not to say that you should not assiduously review your 
diet, and pregnancy is certainly no time to try to lose weight. Rather, eating for two, these days, 
means ensuring you are consuming what’s best for you and best for baby. As in so many things, 
it is quality rather than quantity. A healthy pregnancy requires all the food groups impressed 
upon us as being essential in any balanced diet: 
 
»»»»Fruit and vegetables, whether fresh, frozen, tinned, dried or juiced: a minimum 5 portions a day. 
Consuming a wide variety of fruits and vegetables will provide the vitamins, minerals and anti-
oxidants important for health. 
 
»»»»Starchy foods: bread, pasta, rice (preferably whole wheat or grain) and potatoes. Both these 
two food groups are good sources of fibre which helps to prevent constipation – a common 
problem in pregnancy. Leafy green vegetables, as well as brown rice and fortified bread and 
breakfast cereals are also a good natural source of folate (see opposite page). 
 
»»»»Protein-rich foods: lean meat, chicken, fish (at least two servings a week, including one of oily 
fish such as herring, mackerel, fresh tuna or salmon) eggs and pulses such as beans or lentils. 
As well as protein, these foods are good sources of iron, which can often be depleted in 
pregnancy. Eating or drinking food containing vitamin C such as fruit or vegetables, or fruit juice 
with iron-rich meals can assist in the absorption of iron. 
 
»»»»Dairy foods including milk, cheese, yoghurt. As well as being good sources of protein, these 
foods provide essential calcium for the growth of strong bones and teeth. 
 
Foods to avoid in pregnancy: 
»»»»Some cheeses such as Camembert, Brie or Chevre (goat ’s cheese)and others with a similar 
white rind, or blue cheeses, which are made with a mould which can contain 
Listeria, a bacterium harmful to unborn babies. 
 
»»»»Meat and vegetable pâtés which may contain Listeria. 
 
»»»»Raw or partially cooked eggs to avoid the risk of salmonella, a form of food poisoning. 
 
»»»»Undercooked meat, which may contain bacteria that can cause food poisoning . This is 
especially important with poultry and products made from minced meat such as sausages and 
burgers. Cook until steaming hot and no pink flesh remains. Always wash hands after handling 
raw meat, and keep it separate from other foods. 
 
»»»»Liver, which has high levels of vitamin A. Some vitamin A is required, but too much in 
pregnancy can cause malformations in unborn babies. For the same reason, don’t take 
supplements of vitamin A, or fish liver oil capsules at this time. 
 
»»»»Certain fish: shark, swordfish, and marlin. Limit tuna to no more than two steaks a week 
weighing about 170g raw, or 140g cooked, or no more than four medium-sized cans of tuna a 
week, with a drained weight of about 140g per can. These fish can contain pollutants such as 
mercury, which could affect the development of your baby’s nervous system. 
 
»»»»Raw shellfish, which can contain bacteria and viruses that are particularly unpleasant in 
pregnancy. 
 



 
 
 
After weaning:After weaning:After weaning:After weaning:    dietarydietarydietarydietary    restrictions for inrestrictions for inrestrictions for inrestrictions for infants andfants andfants andfants and    young children:young children:young children:young children:    
»»»»Don’t add salt to food as a young baby’s kidneys can’t cope with it. Check prepared foods for 
sodium content; babies under a year should have less than 1g of salt per day (under 0.4g of 
sodium). 
 
»»»»Add sugar only when really necessary. Sugary foods and drinks can cause tooth decay 
 
»»»»Don’t give honey, even for easing coughs, until your baby is about a year old. It can 
occasionally contain bacteria which produce toxins in babies’ intestines causing infant botulism, 
a very serious illness. 
 
»»»»Avoid food labelled low fat or low calorie and high fibre foods. Babies grow fast and need lots of 
calories and nutritionally dense foods, rather than bulky high-fibre food. Fat provides energy and 
fat-soluble vitamins not otherwise available to them. 
 
»»»»When they are a year old and can tolerate cow’s milk, babies should be given full-fat milk. 
Semi-skimmed milk should not be given to babies under 2 years and skimmed milk is not 
suitable for children under 5 years. 
 
»»»»Don’t give whole nuts, including peanuts, to children under 5,as they could cause choking. 
When giving your child peanuts for the first time, check for any signs of allergy such as difficulty 
breathing, blotchy skin, runny nose or upset tummy. In the case of suspected allergic reaction, 
seek urgent medical advice. 
 
»»»»Avoid giving any shark, swordfish or marlin, which may contain mercury, and avoid raw shellfish 
to reduce the risk of food poisoning. 
 
»»»»Don’t give raw or lightly cooked eggs to babies to avoid the risk of Salmonella. 
 
USEFUL LINKS 
www.eatwell.gov.uk 
www.nutrimenthe.eu 
http://tinyurl.com/bbc-information 
www.metabolic-programming.org 
*Dietary information provided by the Food Standards Agency 
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