As early years practitioners, you play a crucial role in shaping the
eating habits of young children. One of the best ways to ensure the
food you're serving is healthy is by reading and understanding food
labels. But with so many products on the market, it can be hard to
know how much sugar, salt and fat is acceptable for young children.
Let's break down how to read these labels, focusing on the key
nutrients you should be aware of in relation to children’s diets —
sugar, salt, and saturated fat.

Children’s bodies, as well as their food

preferences, are still developing, and too much

sugar, salt, or saturated fat can increase the

risk of some long-term health problems. Excess b
sugar can contribute to tooth decay and excess

weight gain, while too much salt can increase the

risk of high blood pressure and heart disease
later in life. As for fat, while it's essential for
growth, choosing the right type and amount

of fat is important for healthy development.
Saturated fats, found in processed or fatty cuts
of meat, butter, coconut oil, biscuits, cakes,
chocolates and pastries, can increase bad
cholesterol and contribute to heart
disease later in life.
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Check the per
100g column

Sugar
Salt
Sodium

Saturated fat

Use this
handy label
reading guide
to help you make
suitable choices
when doing your
food shop...

How to read labels:

On the back of food packets, look for
the nutritional information, which is
sometimes displayed as a table or, on
smaller items, as a list. You can use
the label reading guide (above) to help
you decipher if the product is low,
medium or high in these key nutrients.
The amount is given per 100g and
sometimes per portion. It's a good idea

to look at the per 100g column, this
way you can compare one product to
the next easily, even if the portion or
serving size is different.




sugar

Sugar is usually listed
under “carbohydrates”
on the nutrition label.

Low
sugar =
5g or less
per 100g

Medium
sugar =
5.1g - 22.5¢g
per 100g

In the UK children are consuming too much sugar which
contributes to tooth decay and excess weight gain.

It's important to limit sugar intake in children to help prevent these High
health issues and avoid early preferences for sweet tasting foods. sugar =
Aim for products with less than 5g of sugar per 100g as much as possible. More than
Many foods, especially breakfast cereals, flavoured yoghurts, biscuits, 22.5g per
cakes, cereal bars and other shop bought snacks can be surprisingly 100g
high in sugar, so always check the label.

S It Salt sodium
d

Children aged 1-3 years Low Low
should have no more : salt = sodium =
than 2 grams of salt ~ 0.3g or less 0.1g or less
per day. 09 per 1008 per 100g
o
Medium Medium
salt = sodium =
0.31g-1.5g 0.11-0.6g
per 100g per 100g
High High
salt = sodium =
More than More than
1.5 per 0.6g per
100g 100g

Just use the values here...



gaturated fat

Fat will be listed as total
fat and saturated fat.

For young children, the total fat is less important because they
need plenty of energy and some healthy fats (found in plant
foods like nuts, seeds, plant oils, avocados, oily fish) to support
growth, but it is a good idea to monitor the amount of
saturated fat. Saturated fat is found in fatty cuts of meat

or processed meats such as sausages and burgers,

lard, butter, ghee, cheese, coconut oil and coconut

butter, pastries and pies, chocolate, cakes and
some biscuits.

Practical tips for
labelling reading

1. Look for the ‘traffic light’ system: Many
packaged foods use a traffic light system
to show whether the food is high,
medium, or low in sugar, salt, and fat.
Red means high, amber is moderate, and
green is low. This can be a helpful way to
understand food labels at a glance.

2. Remember that ingredients are listed in
weight order: So, the items that come
first in the ingredients list make up the
bulk of the product. If sugar, salt, or
saturated fat sources (e.g., butter, palm
oil etc) appear at the top of the list,
the product is likely to be high in these
ingredients.

3. Watch out for hidden sugars and salts:
Ingredients like “honey,” “corn syrup,”
“coconut sugar,” “dextrose” and “agave
nectar” are just a few examples of other
names for sugar that manufacturers
might use in the ingredients list to
disguise the sugar! This is why it's a good
idea to check both the ingredient list
but also the nutritional information
of products.
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Low
saturated
fat =
1.5g or less
per 100g

Medium
saturated
fat =

1.6g - 5g

High per 100g
saturated

fat =
More than 5g

per 100g

You don't need to focus on the exact
numbers or calculate the total amount of
sugar, salt or saturated fat that children
consume each day. By understanding how
to read food labels, you can make more
informed decisions about what foods are
suitable for young children and make some
simple but healthier swaps where needed.
While it may seem daunting at first, with a
little practice, you'll soon feel confident in
spotting products that are high in sugar,
salt, or unhealthy fats.

Remember, small changes can make
a big difference in promoting the
long-term health and wellbeing of
the children you care for.
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