
 

Sweet snacks, sour moods? The unexpected
connection in little kids' diets
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Internalizing behaviors like anxiety and externalizing behaviors like aggression
may show subtle links to diet patterns. Credit: www.pexels.com/photo/woman-
playing-with-two-children-and-one-child-crying-6222767/

For little kids, sugary treats might fuel tantrums while fruit-and-
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vegetable lovers stay calmer. New Norwegian research teases out this
surprising link between preschool diets and behavior.

Around the world, children's mental health is becoming a target of
concern. Roughly 10–20% of kids and teens are affected by mental
health problems, with U.S. data showing nearly one in five children aged
3 to 17 has received a diagnosis for an emotional or behavioral problem.
Early childhood is important for kids who struggle, as they can face
school and social problems later. The majority of studies look at teens
and school-age children—not preschoolers. Can a toddler's lunchbox
hold clues to mood and behavior?

Researchers in Norway investigated 363 four-year-olds to assess this
issue. The findings are published in the journal Nutrients.

Crunching carrots, calming kids?

In this study, parents logged how often their child ate fruits, vegetables
and snacks (like candy, chips or cookies). Children's emotional well-
being was measured with a child behavior checklist covering two
domains: internalizing problems (anxiety, sadness or withdrawal) and
externalizing problems (tantrums, aggression or hyperactivity).

Importantly, the researchers adjusted for family factors—mother's
education, financial stress and even the mom's own mental health—to
isolate the diet effect.

The result: the children's snack chart lined up with their mood chart.
Kids who ate fruits and vegetables most often showed fewer
internalizing issues, while frequent sweet/salty snacks went along with
more externalizing behavior. In the authors' words, "An inverse
association was observed between child frequency of consumption of
fruit and vegetables and internalizing and externalizing behaviors,
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whereas frequency of consumption of sweet/salty snacks was positively
associated with externalizing behavior."

This means more produce = less anxiety/depression and fewer tantrums,
while more junk snacks = more acting-out. The pattern was strongest for
boys, though girls showed the same trends.

  
 

  

What children eat early in life may be linked to how they feel and behave—long
before school begins. Credit: www.pexels.com/photo/kids-eating-
candy-7329631/

Even controlling for household education and household stress, this link
held. The diet-behavior trend persisted—in other words, it is not just
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that better-off or better-educated families both eat better and have
calmer kids. However, the study is a snapshot in time and cannot show
cause and effect.

Cause or crunch? Why the link isn't clear

However, the scientists advise us that the results of their work should be
interpreted cautiously since they represent correlation associations.
Maybe eating more fruit is good for your mood—or maybe children who
are less stressed and happier just eat better.

Moreover, the information was collected using parents' reports, which
are always vulnerable to subjective bias, as well as among predominantly
educated families living in Norway. In addition, only the consumption
rate of foods was recorded (for example, how many times children
consumed carrots), not the quantity of food consumed. Hence, other
elements of a child's lifestyle may have an effect on behavior problems.

From plate to playground: Simple steps forward

The findings hint at practical steps. The idea that "you are what you eat"
might extend to emotions: other research has similarly found positive
mental effects of fruits and vegetables. If eating greens really does help
preschoolers stay happier and less agitated, the payoff could be big: "A 
varied and healthy diet early in life may promote child mental health,
with potential large returns for society," the researchers conclude.

In plain terms, stocking lunchboxes with apples, berries and
broccoli—and cutting back on sweet snacks—could be a simple way for
parents and policymakers to support children's emotional well-being.

The takeaway message seems to be promising. That is, instilling good
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eating practices among toddlers may not only lead to healthy bodies but
also calm minds. Adding just a few more vegetables to the meal may
prove beneficial in the future.

  More information: Nina Cecilie Øverby, et al. Associations Between
Aspects of Diet and Internalizing and Externalizing Behaviors in
Children Aged 4 Years, Nutrients (2026). DOI: 10.3390/nu18091461. 
www.mdpi.com/2072-6643/18/9/1461
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