
 

Early intervention improves preschoolers'
heart healthy habits
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Introducing healthy lifestyle behaviors to children in preschool improves
their knowledge, attitude and habits toward healthy diet and exercise and
can lead to reduced levels of body fat, according to a study published
today in the Journal of the American College of Cardiology. Researchers
predict early intervention in children will not only translate to a lifelong
understanding of healthy habits but will also serve to encourage their
parents to adopt healthier lifestyles.

Research has shown that unhealthy diets at a young age can contribute to
cardiovascular disease later in life and that certain heart disease
conditions can set in as early as 3 years old. Through the SI! Program,
researchers in Madrid implemented a three-year healthy lifestyle
intervention for 3 to 5 year olds that used their school, teachers and
families to promote cardiovascular health through healthy diet, increased
physical activity, understanding of the human body and managing
emotions.

Over 2,000 children in 24 Madrid public schools were followed during
the program and exposed to the lifestyle intervention for three years, two
years or one year depending on their age when the program began.
Intervention materials included classrooms materials, take-home
activities to do with their families and activities organized within the
school's annual health fair. Students were assessed by pediatric
psychologists at the start of the program and again annually for three
years with a questionnaire to determine their knowledge, attitude and
habits toward diet, physical activity and the human body.

"There is a need for a complete change in the timing of when we deliver
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care," said Valentin Fuster, M.D., Ph.D., senior author of the paper.
"Until now, the clinical community has focused on cardiovascular
disease, which typically manifests in the later stages of life. Now, we
need to focus our care in the opposite stage of life—we need start
promoting health at the earliest years, as early as 3 to 5 years old, in
order to prevent cardiovascular disease."

Children in the intervention group scored 5.5 percent higher on their
knowledge, attitude and habits score than students not receiving
intervention after the first year, 7.7 percent higher after the second year
and 4.9 percent higher after the third year. Overall scores were
influenced by the level of parental education and income, with the
highest impact seen in families with at least a high school education and
higher income. There was no difference in score based on parental age,
but a higher impact in score was seen for children whose parents were of
European origin.

Body weight, height, waist circumference, skinfold thickness and BMI
were also measured. The prevalence of obesity among children at the
end of three years was 1.1 percent in the group receiving intervention
compared to 1.3 percent in the control group. The total of overweight
children was 7 percent in the intervention group and 7.4 percent in the
control group. The largest positive changes in body fat were seen in the
3-year-old group that received three years of interventions. Interventions
less than two years were not successful at reducing body fat.

In an accompanying editorial, Deepak L. Bhatt, M.D., M.P.H., executive
director of interventional cardiovascular programs at Brigham and
Women's Hospital Heart and Vascular Center and professor of medicine
at Harvard Medical School in Boston, said the program is
groundbreaking, and follow-up studies to further pinpoint the exact
mechanisms by which the program achieved positive effects on young
children's health will be vital for implementing the program in other
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areas and informing the design of future global programs.

"It may not only be the cardiovascular health information from the
program that is helpful but also the cognitive stimulation from and
exposure to positive adult role models, which in turn influence
personality traits critical for health behavior and habits," Bhatt said.
"This pioneering study represents a very important step in exploring the
intersection of child development, cardiovascular health promotion and
primordial prevention. We eagerly await longitudinal follow-up, data
from other age-groups, and outcomes related to families and schools
from the SI! Program."

The study and editorial are part of a comprehensive Population Health
Promotion issue of the Journal of the American College of Cardiology
focusing on issues that broadly impact public health and the prevention
of cardiovascular disease and related conditions. Population health is a
strategic priority of the American College of Cardiology, which recently
brought together experts from around the world to address issues such as
smoking and nutrition in the context of developing public health
strategies for improving population health.
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