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WHAT IS KNOWN ABOUT MATERNAL AND INFANT NUTRITION IN SCOTLAND?

Good nutrition early in life makes a vital contribution to an individual’s health as an adult and to the long-term health of the population.

For the first time, a comprehensive review of information on maternal and infant nutrition in Scotland has been produced by NHS Health Scotland, Scotland’s national agency for improving health.
The report - What is known about maternal and infant nutrition in Scotland? - brings together information from available sources to assess nutrition in women and infants from pre-conception to the infant’s third birthday. It will play an important role in informing the Scottish Government’s strategy to improve maternal and infant nutrition which is currently being developed.
Despite relatively good data on breastfeeding rates in Scotland, Health Scotland’s researchers discovered very limited information on the nutritional intake of women during and after pregnancy and on the types of foods given to young children. Nevertheless, it is clear that many infants in Scotland may not be getting the best start in life.
Dr Gerry McCartney, Head of the Public Health Observatory at NHS Health Scotland, said: 

“We know that getting adequate nutrition in early childhood and during pregnancy is very important for health, and the data we do collect suggests that there is some slow improvement over time in areas such as breastfeeding. However, we know very little about trends in weaning practices or the diet of pregnant women. 

“Our review concludes that there is still a need to collect Scottish national data and monitor trends on a wide range of nutritional indicators for these groups. 

It is encouraging that the Scottish Government are seeking to maximise opportunities to learn from routine data sources and surveys to increase our knowledge about these important areas”. 

There are numerous benefits associated with breastfeeding for both mother and infant yet, in Scotland, fewer than one in four women breastfeed to 6 months.
The review also shows most women of childbearing age have an adequate daily intake of iron and calcium but a diet deficient in fruit and vegetables. 
While it is recommended that solid foods should not be introduced into the infant’s diet before around six months of age, in 2005, 98 per cent of mothers had already introduced solid foods into children’s diets by then, suggesting many babies had been weaned too early. 

Some of the main survey sources have small Scottish samples and are conducted very infrequently, making it difficult to make robust comparisons between sources or over time.
The Food Standards Agency in Scotland is looking at providing a robust measure of infant’s diets (aged 4-18 months) in a representative Scottish sample to address some of the gaps in the information. In the meantime, the authors recommend that existing routine, survey and clinical data sources be fully exploited to monitor behavioural change.

Notes to editors:

1. The review compiles existing published information and some secondary

analysis of existing data sets. Where relevant data from routine sources in Scotland was not available, the authors sought one-off nationally representative surveys in Scotland or the UK. There were also gaps unable to be filled by surveys either from Scotland or the UK.
2. The 10 data sources analysed are outlined in Appendix A of the report.

3. Based on advice from public health nutritionists, this review focused on vitamin D, folate, iron and calcium as important nutritional indicators.
4. The full report can be found at: http://www.scotpho.org.uk/home/Publications/scotphoreports/pub_infantnutrition.asp 
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