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Beyond nutritional knowledge: Dietary
supplement use in preschool children
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To the Editor,

I read with interest the study by Cam et al. [1] on mater-
nal nutritional knowledge and child anthropometric out-
comes in preschool children, which found no association
between maternal knowledge and children’s height-for-
age or weight-for-age z-scores. Nutrition is among the
strongest modifiable determinants of linear growth in
early childhood, and the preschool years are when feed-
ing practices and dietary habits are gained. Maternal nu-
tritional knowledge might therefore be expected to leave
a measurable trace on child anthropometry. Their find-
ings suggest that, in this well-nourished sample, knowl-
edge alone did not translate into measurable differences
in growth. In their own sample, 56.7% of mothers scored
in the good or very good categories for basic nutritional
knowledge, while only 44.7% did so for food preference.
As the authors note, knowing what a balanced diet is
and providing it every day are two different things. What
matters is how parents apply this knowledge to their daily
food choices, especially when they cannot always follow
it. Dietary supplements are one such response. They
promise nutrition without requiring a change in diet,
and their use is common in this age group. The authors
report that even mothers with poor knowledge scores
rated their own diet at a median of 6 out of 10. Many
mothers may overestimate the quality of their diet, and
those who believe they already eat well may be less likely
to seek help. Supplements may be used instead of mak-
ing changes to the diet, rather than to address a known
nutritional deficiency. In one Turkish study, 35.6% of
children aged 3—6 years receive a dietary supplement;
85.9% of parents cite protection from illness and 26.6%
mental performance, whereas only 10.9% report an ex-
isting health problem [2]. In NHANES 2007-2010,

the prevalence of supplement use among US children
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was 31%, peaking at 45% among 2—5-year-olds; only
15.5% of products followed a health-care provider’s rec-
ommendation [3]. Notably, fewer than a quarter of users
gave ‘supplementing the diet” itself as a reason [3]. Their
use is driven less by a known deficiency and more by a
general desire to protect health. However, this sense of
reassurance may not always be harmless. Among 105 di-
etary supplements promoted by German influencers on a
social media platform, although not specific to children’s
products approximately more than half of vitamin and
most mineral supplements exceeded the maximum daily
amounts recommended by the German federal risk as-
sessment authority; no influencer provided dosage infor-
mation or an overdose warning, and only 2% mentioned
adverse effects [4]. Such content forms part of the in-
formation environment in which parents make decisions
about their children’s nutrition. The consequence is not
only reassurance but also excessive micronutrient expo-
sure. In a national Danish sample, supplement use raised
the proportion of 4—6-year-old users exceeding the tol-
erable upper intake level (UL) to 43.1% for retinol and
73% for zinc [5]. In that sample, 22% of 4—6-year-olds
already exceeded the zinc UL through diet alone [5].

The potential role of supplements in this context
could be further examined using the study design
adopted by Cam et al. [1]. Including two additional
items whether the child receives any supplements and
the sources from which parents obtain nutritional in-
formation could help clarify how parents respond to
the gap between nutritional knowledge and dietary
practice. Future studies should also include fathers, as
nutritional decisions and practices are not solely deter-
mined by mothers.
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