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Abstract
Objective: To describe the energy-dense snack food (EDSF) and energy-dense
drink (EDD) consumption of children in the Netherlands and investigate subgroup
differences. The amounts consumed, eating occasions, places of consumption and
consumed types are reported.
Design: Twenty-four hour dietary recall data were used to describe the EDSF and
EDD consumption. Subgroup differences concerning these intakes were identified
with ANCOVA.
Setting: Dutch National Food Consumption Survey 2007–2010.
Subjects: Children (n 860) aged 7–12 years.
Results: The mean number of EDSF events was 3·3 (SD 1·6) per day, yielding 1569·7
(SD 928·7) kJ. Average EDD consumption was 594·2 (SD 342·3) ml/d, yielding 737·2
(SD 495·9) kJ. Over 90 % of the children consumed more energy from non-core
foods per day than recommended. Differences in EDSF and EDD consumption
were found between several subgroups. Most importantly, we found higher
intakes among older children and children with low educated mothers. Almost
half of the EDSF events took place in the afternoon and at home. Cookies and
sweets were consumed during half of the EDSF events. Almost one-third of the
EDD were consumed in the afternoon. The majority of these drinks were
consumed at home and most were soft drinks.
Conclusions: The results demonstrate that snack food and drink consumption is
highly prevalent among Dutch children. Health promotion efforts addressing these
behaviours are warranted and the present study could accelerate these initiatives.
Focusing on children with low educated parents and on snacking at home after
school offers the greatest potential to reduce snack food and drink intakes.
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The WHO and the FAO have identified high intake of
energy-dense micronutrient-poor foods as a ‘convincing
causative factor of weight gain’(1). This category typically
includes snack foods such as potato chips, chocolate and
cookies. According to the WHO, a high intake of sugar-
sweetened soft drinks may also increase body weight and
promote obesity(1). Overweight in childhood is associated
with short-term and long-term physical and psychological
morbidity(2,3) and is likely to track into adulthood(4).
Independent of a high energy intake, high intakes of fat,
sugar and salt from energy-dense snack foods (EDSF) or
energy-dense drinks (EDD) may also result in harmful
physical conditions (e.g. high blood pressure and high

LDL-cholesterol) and diseases (e.g. diabetes, CVD and
dental caries)(1). There are indications that these dietary
habits persist over time(5,6).

Although there is no universally accepted definition of
snack foods(7–9), several nutrition institutes, including the
Netherlands Nutrition Centre (NNC), distinguish core
foods (e.g. fruit, vegetables and bread) from non-core
foods (e.g. soft drinks, sauces and snacks)(10). Due to the
inconsistencies in definitions, some studies on snacking
included the intake of all foods, including fruit and vege-
tables (e.g. reference 11), while others focused on non-
core foods only (e.g. reference 12). The EDSF and EDD
investigated in the present study belong to this non-core
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foods category. The NNC recommends a maximum daily
consumption of 837–1255 kJ (200–300 kcal) from non-core
foods, depending on age and sex(10).

Policy makers and health promotion practitioners
would benefit from information on the amounts of EDSF
and EDD consumed and on risk groups, eating occasions,
places of consumption and consumed types of food and
drink. For several dietary behaviours, this information is
available (e.g. reference 13), but few studies focus on
EDSF and EDD and use representative samples of children
and recent data. Macdiarmid et al.(12) used national survey
data collected in 2006 to investigate snacking patterns
among Scottish children. They found a median number of
2·0 snacks/d(12). Bell et al.(14) reported that in 1995 the
average proportion of energy from non-core foods and
drinks in the daily energy intake of Australian children
aged 5–12 years was over 40 % for non-core foods and
over 30 % for non-core drinks. A recent European study
reported that soft drink consumption among Dutch chil-
dren aged 10–12 years was higher than that of their peers
in six other European countries(15). A recent report on the
Dutch National Food Consumption Survey demonstrated
that children aged 7–11 years consume almost 600 g of
sugar-sweetened beverages daily(16). Studies among var-
ious Dutch samples have shown means of nine to ten
EDSF events per week(17,18).

Children from low socio-economic backgrounds have
been found to be at risk for high EDSF and EDD con-
sumption(19,20). Differences in intakes between boys and
girls and age groups have also been investigated(12,15,21), but
results are contradictory. Information concerning the occa-
sions at which food is consumed has been reported in
several studies. In particular, dietary patterns on weekdays
have been compared with weekend days(22,23) and the
importance of after-school snacking has been high-
lighted(24,25). There is little information available on the
places where EDSF and EDD are consumed, although home
and school seem most common(26,27). Some studies have
reported the most commonly consumed types of EDSF and
EDD, but their results are hard to compare due to differ-
ences of categorization(11,21).

The current study aimed to describe the EDSF and EDD
consumption of children aged 7–12 years in the Nether-
lands. Results can inform public health policies and
interventions, and contribute to the international literature.
The specific research aims of the study were to:

1. describe what quantities of EDSF and EDD children
consume per day in terms of events, amounts and
energy;

2. test if there are differences in EDSF and EDD
consumption between sociodemographic subgroups
and BMI subgroups; and

3. describe at what type of eating occasions and in what
places children consume EDSF and EDD, and which
types of EDSF and EDD are consumed.

Methods

Data were derived from the most recent Dutch National
Food Consumption Survey, the DNFCS 2007–2010(28). That
survey was commissioned by the Dutch Ministry of Health,
Welfare and Sport and coordinated by the Dutch National
Institute for Public Health and the Environment. Initially,
5502 members of a consumer panel aged 7–69 years were
invited to participate and data collection took place through
a market research agency (GfK Panel Services). In total, 3819
persons participated, 860 of whom were 7–12 years old.

Data collection
Data on food consumption were collected by trained
dietitians by means of two 24 h dietary recalls using the
EPIC-Soft software program(29). Food products were mat-
ched with products from the Dutch Food Composition
Database (NEVO)(30). Children were interviewed face-to-
face at home twice, in the presence of at least one parent
or caregiver. There was an interval of about 4 weeks
between the two interviews. Data collection was evenly
distributed over the seasons and days of the week. In
addition to the interviews, the children were given written
questionnaires to assess demographic variables including
age, sex, height and weight, employment status and
country of birth of both parents, household income and
household size. Information on respondents’ place of
residence (in terms of region and degree of urbanization)
and the educational level of the head of the household
was already known to the marketing research agency. A
report on the full DNFCS 2007–2010, including the data
collection method, is available(28).

Definitions of energy-dense snack foods and
energy-dense drinks
EDSF were defined using the type of eating occasion
(during meals or between meals), as self-designated by the
study participants, and using a food classification(14) from
the NNC. First, all foods classified as ‘snacks’ according to
the NNC were identified as EDSF. The NNC defines snacks
as foods that are meant for consumption between main
meals. They include potato chips, nuts, savoury snacks,
deep-fried snacks, cookies, pastry, sweets, chocolate, ice
creams and certain types of dessert. Second, the type of
eating occasion was taken into account for foods which
often constitute or are part of a meal in the Netherlands,
such as pizza, deep-fried snacks, including French fries
and hamburgers, and ice creams. Hence, these types of
food were defined as EDSF only when consumed between
meals. Third, similar EDSF consumed within 60 min were
considered to be part of the same snacking event and
coded as such. Fourth, foods (both core foods and non-
core foods) eaten in conjunction with an EDSF (e.g.
hamburger with bun) were also considered to be part of
the same snacking event and the total energy involved in
this snack event was counted.
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EDD included in the present study were soft drinks and
squash (drinks prepared from concentrated fruit syrups
mixed with water), irrespective of the type of eating
occasion. These drinks are included in the ‘soft drinks’
category of the non-core food group. Soft drinks with both
sweeteners and added sugars were only included if the
carbohydrate content was more than 2 g per 100 g(16).
Sugar-free beverages and fruit juices were not included in
the definition of EDD.

Data analysis
BMI was calculated according to age- and sex-specific cut-
off values(31,32) and divided into underweight, normal
weight and overweight (including obese). Based on defini-
tions from Statistics Netherlands, the variables ethnicity,
educational level of mother and education level of father
were created(33,34). Ethnicity consisted of three categories:
native Dutch, Western immigrants and non-Western immi-
grants. Educational levels were defined as follows: low
(primary school, lower vocational, low or intermediate
general education), intermediate (intermediate vocational
education and higher general education) and high (higher
vocational education and university). Household income
was assessed by nineteen categories of net income per
month, which were reduced to three categories by splitting
into tertiles (i.e. low, < €1700 net monthly; intermediate,
≥€1700 to <€2500 net monthly, high, ≥ €2500 net
monthly). Degree of urbanization was indicated by the
number of addresses per square kilometre (i.e. low,
< 1000 addresses/km2; intermediate, ≥1000 and <1500
addresses/km2; high, ≥1500 addresses/km2).

Descriptive analyses were used to describe the sample
according to demographics and consumption in terms of the
types of EDSF and numbers of EDSF events, types and
amounts of EDD, energy intake from EDSF and EDD, the
type of eating occasion and place of consumption.
Descriptive statistics for the amount of, and energy from,
EDSF and EDD were weighted for small deviations from the
general Dutch population regarding sociodemographic
characteristics (i.e. region where household is located,
urbanization of household location and educational level of
the household head), as well as for day of the week and the
season of data collection. The weighing factor was derived
by using census data from Statistics Netherlands (2008)(35).

Differences in intakes (mean number of EDSF events
per day, mean EDD intake in millilitres per day, and mean
energy intake from EDSF and EDD events per day)
according to age, sex, BMI, ethnicity, household income,
degree of urbanization, educational level of the mother and
father, employment status of the mother and father, and
household size were identified using ANCOVA with age as a
covariate while weighting for small deviations from the
general Dutch population and moment of data collection. If
the F test showed a P value <0·05, Bonferroni post hoc tests
were performed. Cohen’s d effect sizes for significantly dif-
ferent subgroups were calculated using group means and

standard errors produced by the ANCOVA. Effect sizes were
termed according to the classification of Lipsey(36): small
(≤0·32), medium (0·33–0·55) and large (>0·56). In order to
determine the relative importance of the sociodemographic
factors in explaining total EDSF and EDD intake and EDSF
and EDD intake at home, weighted backward linear
regression analyses were performed. To investigate deter-
minants of intake at home, we created two new dependent
variables called ‘relative EDSF consumption at home’ and
‘relative EDD consumption at home’, to rule out the influ-
ence of total consumption. These new variables were
calculated by dividing the consumption at home by the total
consumption. The intakes over two days were averaged for
the analyses related to the amount of foods and
drinks consumed. All analyses were conducted using the
statistical software package IBM SPSS Statistics for Windows,
version 20·0.

Results

The sample consisted of 860 children, with fewer respon-
dents in the 9–10 years category than in the youngest and
oldest age categories (Table 1). Boys and girls were evenly
distributed, and 71 % of the sample had a normal weight,
while 20 % were overweight and 10 % were underweight.
Overweight children and children of Dutch native ethnicity
were somewhat over-represented, compared with the gen-
eral Dutch population(35,37). Compared with the general
Dutch population, mothers and fathers with a high educa-
tional level were over-represented, while fathers and
mothers with a low educational level were under-
represented(35). About 70 % of the mothers and more than
90 % of the fathers were employed. Almost half of the
households consisted of four persons. The distribution of
households across regions was comparable to that of the
general Dutch population(35).

Consumption of energy-dense snack foods and
energy-dense drinks
The mean number of EDSF events for the total sample was
3·3 (SD 1·6) per day (Table 2). The mean daily energy intake
from EDSF was 1569·7 (SD 928·7) kJ for the total sample. The
average amount of EDD consumed by the total sample was
594·2 (SD 342·3) ml/d. The mean energy intake from EDD
for the total sample was 737·2 (SD 495·9) kJ/d.

The mean total energy intake from EDSF and EDD was
2306·8 (SD 1113·8) kJ/d (about 550 kcal/d) and 91·1 % of
the children did not comply with the recommendation of
the NNC (a maximum of 837–1255 kJ (200–300 kcal) from
non-core foods per day, depending on age and sex(5)).

Subgroup differences in energy-dense snack
food and energy-dense drink consumption
The 9- and 10-year-olds (P< 0·001) and the 11- and 12-
year-olds (P= 0·038) had significantly more events than
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the 7- and 8-year-olds. Girls had significantly more events
per day than boys (P= 0·018). Children of native Dutch
ethnicity had significantly more events per day than

non-Western immigrants (P= 0·020) and children living in
low-urbanization areas had more EDSF events than
children living in highly urbanized areas (P= 0·005).
Cohen’s d values of these differences were small to
medium (ranged from 0·16 to 0·40; Table 2).

Children from the two older age categories had higher
energy intake from EDSF than children from the youngest
age category (both P<0·001). Children of mothers with a
low educational level consumed significantly more EDSF in
kJ/d than children of highly educated mothers (P=0·007).
Children of fathers with low and intermediate educational
levels consumed significantly more energy EDSF in kJ/d than
children of highly educated fathers (P=0·012 and P=0·004,
respectively). Cohen’s d values of these differences were
small to medium (ranged from 0·28 to 0·45; Table 2).

Children of mothers with a low educational level con-
sumed significantly more EDD in ml/d than children of
mothers with a high educational level (P= 0·027, Cohen’s
d= 0·25; Table 2).

More energy from EDD was consumed by children aged
11–12 years (P= 0·037) than by the youngest children.
Children with a normal weight had higher energy intakes
from EDD (P= 0·008) than underweight children. Children
of mothers with a low and intermediate educational level
(P= 0·001 and P= 0·041, respectively), children of
employed mothers (P= 0·034) and children from three-
person households (P= 0·024) consumed relatively more
energy from EDD. Cohen’s d values of these differences
were small to medium (ranged from 0·16 to 0·35; Table 2).

Age and the degree of urbanization were found to be
significant correlates of the number of EDSF events after
backward linear regression analyses (Table 3). With regard
to energy intake from EDSF, the most important socio-
demographic factors were age and the mother’s educa-
tional level. Educational level of the mother was also a
significant correlate of EDD consumption together with
household size, both in terms of amount and energy.
Energy intake from EDD was additionally explained by the
child’s BMI and mother’s employment.

Type of eating occasions, places of consumption
and consumed types
Almost half of the EDSF events took place in the afternoon
and at home (Table 4). Cookies were consumed in one-
third of all EDSF events and sweets in one-fifth of all EDSF
events. Cookies included for instance Dutch raisin cook-
ies, chocolate cookies and spiced cookies (i.e. Dutch
windmill cookies). Sweets included mainly wine gums,
Dutch liquorice, lollipops and boiled sweets. Almost one-
third of the EDD were consumed in the afternoon. The
majority of these drinks were consumed at home. The
majority of EDD consumed were soft drinks, which
included sodas such as coke and orangeade, fruit juice
drinks, sports drinks and energy drinks.

Backward linear regression analyses showed that chil-
dren living in large households (i.e. five persons)

Table 1 Characteristics of the study sample: children aged 7–12
years, Dutch National Food Consumption Survey 2007–2010

n Mean or %

Age (years)
Mean 860 9·42
SD 1·75

Age (%) (n 860)
7 or 8 years 304 35·3
9 or 10 years 265 30·8
11 or 12 years 291 33·8

Sex (%) (n 860)
Male 433 50·3
Female 427 49·7

BMI group (%) (n 859)
Underweight 82 9·5
Normal weight 608 70·8
Overweight and obese 169 19·7

Ethnicity (%) (n 840)
Native Dutch 756 90
Western immigrant 32 3·8
Non-Western immigrant 52 6·2

Household income (n 860)
Low 297 34·5
Intermediate 268 31·2
High 295 34·3

Degree of urbanization (%) (n 860)
Low 351 40·8
Intermediate 150 17·4
High 359 41·7

Educational level of mother (n 852)
Low 290 34·0
Intermediate 383 45·0
High 179 21·0

Educational level of father (n 758)
Low 221 29·2
Intermediate 319 42·1
High 218 28·8

Employment status of mother (n 849)
Employed 614 72·3
Non-employed 235 27·7

Employment status of father (n 754)
Employed 719 95·4
Non-employed 35 4·6

Household size (n 860)
2 42 4·9
3 163 19·0
4 383 44·5
≥5 272 31·6

Region of household location (n 860)
North 96 11·2
East 192 22·3
South 207 24·1
Three largest cities in the West 115 13·4
West (other) 250 29·1

Season of interviews (n 860)
Spring 197 22·9
Summer 216 25·1
Autumn 222 25·8
Winter 225 26·2

Day assessed by 24 h dietary recalls (n 860)
Monday 230 13·4
Tuesday 297 17·3
Wednesday 242 14·1
Thursday 283 16·5
Friday 246 14·3
Saturday 202 11·7
Sunday 220 12·8
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Table 2 Mean consumption of EDSF and EDD by sample characteristics among children aged 7–12 years, Dutch National Food
Consumption Survey 2007–2010

EDSF events
(number/d)

Energy intake from EDSF
(kJ/d)

EDD consumption
(ml/d)

Energy intake from EDD
(kJ/d)

Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD Mean SD

Total sample 3·3 1·6 1569·7 928·7 594·2 342·3 737·2 495·9
Age

(1) 7 or 8 years 3·0 1·4 1320·7 709·6 568·4 315·7 674·2 456·9
(2) 9 or 10 years 3·5 1·8 1668·3 957·9 630·9 323·5 763·4 450·3
(3) 11 or 12 years 3·4 1·7 1729·9 1045·0 585·9 383·3 776·4 567·8
Post hoc Bonferroni† 2> 1****, 3> 1* 2> 1****, 3> 1**** 3> 1*
Cohen’s d‡ 0·30, 0·21 0·38, 0·45 0·21

Sex
(1) Boys 3·2 1·6 1572·0 957·0 610·9 355·5 747·9 519·9
(2) Girls 3·4 1·7 1567·2 1411·6 576·4 327·8 725·7 470·2
Post hoc Bonferroni 2> 1* NS NS NS
Cohen’s d 0·16

BMI
(1) Underweight 3·4 1·7 1532·1 822·8 527·8 298·6 588·6 398·4
(2) Normal weight 3·3 1·7 1595·1 960·2 603·3 334·6 763·9 500·3
(3) Overweight or obese 3·2 1·6 1501·2 872·3 595·2 389·3 714·8 516·3
Post hoc Bonferroni NS NS NS 2> 1**
Cohen’s d 0·35

Ethnicity
(1) Native Dutch 3·4 1·6 1583·8 922·2 592·4 330·0 733·4 495·0
(2) Western immigrant 3·4 1·7 1731·0 1056·8 616·2 358·5 828·4 524·3
(3) Non-Western immigrant 2·7 1·8 1376·2 935·4 534·4 411·0 654·4 450·5
Post hoc Bonferroni 1> 3* NS NS NS
Cohen’s d 0·40

Household income
(1) Low 3·3 1·5 1642·4 915·0 621·5 359·7 752·6 479·3
(2) Intermediate 3·4 1·9 1588·3 958·3 566·6 340·1 710·4 517·5
(3) High 3·2 1·5 1476·8 914·6 592·1 326·4 746·4 495·3
Post hoc Bonferroni NS NS NS NS

Degree of urbanization
(1) Low 3·5 1·7 1613·7 938·8 602·1 333·2 727·5 473·2
(2) Intermediate 3·2 1·8 1502·6 1001·4 582·2 292·7 717·9 467·1
(3) High 3·1 1·5 1561·6 887·0 592·8 373·3 755·2 531·1
Post hoc Bonferroni 1> 3** NS NS NS
Cohen’s d 0·24

Educational level of mother
(1) Low 3·4 1·7 1668·3 947·7 625·1 347·4 802·0 535·6
(2) Intermediate 3·3 1·7 1593·6 946·8 600·9 341·3 744·0 490·1
(3) High 3·1 1·4 1373·9 843·4 540·8 334·1 630·2 429·0
Post hoc Bonferroni NS 1> 3** 1> 3* 1> 3***, 2> 3*
Cohen’s d 0·29 0·25 0·34, 0·22

Educational level of father
(1) Low 3·4 1·7 1630·7 930·0 607·9 330·1 760·3 485·5
(2) Intermediate 3·4 1·6 1613·1 879·8 607·7 357·4 759·3 531·3
(3) High 3·1 1·7 1380·2 911·4 553·8 308·9 662·4 444·3
Post hoc Bonferroni NS 1> 3*, 2> 3*** NS NS
Cohen’s d 0·28, 0·29

Employment of mother
(1) Employed 3·3 1·6 1593·4 926·9 598·3 337·0 761·9 512·7
(2) Non-employed 3·3 1·7 1518·2 941·9 593·4 358·1 684·0 450·7
Post hoc Bonferroni NS NS NS 1> 2*
Cohen’s d 0·16

Employment of father
(1) Employed 3·4 1·7 1558·6 906·9 594·5 337·8 731·6 494·3
(2) Non-employed 2·8 1·3 1462·9 891·3 622·2 359·9 801·7 585·4
Post hoc Bonferroni NS NS NS NS

Household size
(1) 2 3·2 1·8 1559·4 1475·3 521·4 370·6 678·0 437·5
(2) 3 3·1 1·4 1692·5 987·2 627·9 340·2 805·1 489·9
(3) 4 3·3 1·6 1540·1 908·7 614·3 354·1 765·1 532·7
(4) ≥5 3·4 1·8 1539·3 927·0 557·2 320·6 665·7 448·6
Post hoc Bonferroni NS NS NS 2> 4*
Cohen’s d 0·29

EDSF, energy-dense snack food; EDD, energy-dense drink.
Analyses were weighted for small deviations in sociodemographic characteristics, day of the week and season of data collection; age was included as a covariate.
*P<0·05, **P<0·01, ***P<0·005, ****P<0·001.
†ANCOVA without age as a covariate.
‡Cohen’s d values were calculated from subgroup means and standard errors produced by ANCOVA (with age as a covariate): Cohen’s

d ¼ ðxa�xbÞ
. ffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffiffi

na�1ð Þ SEa
ffiffiffiffi
na

pð Þ2 + nb�1ð Þ SEb
ffiffiffiffi
nb

pð Þ2
� �

ðna +nbÞ

r
:

Children’s energy-dense food and drink intake 87

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1368980015000877 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S1368980015000877


consumed a greater proportion of EDSF at home than
children living in small households (i.e. two persons;
β= − 0·11, P= 0·002, R2= 0·01). These analyses also
showed that children of unemployed mothers consumed a
greater proportion of EDD at home than children with
employed mothers (β= 0·07, P= 0·03, R2= 0·01) and that
children living in low urbanized areas consumed a greater
proportion of EDD at home than children living in high
urbanized areas (β= 0·02, P= 0·03, R2 = 0·01).

Discussion

The current study examined the consumption of EDSF
and EDD among Dutch children in terms of the
amounts consumed, type of eating occasions, places of

consumption and consumed types. The results demon-
strated that, on average, Dutch children aged between 7
and 12 years consumed more than three EDSF per day,
yielding over 1500 kJ. The number of snacking events in
the current study was higher than that found among
Scottish children(12) and in Dutch studies investigating
specific sub-populations(17,18). On average, the children
consumed almost 600 ml of EDD daily, which is compar-
able to the outcomes of the European study by Brug
et al.(15). In the current study, the average energy intake
from EDD was more than 730 kJ/d. There are no similar
studies available with which to compare our results con-
cerning the energy intake from EDSF and EDD. Never-
theless, these results indicate that efforts to promote
healthy dietary behaviours in Dutch children are justified
and necessary, as their energy intakes from EDSF and

Table 3 Relative importance of child background characteristics in explaining EDSF and EDD consumption, children aged 7–12 years,
Dutch National Food Consumption Survey 2007–2010

EDSF events
(number/d, n 860)

Energy intake from EDSF
(kJ/d, n 852)

EDD consumption
(ml/d, n 852)

Energy intake from EDD
(kJ/d, n 847)

β P value β P value β P value β P value

Age 0·08 0·03 0·17 <0·01
Sex
Boys (reference)
Girls

BMI
Underweight −0·10 <0·01
Normal weight (reference)
Overweight −0·05 0·16

Ethnicity
Native Dutch (reference)
Western immigrant
Non-Western immigrant

Household income
Low (reference)
Intermediate
High

Degree of urbanization
Low (reference)
Intermediate −0·07 0·05
High −0·11 <0·01

Educational level mother
Low (reference)
Intermediate 0·03 0·39 −0·04 0·36 −0·08 0·04
High −0·12 <0·01 −0·10 <0·01 −0·17 <0·01

Educational level father
Low (reference)
Intermediate
High

Employment of mother
Employed (reference)
Non-employed −0·09 0·01

Employment of father
Employed (reference)
Non-employed

Household size
2 −0·03 0·44 <0·01 0·99
3 0·07 0·07 0·09 0·03
4 0·08 0·05 0·09 0·02
≥5 (reference)

R2 0·02 0·04 0·02 0·05

EDSF, energy-dense snack food; EDD, energy-dense drink.
Analyses were weighted for small deviations in sociodemographic characteristics, day of the week and season of data collection.
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EDD exceed the recommendations from the NNC(10). The
total mean intake from these foods and drinks was over
2300 kJ/d (about 550 kcal/d) and as many as 90 % of the
children exceeded the recommendation (a maximum of
837–1255 kJ (200–300 kcal) from non-core foods per day,
depending on age and sex(10)).

Older children had higher intakes of EDSF and EDD
than younger children. Older children are generally likely
to have higher total daily energy intakes than younger
children, while the proportion of snack foods to the total
daily energy intake may increase with age as well(21).
Intervening just before the age of 9 years might be the
most effective option to reduce EDSF and EDD con-
sumption, as we found a steep rise in these behaviours
from this age onwards, indicated by medium sized
effects(36). Considering all factors included in the present
study, age appeared to be one of the most important
predictors of EDSF consumption. Girls, children of native
Dutch ethnicity and children living in low-urbanization
areas had relatively more EDSF events. Macdiarmid
et al.(12) did not find differences in the number of snacking
events between Scottish boys and girls. Future studies
should examine sex differences in the portion sizes and
types of EDSF and EDD consumed. We found no other
studies that reported results concerning urbanization, and
we have no a clear explanation for the difference we
observed. The finding that non-Western immigrants had
fewer EDSF events may be explained by the under-
representation of this group in the sample, as non-Dutch
speaking persons were excluded from the study. Brug
et al.(38) found no differences in soft drink consumption
between children of non-native ethnicity and native eth-
nicity in the Netherlands, which is in agreement with the
current findings. The finding that overweight and obese
children did not differ from normal-weight or underweight
children in their intakes of EDSF and EDD may be caused
by under-reporting(39), dieting behaviour(40) or low levels
of energy expenditure(41) by overweight children. Less
favourable outcomes regarding EDSF and EDD con-
sumption were found among children with lower edu-
cated parents. The mother’s educational level was found
to be the most important sociodemographic predictor of a
child’s EDD intake. Other studies have amply documented
higher intakes of EDSF among children of low socio-
economic status compared with children of high socio-
economic status(15,19). Hence, interventions to promote
healthy eating should prioritize children with lower edu-
cated parents, taking into consideration the mechanisms
that make these children consume more EDSF and EDD,
such as food parenting practices, parental consumption
and food availability at home(20,42,43). Children with
mothers in employment had higher energy intakes from
EDD than children with non-employed mothers. Earlier
studies have also acknowledged the role of mothers’
working hours in children’s diets and found a positive
association between maternal working hours and intakes
of soft drinks and fast food(44). The most plausible expla-
nation for this finding is lack of time, as working mothers
may have less time to prepare healthy meals(44) or monitor
their child’s dietary intake(45). Children living in house-
holds consisting of three individuals had a higher energy
intake from EDD than children living in the largest

Table 4 Proportions of EDSF and EDD consumed according to
eating occasion, place and type, children aged 7–12 years, Dutch
National Food Consumption Survey 2007–2010

Proportion of total
EDSF

consumption (%)

Proportion of total
EDD

consumption (%)

Type of eating occasion
Before breakfast 0·5 0·6
During breakfast 1·6 5·7
During the morning
(between breakfast and
lunch)

23·0 20·5

During lunch 4·9 10·3
During the afternoon
(between lunch and
dinner)

45·3 31·9

During dinner 1·7 11·3
During the evening/at
night

23·0 19·7

Weekdays v. weekend days†
Weekdays 47·4 49·1
Weekend days 52·6 50·9

Place of consumption
At home 49·3 58·0
At school 17·1 17·7
At a friend’s home 15·2 12·4
Other (i.e. street, sports
centre, car/boat/train/
airplane, café/restaurant,
<5 % per group)

18·4 11·9

Type of EDSF
Cookies (e.g. Dutch
raisin cookies,
chocolate cookies)

30·9

Sweets (e.g. wine gums,
Dutch liquorice)

21·2

Potato chips 8·5
Chocolate (excluding
candy bars)

7·3

Pastry 6·0
Chewing gum and mints 6·0
Ice cream 4·5
Savoury snacks (e.g.
pretzel sticks) and nuts
(e.g. coated peanuts)

4·3

Ginger cake 2·5
Candy bars 2·0
Deep-fried snacks (e.g.
French fries)

1·8

Other 5·0
Type of EDD
Soft drink (e.g. sodas,
sports drinks, energy
drinks, fruit juice drinks)

60·7

Squash (concentrated
fruit syrups mixed with
water)

39·3

EDSF, energy-dense snack food; EDD, energy-dense drink.
†Percentages based on cases with one recall day during the week and one
recall day during the weekend (n 294).
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households. Ayala et al.(46) did not find a relationship
between household size and soft drink consumption, but
found a positive relationship between household size and
snack food intake. Neither their study nor ours collected
data on family composition (e.g. one-parent families), so it
is possible that relationships between household size and
dietary intakes interact with other factors.

Half of all EDSF and a third of the EDD events occurred
in the afternoon, most often at home. The importance of
after-school snacking has also been found among children
in other countries(24,25). Intervention objectives should
therefore not be limited to reducing EDSF intake at
schools. We found that children living in large households,
children of unemployed mothers and children living in low
urbanized areas had a relatively high proportional intake of
EDSF or EDD at home. Probably, these children and their
mothers spend more time at home. Still, research should pay
more attention to factors underlying after-school snacking.
Popular types of EDSF were cookies and sweets. These
foods often contain nutrients that may have harmful effects,
such as sugar and fat. Most EDD that were consumed
consisted of soft drinks. Few studies have distinguished
between snack food consumption during meals and con-
sumption between meals. In the present study, there was a
modest contribution of energy from snack foods consumed
during meals and a moderate contribution of energy from
EDD consumed during meals to the total consumption of
these foods and drinks. Nevertheless, both could have
unfavourable effects, as those foods and drinks may replace
nutritious foods served at meals. The current study did not
find major differences in intakes of EDSF and EDD between
weekdays and weekend days, although several studies have
observed such differences(12,22,47,48). In the current sample,
differences between weekdays and weekend days might be
present in the energy derived from these foods or drinks, or
the types consumed. Additionally, differences in these
behaviours could be captured in day-to-day variations,
which might be explored in future studies.

It is likely that dietary patterns, and particularly the type
of eating occasion and place of EDSF and EDD con-
sumption, vary between countries due to differences
in school hours and policies concerning school meals.
In the Netherlands, primary schools usually start around
08:30 hours and end around 15:15 hours, with a short
break in the morning and a one-hour break at lunchtime.
Children may go home for lunch or may stay at school.
The results of the present study should be interpreted in
the light of this context.

The current sample is representative of the Dutch
population in many characteristics. However, overweight
children, children of native Dutch ethnicity and children
with highly educated parents were somewhat over-
represented. The method of data collection in the cur-
rent study carries a certain risk of memory and recording
biases(49). However, these biases were minimized by using
trained dietitians and a computer-based recording system.

The data that were used probably do not fully represent
habitual intake, as the habitual intake may deviate from
reported recall days(50). However, reported intakes were
based on two recall days, approaching habitual intake
more accurately than a single 24 h recall(51).

Conclusions

The data from the present study demonstrate that snack
food and drink consumption is highly prevalent among
Dutch children. Health promotion efforts addressing these
behaviours are warranted and can benefit from our find-
ings regarding the specific groups at risk, eating occasions
and places involving higher risks, and the types of foods
and drinks that are frequently consumed. Particularly,
focusing on children with low educated parents and on
snacking at home after school offers the greatest potential
to reduce snack food and drink intake.
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