Sugar-Sweetened
Beverages*and Young Children
Young children drink an enormous amount of sugar. One study found that 44% of toddlers between
19 and 24 months drink a sugar-sweetened beverage at least daily,1 as do 70% of 2- to 5-year-olds.2

Sugar-sweetened beverages are a major contributor to childhood obesity. Every additional daily
serving of soda increases a child’s risk for obesity by 60 percent.3 Sugar-sweetened beverage consumption
in childhood also increases the risk for overweight and obesity in adulthood.4

Sugar-sweetened beverages displace healthier items from a young child’s diet. Young children
who consume a lot of sugar have a poorer overall diet quality5 because these empty calories (low in nutrients)
replace healthier foods that provide essential nutrients like calcium, iron, and vitamin A.6, 7
Children are drinking more sugar-sweetened beverages and less milk than they used to.8
In the 1970s, children drank nearly three times more milk than sugar-sweetened beverages. Today, they
consume these beverages in equal amounts. Because milk provides essential nutrients for bone development,
replacing milk with soda can reduce bone mass and increase the risk for osteoporosis later in life.10

Sugar-sweetened beverages damage children’s teeth. Soda consumption nearly doubles the risk of
dental caries in children.11 The acid in soda and other sugar-sweetened beverages causes erosion of tooth
enamel, often after just one sip, and the sugar in these beverages provide fuel for the bacteria that cause
tooth decay. Because diet beverages also contain acid, they too increase the risk for cavities.12

Sugar-sweetened beverages often contain caffeine. Sixty percent of sodas sold in the United
States contain caffeine.13 Children who consume the amount of caffeine in one 20-oz. soda can experience
withdrawal symptoms like headaches and anxiety if they stop drinking soda.14
Breast milk is best under age one; whole milk or water from 1-2 years; low-fat, nonfat milk,
and water past age 2. Experts agree that for children under the age of one, breast milk is best. If breastmilk is not provided, then infant formula is the best alternative during the first year. From the age of one to
two, children should drink whole milk and water. And once children are past the age of two, they should
drink low-fat or non-fat milk and water.15

Children should not drink more than one small serving of 100% fruit juice per day.15 Fruit juice
has a high concentration of sugar and calories and lacks some of the nutrients and other benefits of whole
fruit. It is best to offer children fresh whole fruit instead of juice. Infants under six months of age should not
be given juice at all. Children six months to six years should not drink more than 12 ounces per day.15 When
Children drink juice it should be 100% juice, not sugar-sweetened juice drinks.

Diet beverages are not a healthy alternative for children. Diet sodas are detrimental to dental
health, may contain caffeine, and their long-term effects are still unknown for children.6, 16
* NOTE: Sugar-sweetened beverages refers to all beverages with added sugars including carbonated soft drinks, juice drinks, sports
drinks, flavored and enhanced waters, sweetened teas and energy drinks.
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This fact sheet was reviewed by a scientific advisory panel of nationally recognized scientists, researchers and public
health experts convened by the California Center for Public Health Advocacy. For more info about advisory panel, contact
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