
Can Food Affect Your Child’s Behaviour?
Do comments 
like these 
sound  
familiar?
“You can tell when my 
kids have eaten sugar. It 
makes them bounce off 
the walls!”

“My child gets so hyper 
when he eats anything 
that has red food dye 
(e.g. a food additive).”

Sugar, food additives 
(such as food dye) or 
other food ingredients 
are often blamed for 
behavioural problems in 
children. Although some 
children are sensitive 
to certain ingredients, it is not clear that these 
ingredients actually cause hyperactive behaviour. 

Sugar and Hyperactivity
Some parents and teachers link hyperactive 
behaviour with eating too many sweets. In fact, 
there are many reasons for hyperactivity, poor 
behaviour or learning difficulties in children, but 
there is no scientific proof that sugar is the cause.

If your child seems “hyper”, think about a few 
things:

• Did your child go to a special event, have a 
surprise of some kind, or do something exciting 		

and different earlier in the 
day or the day before? If 
the answer is yes, sugar is 
not to blame, even if she 
had sweet foods at this 
event. The excitement of 
the event contributes to 
“hyper” behaviour.

• Is your child lacking 
outside activities due to 
bad weather or other 
reasons?  If the answer 
is yes, he may just be 
“hyper” because he needs 
to get active and release 
some energy.

• Is your child hungry? If 
the answer is yes, she 
might be “hyper” because 
she needs food. Children 
grow at a fast rate and 
parents sometimes do not 

If you are concerned about your child’s 
behaviour, talk to your doctor.

realize that the child’s behaviour is due to the 
need for food.  

Children with true hyperactivity can:

•	Be restless 

•	Be irritable 

•	Be aggressive 

• Have a short attention span



It is very important to give your child nutritious 
foods most of the time. Some problems may occur 
when children eat too much sugar:

• Foods high in sugar may replace the nutritious 
foods needed for growth and development.

• Sticky, sugary foods, especially when eaten 
between meals, can cause dental cavities.

• Foods high in sugar are often higher in 
fat and calories. Too much of these 
foods can lead to unhealthy weights. 

Food additives 
Food additives are put in food to 
improve quality, flavour, storage 
time and nutrition of foods. 

Food additives can come from 
either natural or artificial 
sources. Here are some 
examples of food additives: 

• Food colouring or dye to make 
foods such as candies, jello and 
ice cream look more attractive;

• Enzymes to make cheese and 
yogurt;

•	Sulphites to preserve and make 
baked foods, dried fruits and 
juices more tasteful and attractive;

•	Ascorbic acid to prevent loss of 
colour and flavour and increase 
nutrition of foods such as drinks 
and breakfast cereals;

•	Antioxidants to help jams, sausages 
and soft drinks last longer. 

The Government of Canada controls the use 
of food additives. It provides a list of safe food 
additives, and tells manufacturers how much 
they are allowed to use.  

Some people are sensitive to certain food additives 
such as sulphites. Health Canada has identified 
sulphites as one of the nine most common food 
ingredients causing severe allergic reactions to 
sensitive individuals. If your child is sensitive to 
sulphites, he may develop an allergic reaction but it 
will not affect his behaviour. 

For more information of food allergies get a 
copy of “Food Allergies and Your Child: One to 
Six Years” from Toronto Public Health or visit 
our website.

Caffeine
Caffeine is found in coffee, tea, cola-type 
beverages, iced tea, chocolate and many headache 

and cold medicines. Caffeine can cause 
headaches and prevent sleep.

Children can become restless, irritable 
and unable to sleep if they have too 
much caffeine. Caffeine affects children 
more than adults because of their 
small body sizes. Also, most children 
are not used to the effect of caffeine. 

Some children are more sensitive to 
caffeine and may feel the effects 

of cola or chocolate very quickly. 
If a food or drink contains 
caffeine and sugar, it is likely the 

caffeine rather than the sugar that 
will cause a child to be restless.

Health Canada recommends that 
children under the age of 12 have 
no more than 2.5 milligrams 
(mg) of caffeine per kilogram 
body weight. This means that a 
four-year old child who weighs 
16.5 kilograms should have no 
more than 41.5 mg of caffeine 
per day. This is the amount in a 

12-oz (355 mL) can of a cola. 

The maximum daily caffeine intakes 
for children are as follows: 

• 45 mg for children aged 4–6 years

 • 62.5 mg  for children aged 7–9 years

• 85 mg for children 10–12 years

Energy drinks are not recommended for 
children. These drinks contain caffeine 
and can temporarily increase heart rate, 
breathing and blood pressure



Sources of Caffeine 

Cola (355 mL can) Caffeine (mg)

Regular cola 36–46

Diet cola 39–50

Cocoa Products Caffeine (mg)

Milk chocolate (1 ounce/28 grams) 7

Dark chocolate (1 ounce/28 grams) 25–58

Chocolate milk 250 mL (1 cup) 5–8

Hot chocolate mix (1 envelope) 5

Coffee 250 mL (1 cup) Caffeine (mg)   

Filter, drip, brewed, or percolated 118–179

Instant, regular or flavoured 76–106

Decaffeinated 3

Instant, decaffeinated 5

Tea 250 mL (1 cup) Caffeine (mg)

Bag or leaf 50

Instant 15

Green tea 30

Iced 25            

Reference: Health Canada, Caffeine and Your Health. www.hc-sc.gc.ca/fn-an/securit/facts-faits/caf/caffeine_e.html.
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Conclusion
At times children may get very excited from hunger, lack of sleep, too much television, and not enough physical 
activity. These factors all affect behaviour.  

The best advice is make sure children:

• Get adequate sleep

• Have regular mealtimes

•	Eat a variety of nutritious foods according to Eating Well with Canada’s Food Guide

•	Avoid  too much processed foods

•	Avoid drinks and foods that contain caffeine

•	Be active

For copies of Eat Well with Canada’s Food Guide and Canada’s Physical Activity Guide to Healthy Active 
Living contact Toronto Public Health.

Where can I find more information? 
1. EatRight Ontario: 416-325-0510 or 1-877-510-5102

2. Health Canada: www.hc-sc.gc.ca 


