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Abstract 

The examination of specific characteristics of eating habits in childhood and its influence on 

eating behaviours is needed to better understand the establishment of appetite-related eating 

behaviours. This study aimed to assess the association between eating frequency (EF) (main 

meals vs. snacks) at 4 and 7y and problematic eating behaviours and appetite-related eating 

behaviours at 7y. The analysis included 1359 children from the birth cohort Generation XXI 

who provided 3-day food diaries, at both ages, and complete information on the Child Eating 

Behaviour Questionnaire, at 7y. Problematic eating behaviours were assessed using parental 

perception of child’s poor eating (including not eating enough, eating too slow or overeating) at 

both ages. A time-of-day approach was used to distinguish main meals from snacks. A cross-

lagged analysis was performed to check the direction of the association between EF and parental 

concerns regarding problematic eating behaviours. Associations between EF and appetite-

related eating behaviours were evaluated through linear regression models. Between 4 and 7y a 

moderate tracking of EF was described as well as a strong tracking of parental concerns. We 

found a bidirectional relationship between EF and parental concerns. Prospectively, a higher 

frequency of snacks at 4y was independently associated with higher scores in ‘Desire to Drink’ 

at 7y (β=0.051, 95%CI:0.009;0.093). At 7y, a higher EF had a positive association with ‘Satiety 

Responsiveness’ but an inverse association with ‘Enjoyment of Food’ and ‘Food 

Responsiveness’. A higher number of main meals had a positive association with ‘Enjoyment of 

Food’ and ‘Food Responsiveness’. In conclusion, children who had more eating occasions seem 

to have more food-avoidance behaviours, traits that might protect these children from gaining 

excessive weight.  
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