
STORY AT-A-GLANCE

Your heart health story begins long before your first solid meal — even before birth. The

foods you and your parents were exposed to during your earliest days shape how your

metabolism, blood vessels, and energy systems function for the rest of your life. Early
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Babies exposed to less sugar during pregnancy and early childhood have dramatically

lower risks of heart disease, stroke, and diabetes later in life, showing that the first 1,000

days shape lifelong cardiovascular health



A large BMJ study found that those born under postwar sugar rationing had up to 31%

lower risk of stroke and 27% lower risk of dying from heart disease, with the strongest

benefits seen when sugar restriction lasted through infancy



Early sugar restriction helps prevent fetal hyperglycemia and inflammation that damage

developing blood vessels, leading to stronger heart function, smoother blood flow, and

better blood pressure regulation in adulthood



Most U.S. infant formulas contain added sugars equal to about two cans of soda per day

for a formula-fed baby, yet labels don’t disclose these ingredients — leaving parents

unaware of the hidden metabolic risks



Parents can safeguard their child’s heart and metabolism by breastfeeding or making

homemade formula, delaying all added sugars for the first two years, and modeling

healthy eating habits at home



https://www.mercola.com/forms/background.htm


nutrition programs your body's "operating system," determining whether it runs efficiently

or struggles under the strain of sugar overload.

When infants are regularly fed added sugars instead of the natural lactose found in

breast milk, their developing organs learn to crave quick energy rather than balance it.

This triggers hormonal and metabolic shifts that set the stage for inflammation, insulin

resistance, and high blood pressure — silent precursors to heart disease decades later.

Today, this process starts earlier than ever. Many infant formulas and processed foods

designed for babies are loaded with sugars that exceed what even adults should

consume. These early exposures don't just influence taste preferences; they shape how

the body handles fuel and stores fat throughout life.

Limiting Sugar Early Builds a Stronger, More Resilient Heart

A study published in The BMJ examined 63,433 adults in the UK Biobank who were born

between 1951 and 1956. The researchers wanted to know if being exposed to

government sugar rationing during the first 1,000 days of life — beginning at conception

— was linked to better heart health decades later.  Because sugar rationing was in place

during and after World War II, it created a "natural experiment" where some children

were born into low-sugar conditions while others were not.

• Participants exposed to sugar rationing had far lower rates of heart disease as

adults — Adults who lived their earliest months or years under sugar rationing had

20% lower overall risk of cardiovascular disease.

The same group also had a 25% lower risk of heart attack, 26% lower risk of heart

failure, 24% lower risk of atrial fibrillation (irregular heartbeat), and 31% lower risk

of stroke compared to those who were born after rationing ended. Their risk of

dying from heart disease later in life was 27% lower. These results remained strong

even after accounting for differences in genetics, parental health, income, and

smoking habits.
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• The longer the exposure to sugar restriction, the stronger the benefit — Those who

experienced rationing both in the womb and up to two years after birth saw the

greatest protection. In this group, heart disease onset was delayed by an average of

2.5 years. This time-based effect shows that your body's early "training" in handling

sugar leaves a lasting imprint on how your metabolism and cardiovascular system

function throughout life.

• Cardiac imaging revealed stronger heart function decades later — Among

participants who underwent MRI scans as adults, those who had been exposed to

sugar rationing had slightly higher left ventricular ejection fraction — the percentage

of blood the heart pumps with each beat — and a greater stroke volume, meaning

their hearts pushed more blood through the body per contraction.

Though these differences were small, they suggest better long-term heart efficiency

and resilience. Those exposed to early sugar restriction not only had fewer heart

problems but also lived longer, showing a 23% reduction in all-cause mortality. In

other words, less sugar early in life translated into a longer, healthier lifespan.

• Reduced rates of diabetes and high blood pressure explained part of the benefit —

When researchers analyzed how sugar restriction influenced disease pathways,

they found that lower rates of diabetes and high blood pressure accounted for

about one-third of the reduced risk of cardiovascular disease. Birth weight

explained only a small fraction — about 2% — of the difference, suggesting that

early nutrition quality, not just birth size, shaped long-term health.

• Limiting sugar exposure helps prevent fetal hyperglycemia — This is when the

fetus is exposed to high maternal blood sugar. High sugar levels increase oxidative

stress and trigger inflammation, which interfere with the development of blood

vessels and heart muscle. Early sugar restriction, in contrast, helps maintain

healthy nitric oxide levels and better vascular elasticity, supporting smoother blood

flow and stable blood pressure for life.

https://articles.mercola.com/sites/articles/archive/2025/10/04/type-2-diabetes-alters-heart-energy-structure.aspx


During rationing, adults averaged less than 40 grams of sugar per day, while

children under 5 consumed less than 15 grams — nearly identical to today's World

Health Organization guideline that free sugars stay below 10% of total calories. For

expectant mothers and parents, following similar limits today could set your child's

metabolism and heart health on the right path for decades to come.

Early Sugar Limits Also Reduce Diabetes and High Blood
Pressure

An earlier study used the same natural experiment in postwar Britain to analyze how

early-life exposure to sugar rationing affected the risk of developing Type 2 diabetes and

high blood pressure decades later.

The researchers found that babies conceived or born when sugar was still rationed had

dramatically better metabolic health as adults. Those exposed in the womb and infancy

had a 35% lower risk of Type 2 diabetes and a 20% lower risk of high blood pressure

compared to those born after sugar restrictions ended.

• Participants exposed to sugar restriction showed slower disease development over

time — On average, adults who had limited early sugar intake developed diabetes

four years later and high blood pressure two years later than their peers who were

born after rationing ended.

• The benefits were strongest when sugar restriction lasted beyond six months after

birth — The researchers observed that once rationing ended and sugar intake

surged, those who had already transitioned to solid foods were more vulnerable to

later disease.

By contrast, infants who spent their first six months or more under low-sugar

conditions — meaning their weaning foods were not sweetened — retained the

greatest protection. This aligns with modern guidance that infants under 2 years old

should consume no added sugars.
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• The study revealed a clear dose-response relationship between early sugar

exposure and later disease — The longer and more completely babies avoided

added sugars during their first 1,000 days, the better their health as adults.

This finding rules out coincidence and supports the idea of "metabolic

programming" — the process where early nutrition permanently influences how

genes regulate metabolism, insulin sensitivity, and blood pressure control. Each

extra month of low-sugar exposure translated to measurable improvement in long-

term metabolic outcomes.

Most Infant Formulas Contain Sugar Levels Equivalent to Two
Sodas a Day

An analysis published in the Journal of Food Composition reviewed ingredient labels

and carbohydrate sources in dozens of popular infant formula brands sold in the U.S.

The investigation found that many formulas contain as much sugar as two cans of soda

— up to 60 grams per day for an average-fed infant.

In addition to added sugars, commercial infant formula is full of seed oils, which cause

metabolic dysfunction and excessive weight gain. For a developing baby, this represents

not only empty calories but a powerful metabolic stressor during the most vulnerable

period of growth.

• Experts warned that these sugars harm brain, gut, and immune development —

Added sugars digest quickly, causing sharp spikes in blood sugar and insulin that

interfere with normal energy balance and hormone signaling.

Researchers called sugar-laden formulas a "metabolic nightmare for infants," noting

that they strip away the benefits of lactose — a slow-digesting natural milk sugar —

and replace them with fast-burning sugars that encourage fat storage and

inflammation. Unlike lactose, which nourishes beneficial gut bacteria and helps the

body absorb minerals like calcium and magnesium, added sugars undermine the

very systems that keep metabolism steady.
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• Lactose-based formulas were almost completely absent from the U.S. market — Of

73 formulas tested, only five relied primarily on natural lactose — and none of those

remain available in the U.S. Most brands used high-fructose corn syrup (HFCS) or

starch-based carbohydrates. The researchers described the findings as evidence of

a broken formula market that directly contradicts the recommendations of health

officials, which advise zero added sugars for children under age 2.

• Parents are largely unaware of the problem because labels conceal the truth — The

U.S. Food and Drug Administration requires formula companies to disclose 30

nutrients on their labels, but "added sugars" is not one of them. Only total

carbohydrate content is required to be listed, leaving parents unable to distinguish

between natural lactose and added sweeteners.

As a result, many families unknowingly feed their infants formulas that exceed

healthy sugar levels by several times. The U.S. government has also reportedly

interfered with infant formula regulations in multiple countries, likely weakening

health protections to benefit manufacturers' sales.

How to Protect Your Child's Heart and Metabolic Health from the
Start

The science is clear — what a baby eats in the first 1,000 days sets the stage for how

their metabolism, heart, and blood vessels function for decades. The good news is that

small, consistent changes in your choices today completely reshape that future.

Whether you're pregnant, breastfeeding, or bottle-feeding, the goal is the same: nourish

your baby in a way that stabilizes blood sugar, supports steady energy, and protects their

developing organs from sugar overload.

1. Start before birth by limiting added sugars in your own diet — If you're expecting,

your baby's first exposure to sugar comes from your bloodstream. When you eat

sweetened foods or drinks, that glucose crosses the placenta and raises your

baby's insulin levels, which programs them to store fat and crave sugar later in life.

https://articles.mercola.com/sites/articles/archive/2025/01/10/how-hfcs-fuels-tumor-growth.aspx
https://articles.mercola.com/sites/articles/archive/2024/09/16/us-meddles-infant-formula-regulations-worldwide.aspx
https://articles.mercola.com/sites/articles/archive/2025/04/22/breastfeeding-gut-and-heart-health-benefits.aspx


Aim to get your sweetness from fruit instead of refined sugar, and skip processed

snacks and sweetened beverages. Think of this as building your baby's metabolic

foundation — every low-sugar meal strengthens it.

2. Breastfeed or make homemade infant formula whenever possible — Breast milk is

naturally balanced — it contains lactose, a slow-digesting milk sugar that supports

healthy brain, gut, and immune development. It also provides beneficial fats and

proteins that keep your baby's metabolism stable.

There's no doubt that breast milk is the best first food you can give your child, but if

breastfeeding isn't possible, making homemade infant formula using whole, natural

ingredients is the next best option.

Below is my preferred dairy-based formula, which will make 36 ounces of milk. If

you need to make large batches to last several days, you can do so, but make sure

to freeze the finished product. For children who are unable to tolerate milk proteins,

I recommend trying my hypoallergenic milk formula instead.

Healthy Homemade Infant Formula

Procedure

1. Warm 1 7/8 cups of filtered water (to get this amount, measure out 2 cups

of water and remove 2 tablespoons) over medium heat.

2. Add 2 teaspoons of grass fed beef gelatin and 4 tablespoons of lactose to

the water; occasionally stir until dissolved.

3. Place 2 cups of raw organic whole cow's milk into a clean glass blender.

Add the remainder of ingredients to the blender:

• 1/4 cup of liquid homemade whey (You can visit the Weston A. Price

Foundation's website for their homemade whey recipe )5
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• 2 to 3 tablespoons of raw cream

• 1/4 teaspoon acerola powder

• 1/4 teaspoon bifidobacterium infantis (a probiotic)

• 2 teaspoons Frontier Brand nutritional yeast flakes

• 1/2 teaspoon high-quality non-fermented cod liver oil. You could

substitute the cod liver oil with wild-caught Alaskan Salmon oil or krill

oil

• 1 teaspoon coconut oil

• 1 teaspoon organic ghee

4. Remove the pot of water from the stove. Add 2 teaspoons of coconut oil

and 1/4 teaspoon high-vitamin butter oil to the water to melt. Once

melted, add the water mixture to the blender ingredients and blend for

about three to five seconds.

5. Pour the blended ingredients into glass jars or glass baby bottles and

refrigerate. Before feeding, warm the formula by placing the glass bottle

in a pot of hot water. A baby bottle warmer can also be used. Never

microwave infant formula, as this will destroy many valuable nutrients and

enzymes and pose a burn risk.

3. Delay your baby's exposure to added sugars as long as possible — Once solids are

introduced, keep all sweetened foods and drinks off the menu for at least the first

two years. This trains your baby's palate to appreciate natural flavors. When you

avoid added sugars early, you help your child develop self-regulation and reduce

their lifetime risk of diabetes, obesity, and heart disease. Try steaming fruits or

vegetables for sweetness instead of reaching for packaged snacks.



4. Focus on nutrient-dense, whole foods that support energy balance — A balanced

early diet should include healthy fats like grass fed butter, coconut, and egg yolks,

which fuel the brain and stabilize blood sugar. Include magnesium- and potassium-

rich foods such as bananas, leafy greens, and squash to support heart rhythm and

blood pressure. If you're breastfeeding, your own nutrient intake matters too — what

you eat directly shapes the quality of your milk.

5. Rebuild your family's sugar environment, starting with your own habits — Your baby

learns from what you eat and what's in your home. If your pantry is filled with

sweetened cereals, snack bars, and flavored drinks, that becomes their normal.

Start by cleaning out ultraprocessed foods and replacing them with simple, whole

ingredients — fresh fruit, raw grass fed yogurt, and pastured eggs.

When you model a healthy lifestyle, your child grows up seeing that real food tastes

better and feels better. This not only protects their metabolism but also strengthens

your own energy, focus, and heart health — making your home the healthiest

classroom they'll ever have. By taking these steps, you're programming your child's

metabolism for strength, focus, and longevity. Early action gives your child a

lifelong advantage that no supplement or medication can replace.

FAQs About Early Sugar Exposure

Q: Why does early sugar exposure affect heart health later in life?

A: Your baby's first 1,000 days — from conception to about age 2 — are when their

metabolism, blood vessels, and heart are programmed for life. Too much sugar

during this window overwhelms developing organs, raising insulin and triggering

inflammation that sets the stage for high blood pressure, heart disease, and

diabetes decades later

Studies show that limiting sugar early permanently strengthens cardiovascular

function and lowers the risk of heart attack, stroke, and heart failure.



Q: How much sugar is safe for infants and toddlers?

A: Health authorities recommend no added sugars for children under 2 years old.

Babies thrive on natural milk sugars (lactose) found in breast milk — not on added

sweeteners like corn syrup, maltodextrin, or sucrose found in commercial formulas.

Keeping sugar close to zero during infancy supports stable blood sugar and lifelong

metabolic balance.

Q: What did the research find about sugar rationing and adult heart disease?

A: According to a large BMJ study of more than 63,433 adults born during and after

World War II, those who spent their first 1,000 days under sugar rationing had up to

31% lower risk of stroke, 27% lower risk of dying from heart disease, and a 23%

lower risk of all-cause mortality.  The longer they lived with restricted sugar

exposure — especially during pregnancy and early childhood — the stronger the

protection for their hearts later in life.

Q: Why are most U.S. infant formulas considered unhealthy?

A: A 2025 analysis published in the Journal of Food Composition and Analysis found

that most U.S. formulas are made primarily with added sugars, not lactose.  Many

deliver as much sugar as two cans of soda a day to a formula-fed infant, along with

damaging seed oils. Because labels only list total carbohydrates — not added sugars

— parents are often unaware.

These formulas overload babies with fast-digesting sugars that harm gut health,

encourage fat storage, and increase the risk of obesity, diabetes, and heart disease.

Q: What are the healthiest feeding choices for my baby?
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A: Breastfeeding is ideal — it naturally provides lactose, healthy fats, and immune-

supportive nutrients. If that isn't possible, making homemade formula with natural

ingredients that mimic breast milk is the best alternative. Beyond milk feeding,

introduce whole foods like egg yolks, coconut, and cooked vegetables instead of

sweetened snacks. Avoid added sugars entirely in the first two years, and model

those habits yourself, because your baby learns their lifelong eating cues from you.
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