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Abstract (198 words) 

Purpose of review:  The early origins of overweight and obesity and the opportunities for early prevention 

are explored.  

Recent findings: Overweight and obesity prevalence globally has increased at an alarming rate. No single 

intervention can halt the rise of the obesity epidemic. Particular attention is given to exploring causative 

factors and preventive measures in early life, when biological determinants of risk trajectories, feeding 

behaviour and dietary preferences are shaped. Some lifestyle and nutrition modifications in pregnancy 

and infancy can reduce subsequent obesity risk. Also postnatal infant gut colonisation may modify later 

obesity risk, but currently available evidence does not allow firm conclusions. Surprisingly, about 3.2 

times more systematic reviews (SR) than randomized clinical trials (RCTs) were published on 

“probiotics” and health, and even 7.9 times more SR than RCTs on “probiotics” and obesity, which is not 

helpful.   

Summary: Multiple research opportunities exist for exploring the early origins of obesity to contribute 

towards halting the rise in obesity prevalence. Exploring the early development of the microbiome in its 

complexity, its dependence on dietary and other exogenous factors, and its metabolic and regulatory 

functions is promising. Meaningful progress for obesity prevention can most likely be achieved by 

combining several strategies. 

 

Keywords:  Probiotics, microbiome, childhood obesity, early metabolic programming of health, 

developmental origins of adult health and disease  
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Text 1765 words 

Introduction 

Since the 1980ies, an alarming increase in the prevalence of overweight and obesity has occurred among 

adults, adolescents and children globally, not only in high income countries, but also in low and medium 

income countries around the world (1). This has resulted in major and global health challenges, because 

overweight and particularly obesity are associated with severe health consequences. These include insulin 

resistance, metabolic syndrome and diabetes mellitus, as well as other non-communicable diseases 

including hypertension, dyslipidemia, stroke and ischemic heart disease, steatohepatitis, musculocelatal 

and orthopedic disordes, gout, social stigmatisation, mental health problems, and some forms of cancer. 

The resulting burdens of disease and the health economic consequences are huge.  The loss of total life 

years and of healthy life years, respectively, due to overweight and obesity at the age of 20 to 39 years has 

been estimated from data of almost 4000 participants of the U.S. National Nutrition and Examination 

Survey (2). Overweight leads to the loss of 6 healthy life years, while severe obesity with a BMI <35 

causes the loss of 19 healthy life years (Fig. 1). It is estimated that in the European Union alone, obesity 

causes some 2.8 million premature deaths per year, and 7% of the health care expenses are spent for 

obesity and its consequences, with a rapidly increasing trend (3). The cost attributed only to diabetes as 

one of the main consequences of obesity have been estimated as € 2 391 per patient and year in Germany, 

of which 26.5% arise for costs of hyperglycaemia management and 73.5% (€ 1 758) for costs of the 

treatment of complications (4). 

While most of the consequences of obesity become apparent in adulthood, the underlying pathogenic 

process begins early in life. An estimated 42 million children worldwide are overweight or obese (5). In 

the European Union, already one in three children aged 6 to 9 years is overweight or obese (3). Most of 

these children will remain in the same or even higher BMI category during their adult life, resulting in 

significantly higher lifetime costs as compared to normal weight children (6). Therefore, obesity must be 

addressed already early in life. However, current approaches towards effective treatment and prevention 

of childhood obesity remain far less than satisfactory (7, 8). Hence, obesity prevalence continues to 

increase in many populations around the world. 

In their recent report, the Commission on Ending Childhood Obesity of the World Health Organisation 

concluded that no single intervention can halt the rise of the obesity epidemic (5). The Commission 

recommended that particular attention should be devoted to preventive measures in three sensitive periods 

of the life course, i.e. preconception and pregnancy, infancy and early childhood, and older childhood and 

adolescence. Similarly, a report of the U.S. Institute of Medicine concluded that efforts to prevent 

childhood obesity must begin before children enter the school system (9). The early periods of life offer 

particular opportunities at a time when biological determinants of risk trajectories, feeding behaviour and 

dietary preferences are shaped. This is exemplified by recently published data from the Early Childhood 

Longitudinal Study in 7738 children in the USA. The annual incidence of obesity was highest at the 

Kindergarten age with 5.4% and fell to 1.7% per year between the fifth and eight grades of school (10). 

Incident obesity up to the age of 14 years was 4 times higher if children were overweight by the age of 5 

years, as compared to normal weight during pre-school age. A high birthweight >4 kg, as compared to a 

lower birthweight, induced a 5,1fold higher risk of becoming overweight by the eighth school grade (10). 
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Early programming of the later obesity risk 

Early lifestyle and nutrition during the period of marked developmental plasticity in the first about 1000 

days of life (270 days of pregnancy and 2 times 365 days of the first two postnatal years) induces marked 

programming effects on long-term health until old age, including the risks of adiposity, obesity and 

associated disorders such as diabetes (11, 12). Early environmental cues, including nutrition, modulate 

cytogenesis, organogenesis, metabolic and endocrine response, pre- and postnatal growth trajectories, and 

the epigenetic regulation of gene expression (Fig. 2). Current research on early prevention of obesity risk 

focusses on three key hypotheses of early nutrition programming of later obesity and increased body fat 

content (adiposity) (13, 14). The “Fuel mediated in utero Hypothesis” stipulates that fetal exposure to an 

excess of fuels (e.g. glucose, fatty acids), that can result from maternal obesity or diabetes, enhances fetal 

weight and body fat gain and leads to increased obesity and associated non-communicable diseases 

(NCD) later in life. The “Accelerated Postnatal Growth Hypothesis” links rapid weight gain in infancy 

and early childhood to an increased risk of later obesity and other NCD. The “Mismatch Hypothesis” 

describes that a mismatch of low prenatal weight gain and low birthweight, along with high postnatal 

weight gain, markedly increases later disease risk (11).  

Considerable evidence now supports these three hypotheses. Maternal obesity has been linked to 

increased infant birthweight and body fat content, increased later obesity risk, and significantly shorter 

life expectancy of the child. Prevention appears possible. For example, in the randomized controlled 

LIMIT trial, three face to face sessions counselling overweight women during pregnancy to encourage 

regular physical activity and to limit the dietary intake of sugars and dietary fat achieved a significant 

reduction of high infant birthweight >4 kg by 19% (15). This is considered a major benefit, since a 

birthweight > 4kg was shown to increase obesity risk in adulthood about twofold (16). Numerous studies 

also link high weight gain in infancy and in the second year of life to an approximately doubled risk of 

obesity up to adulthood (17). Breastfeeding reduces the likelihood of both high early weight gain and later 

obesity (18). Several meta-analyses of large cohort studies reveal that breast feeding reduces the risk of 

later by about 12-24%, compared to conventional bottle feeds (19-21). The risks for later obesity linked 

with formula-feeding can be attenuated by improving the composition of infant formula. In a large 

multicentric, randomized double-blind clinical trial funded by the European Commission, we 

demonstrated that feeding formulae with a lesser protein content, more similar to the protein content of 

human milk, normalizes early weight gain relative to breastfed infants, and it markedly reduces obesity 

risk at school age 2.4-2.9 fold (22, 23). Further opportunities exist during the complementary feeding 

period by avoiding overfeeding as well as excessive intakes of sugar and dairy protein (24). 

Early modification of the microbiome as a means for reducing obesity risk? 

The postnatal colonisation of the infant gut with bacteria begins immediately after birth and matures until 

about two years of age. Early exposure to different bacteria, dietary composition, birth by caesarean 

section, treatment with antibiotics and other factors can have lasting effects on this colonisation of the gut 

and potential biological and health consequences. Studies in rodents demonstrated a marked influence of 

gut bacteria on body weight development and body fat deposition pointing towards a great potential of 

modifying obesity risk through supporting a protective microbiome. However, direct extrapolation of 

such rodent data to humans is inappropriate, in particular because the degree of scavenging energy from 

unabsorbed nutrients entering the colon for systemic use appears to be far greater in rodents than in 

humans on current Western diets. However, also observational studies in humans associated e.g. 

caesarean section and bacterial composition of stools with growth and body size (25). While data from 
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experimental models and observations in epidemiological studies contribute markedly to our scientific 

understanding, they do not suffice for drawing conclusions on causality and on benefits of interventions 

in humans. Controlled intervention studies of high quality and with adequate power are required to devise 

recommendations on policy and practice. But so far only few randomized and non-randomized studies 

have been published, with some methodological issues, which however provide some indications that the 

administration of certain bacteria (encapsulated or provided in the form of fermented yoghurt) might be 

beneficial for reducing body weight or body fat either in the recipient subjects, or in their offspring (26). 

The lack of consistent and fully convincing evidence in humans is sometimes overlooked due to the truly 

amazing plethora of systematic reviews that have been published in this area. A simple search in the 

PubMed database of the U.S. National Library of Medicine performed on 8 March 2016 using the search 

terms “probiotic* AND health”or “probiotic* AND obesity” combined with either “randomized clinical 

trial”or “systematic review” revealed 3.2 times as many systematic reviews (SRs) than original 

randomized trials (RCTs) on “health”, and even 7.9 times as many SRs than RCTs on “obesity” (Table 1). 

This is clearly inadequate and appears to reflect the widespread rather uncritical confidence in systematic 

reviews as the source of definite answers to pertinent questions, without critically analysing the 

limitations and heterogeneity of the studies on which such reviews are based. Often times the conclusions 

of systematic reviews and meta-analyses are considered to provide firm evidence and guidance for 

practice, even though the underpinning scientific evidence does not. One is tempted to conclude that 

currently we do not need more systematic reviews here, but we rather need a much stronger original 

research base of high quality. 

It is also worth noting that the term “probiotics” is still very widely used in related publications, even 

though one has no reason to expect that the multitude of different bacterial strains and interventions 

included under this term would induce similar biological effects. In fact, the European Commission has 

banned the use of „probiotic“ for food products as an unacceptable health claim, along with the use of 

terms such as “living” or “active” bacteria, given that any possible effects on health can only be 

characterised for specific bacterial strains in defined dosages and under defined conditions of use, but not 

for a product category of “probiotics” as a whole.  

 

Conclusions 

The European Action Plan on Childhood Obesity has identified eight key areas that should receive 

particular attention with regards to addressing the challenge of childhood obesity. These include i.a. the 

support of a healthy start into life, the need to monitor and evaluate potential preventive strategies, and 

the need to increase research in this area. Multiple research opportunities exist for exploring the numerous 

factors related to the early origins of obesity, which may inform future strategies towards halting the rise 

in obesity prevalence (Fig. 3). In this context, exploring the effects of the early development of the 

microbiome is a promising area that should receive further attention. It appears worthwhile to explore not 

only the impact of supplementing single bacterial strains, but to invest more in exploring the biological 

complexity of the gut microbiome, the dependence of this ecosystem on dietary and other exogenous 

factors, and its metabolic and regulatory functions. One would consider that the likelihood of achieving 

meaningful progress is higher through the combination of several strategies (Fig. 3), rather than by 

focussing an isolated single strategy. 
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Table 1:  Results of a literature search in the PubMed database of the U.S. National Library of Medicine 

performed on 8 March 2016 using the search terms using the search terms “probiotic* AND health”or 

“probiotic* AND obesity” with either “randomized clinical trial”or “systematic review” revealed 3.2 

times as many systematic reviews (SR) than randomized clinical trials (RCTs). 

 Probiotics and health Probiotics and obesity 

Systematic reviews (SR) 1597 244 

Randomized clinical trials (RCT) 498 244 

Ratio SR/RCT 3.21 7.87 
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Figure 1: Loss of life years (grey bars) and of healthy life years (black bars) in men (left panel) and 

women (right panel) aged 20 to 39 years by category of the body mass index (BMI).  Overweight leads to 

the loss of 6 healthy life years, severe obesity with a BMI <35 to the loss of 19 healthy life years. 

Drawn from data of (2). 
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Figure 2:  Environmental cues such as nutrition during sensitive pre- and postnatal periods of 

developmental plasticity can modulate cyto- and organogenesis, metabolic and endocrine response, and 

the epigenetic regulation of gene expression, and thereby modulate long-term health, performance and 

disease risk. Redrawn after (11). 
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Figure 3: Multiple research opportunities exist for exploring the numerous factors related to the early 

origins of obesity, and which may inform future strategies towards halting the rise in obesity prevalence. 

It appears likely that progress can be achieved the combination of several strategies, rather than by an 

isolated single strategy.  
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