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A large number of epidemiological studies point to the protective health effects of healthy diet against chronic conditions among adults, such as cardiovascular diseases and certain forms of cancer. Studies related to the role of healthy diet on childhood diseases were reviewed and studies undertaken by the Department of Hygiene and Epidemiology of the Athens University Medical School in four main areas are presented:

a. The traditional Mediterranean life-style and eating patterns among adolescents residing in rural areas of Greece have been found to be associated with a favourable lipid profile compared to those living in urban settings. This may contribute to the very low incidence of coronary heart disease in these areas, given that a diet low in saturated fat reduces low-density lipoprotein, whereas a diet high in monounsaturated fat (e.g. olive oil) increases high-density-lipoprotein, namely leads to a lipid profile, that is favoring the prevention of coronary heart disease.
b.    Dental health status is related not only to oral hygiene habits but also to dietary factors. In particular, the traditional Mediterranean eating patterns were found to be associated with better dental health among Greek adolescents. More specifically: high consumption of raw fruits and vegetables has been found to be beneficial, because it stimulates the flow of saliva, which, in turn, increases plaque pH, prevents enamel demineralization and helps to clean dietary carbohydrates and food debris; a diet rich in cheese improves dental health by providing high amounts of calcium, the most important nutrient for dental health and protein, which protects against the development of caries by acting as a buffer and by reducing demineralization; whereas low consumption of non-milk extrinsic sugar and sweet foods is protective because consumption of fermented carbohydrates contributes to dental caries.
c.    The effects of exogenous factors -such as maternal diet- during pregnancy on normal fetal development have been extensively investigated. “Fatty fish”, an essential component of the Mediterranean diet, is rich in N-3 polyunsaturated fatty acids like alpha-linolenic acid, eicosaeptanoic acid and docosaexanoic acid, which are important for the normal brain development; they have been also associated with prolonged gestation and higher birth weight of the offspring. On the contrary, it was found that among Greek pregnant women, meat and meat products were related with increased risk for cerebral palsy in the offspring, whereas other studies show an association with the development of brain tumors, due to oncogenetic effects of the N-nitroso compounds. Other important components of the Mediterranean diet, such as cereals and legumes are also recommended for a healthy diet in pregnancy, because they are rich in folate, zinc, iron and protein. 
d.    The slight increase of the incidence of childhood leukaemia has not been adequately explored, but dietary maternal habits during pregnancy may play a role, given the association with birth weight. High maternal consumption of fruits, vegetables, fish and fish and seafood during pregnancy were found in our nationwide dataset to have a protective role against childhood acute lymphoblastic leukaemia, whereas meat and meat products as well as sugars and syrups showed a positive association with the disease.

In conclusion, a literature review and studies from Greece indicate that healthy dietary habits among children play a protective role against a several diseases and conditions associated with the quality of life.
