
Why is this issue important?
Obesity in childhood can cause social, psychological and health problems. It is linked to 

obesity later in life and poor health outcomes as an adult. Children who are at risk of 

obesity are twice as likely to develop type 2 diabetes.1 

Environmental and behavioural factors can increase the risk that a child is overweight. 

• Diet, physical activity and sedentary behaviour patterns are strongly associated

with body mass index (BMI).2

• Children with parents who are a healthy weight are less likely to be at risk of being

overweight than children of obese parents.2

The 2016 Scottish Health Survey reported that more than one-quarter of children, aged two 

to 15 years, were at risk of being overweight, with one in seven at risk of obesity.2,3  

Are there inequalities to consider?

Children living in deprived areas are more at risk of being overweight than those living in 

more affluent areas.  

Challenges and solutions 

Interventions to prevent and manage childhood obesity can be supported by changes to 

the environment in which children grow up.4 For example, reformulation of food and 

drinks high in fat, sugar and salt;5 restrictions on advertising/sponsorship from junk food 

retailers aimed at children through social media or at family and sporting events;6 and 

regulating portion size of out-of-home food.7 

 
 

Childhood obesity: 
A short evidence briefing 

This is one of a series of briefings produced by the Evidence for Action Team 
at NHS Health Scotland. The briefings accompany the ScotPHO Profiles, 
which are available at: www.scotpho.org.uk/comparative-health/profiles 

http://www.scotpho.org.uk/comparative-health/profiles


 
 

Prevention interventions 

A multi-component and holistic approach which aims to improve diet and physical activity 

in numerous areas of children’s lives, including the environment in which they live, is 

more likely to achieve long-term change than focusing on a single aspect of behaviour. 

Interventions that have shown positive effects are:4,7  

• integrating healthy eating, body image and physical activity into school curriculum 

• increased physical activity sessions/movement skills throughout the school week 

• improved nutritional quality of school food 

• environmental and cultural practices that support healthy food and physical activity 

• support for teachers (and other staff) to implement health promotion activities 

• parental support and home activities that encourage children to be more active, eat 

more healthily and reduce screen-based activities. 

 

Weight management programmes 

Weight maintenance rather than weight loss can be the goal of weight management 

programmes in children and adolescents, as their BMI will improve as they grow taller.8 

Better weight outcomes are associated with programmes that: 

• adopt a multi-component approach. Interventions that include dietary and physical 

activity elements along with behavioural strategies are more effective than single 

component programmes.9,10,11  

• target parents and children or whole families. Child-only interventions, particularly 

for younger children (under 12), are less effective in reducing BMI.10 Family-based 

programmes appear to be equally effective across the social gradient.12 

• are longer and more intense.10,13,14 Programmes lasting at least six months have 

been found to be more effective than shorter interventions.10,14 Higher contact time 

was also associated with increased effectiveness. 
 

Examples of positive action 

• The Daily Mile is a simple idea aimed at getting primary school children to 

exercise more. Introduced by a primary school head teacher, the daily mile asks 

every child to run 1 mile each day. The programme is free and easy to implement 

and teachers have reported improvements not just in pupils’ fitness but in 

concentration, mood and general wellbeing. 

https://thedailymile.co.uk/


 
 

• The Maternal and Early Years website has more examples: Child healthy weight 
and How can I help address inequalities and support child healthy weight? 

 

Main indicators† 

• Child obesity in Primary 1 (CYP, HWB). 

  
Linked indicators 

• Active travel to school (CYP). 

• Breastfeeding at 6–8 week review (CYP, HWB). 

• Maternal obesity (CYP). 

 
Resources 

• NHS Health Scotland’s e-learning. Raising the issue of child healthy weight. 

• Martin L, Bauld L, Angus K. Rapid evidence review. Impact of promotions on 
high fat, sugar and salt (HFSS) food and drink on consumer purchasing and 
consumption behaviour and the effectiveness of retail environment 
interventions. NHS Health Scotland; 2017. 

• NHS Health Scotland. Healthy, happy kids...Simple steps for a healthy weight 
at home. Edinburgh: NHS Health Scotland; 2016.  

• Mackison D. Evidence for interventions that reduce socio-economic 
inequalities in childhood obesity. NHS Health Scotland; 2015. 

• Castle A. SPICe briefing: Obesity in Scotland; 2015.  

• Mackie P, McCann A. Report of the Scottish Public Health Obesity special 
interest group: expert group on the development of the child healthy weight 
programme in Scotland. ScotPHO; 2014. 

• NICE. Obesity in children and young people: prevention and lifestyle weight 
management programmes [QS94]; 2015. 

• Scottish Government. A Healthier Future: Scotland’s Diet & Healthy Weight 
Delivery Plan. Edinburgh: SG; 2018.  

• NHS Health Scotland web page. Diet and obesity.   

• ScotPHO. Children and young people: key points.  

                                                      
† The letters in brackets indicate the profile the indicator can be found in: CYP = children and 
young people’s profile; HWB = health and wellbeing profile. 

http://www.maternal-and-early-years.org.uk/topic/5-8-years/child-healthy-weight
http://www.maternal-and-early-years.org.uk/how-can-i-help-address-inequalities-and-support-child-healthy-weight
https://elearning.healthscotland.com/course/view.php?id=314
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http://www.healthscotland.scot/publications/rapid-evidence-review-restriction-of-price-promotions
http://www.healthscotland.scot/publications/rapid-evidence-review-restriction-of-price-promotions
http://www.healthscotland.com/documents/4143.aspx
http://www.healthscotland.com/documents/4143.aspx
http://www.healthscotland.com/uploads/documents/26631-EfA%20Childhood%20Obesity%20briefing.pdf
http://www.healthscotland.com/uploads/documents/26631-EfA%20Childhood%20Obesity%20briefing.pdf
http://www.parliament.scot/parliamentarybusiness/85192.aspx
https://www.scotphn.net/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/2015_01_29_CHW_Report_to_Scottish_Government_Final.pdf
https://www.scotphn.net/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/2015_01_29_CHW_Report_to_Scottish_Government_Final.pdf
https://www.scotphn.net/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/2015_01_29_CHW_Report_to_Scottish_Government_Final.pdf
https://www.nice.org.uk/guidance/qs94
https://www.nice.org.uk/guidance/qs94
https://www.gov.scot/Publications/2018/07/8833/downloads
https://www.gov.scot/Publications/2018/07/8833/downloads
http://www.healthscotland.scot/health-topics/diet-and-obesity/obesity
http://www.scotpho.org.uk/population-groups/children-and-young-people/key-points/
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