Experts launch new report on Childhood Obesity
 New research reveals the social consequences of being overweight 
more feared than dangers to health
Monday 31st March 2008: Children think being healthy means looking good, according to a new report launched today in Dublin, ‘The Voice of Young People’. The report was developed as part of the Pfizer ‘Way2Go’ initiative which aims to tackle childhood obesity in Ireland. The report incorporates the results of qualitative research conducted with Irish children aged 10-14 years in relation to their attitudes to diet, nutrition and exercise. 
Children were found to be more concerned with the social consequences of being overweight or obese than they are about the health implications of these conditions. To them, a healthy diet is one that means they will not gain weight – not one that delivers the right balance of nutrients and food groups. Other research has shown that children as young as four can have a strong prejudice against overweight people1 and ‘The Voice of Young People’ found that the children expressed little sympathy with people who are overweight. The perception is that such people are lazy, spending all their time watching TV and are therefore responsible for their condition.

Speaking at the launch Professor Patrick Wall, Associate Professor of UCD School of Public Health and Population Science, said: “Obesity in children has reached epidemic levels in Ireland, with many overweight children going on to become overweight adults. The consequences of obesity are far reaching, with it potentially leading to increased health problems such as diabetes, heart disease, high blood pressure and joint problems.  This Report uncovers some interesting findings around children’s attitudes to diet, lifestyle and obesity and forms a basis for moving forward to tackle this serious issue with greater information and understanding.”
For children who took part in this research, being healthy is very closely aligned to being physically fit and active / playing sports / engaging in outdoor activities. Weight and size tend to be the barometer of health for children. Similarly, the consequences of eating ‘unhealthy’ food are deterioration in one’s appearance whether through weight-gain, spotty or greasy skin and rotten teeth. It was found that the internal effects of unhealthy foods are not given much consideration by these children.
Nutritionist Paula Mee, who spoke at the launch event, also commented; “Proper nutrition in childhood can reinforce lifelong eating habits that contribute to a child’s overall well-being and help them grow to their full potential and maintain a healthy life. Parents and schools can work together to provide the best opportunity for our children to grow and develop. A healthy, balanced diet combined with an active lifestyle is paramount in maintaining a healthy weight.  Unfortunately today in Ireland many children do little exercise and eat a diet that contains too much of the wrong types of food.”
Participating children were asked to work with their families to come up with ways they might lead healthier and more active lives. The top ten ideas for a healthy family among primary school children were: 1. Exercise regularly: 2. eat plenty of fruit and vegetables (5 portions per day); 3. Walk instead of drive to school and work; 4. Eat less fast food, sweets and junk; 5. Drink plenty of water; 6. Eat healthy home-cooked meals; 7. Don’t smoke; 8. Eat a healthy breakfast; 9. Spend less time watching TV or on the computer; 10. Spend time exercising together as a family. 
For secondary school children the priorities were: 1. Exercise daily; 2. eat plenty of fruit and vegetables; 3. eat well, a balanced diet; 4. drink 6/8 glasses of water daily; 5. eat less takeaway and junk foods; 6. healthy family meals – meat and fresh vegetables; 7. play sports – join a team or club; 8. fewer sweets and less sugar; 9. Eat a healthy breakfast; 10. Spend less time watching TV/ more time bonding with the family.

The findings of the Report suggest sports and active play are key mechanics through which children of this age socialise. Skipping, chasing, hide and seek, football in the garden are fundamental to the way this group gets exercise. Children who engaged in team sports or activities were likely to be more active than children who took part in individual sports like swimming and horse-riding. This is believed to be due to the structured timetable of “practice days” and “match days” which encourages a minimum of two days where participating children exceed the recommended activity levels.
‘The Voice of Young People’ found that children demonstrated a high level of consistency in sorting healthy foods from unhealthy foods. However, when they were given the option between nutritious lunch options and meals with high-sugar contents, they tended towards the unhealthier options. 
Where family meals were eaten, they were found to contain a balanced diet. Though in a considerable number of focus groups, particularly low socio-economic groups, children reported eating two and sometimes three takeaway meals a week. During the day, children’s eating times were structured by the school timetable and the school environment. School policy also appears to play an important role in influencing eating and dietary habits. Devices such as time-locks on vending machines prevent students from using the machines outside of designated times. 

Mr. David Gallagher, Managing Director, Pfizer Healthcare Ireland, said; “Going forward we will continue to develop the Pfizer ‘Way2Go’ initiative in partnership with schools, parents and relevant organisations, with the objective of improving the health of children in Ireland. This research points to the importance of the interrelationship between the individual child, the school and the home environment in influencing attitudes and behaviour concerning children’s health.”  
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Editor’s notes:
· The research was undertaken by independent market research company, Drury Research, with twelve groups of children, six from primary school (fifth class) and six from secondary school (first year). Five of the six schools – Dublin, Newbridge and Cork – were mixed and selected schools were socially representative. 
· It is believed that there are in the region of 300,000 overweight and obese children on the Island of Ireland and this figure increases by 10,000 children each year. 
