
Healthy weight: Factors that may influence a child’s weight status 

In England two-thirds of adults are either overweight or obese1. In the last 20 years 

obesity prevalence has increased – the most recent figures estimate that 24% men and 26% 

women are obese but in 1993 only 13% men and 16% women were obese2. In addition 30% of 

children aged 2-15 years are overweight or obese (Health Survey for England, 2010). The 

National Obesity Observatory says “once established, obesity is notoriously difficult to treat so 

prevention and early intervention are very important” but research shows that parents often may 

fail to recognise overweight in their children3 and that healthcare professionals tend to 

underestimate overweight and obesity in children4. 

 

In an effort to help more of the population achieve and maintain a healthier weight healthcare staff 

may promote healthy lifestyle choices, even to the parents of young children. Staff are encouraged 

to monitor a child’s growth from birth and speak with parents or carers about a child’s growth 

expectations or weight status and steps that may help all the whole family to develop a healthier 

lifestyle. Note: the weight status of a child should be assessed by a local healthcare professional 

(such as a GP, practice nurse, school nurse or health visitor).  

 

Researchers have recognised a variety of factors5  which may help staff to identify children who 

could benefit from healthy lifestyle advice from a very young age. These factors include: 

 Weight status of parent/carer - if either parent/carer is obese a child may be more likely to 

develop an unhealthy weight in future (influenced by nature and/or nurture) 

                                                            
1 Weight status in adults is assessed using Body Mass Index (BMI), a calculation that accounts for the height and weight 
of individuals – healthy weight = BMI25-29.9, Overweight = BMI 30-34.9, Obesity = BMI 35+ 
2 Health and Social Care Information Centre (2012) Health Survey for England 2011 Trend Tables  
https://catalogue.ic.nhs.uk/publications  
3 Rietmeijer-Mentink et al (2013) Difference between parental perception and actual weight status of children: a 
systematic review Maternal and Child Nutrition 9 (1): 3-22 
4 Smith et al (2008) Can we recognise obesity clinically? Achives of disease in childhood 93 (12): 1065-6 
5 NOO (2011) BERTIE: Babies and Early years Risk – Trying to Implement the Evidence www.noo.org.uk 



 Excessive infant weight gain - families should be encouraged to maintain a child’s weight 

along the centile on which they were born - weight gain upwards and across weight 

centiles is not recommended – in addition,  “catch-up growth” is not recommended (even 

for small-for-gestational-age babies) 

 High birth weight - there is a significant association between higher birth weight and higher 

weights in childhood 

 Maternal smoking during pregnancy - due to associated unhealthy behaviours and socio-

economic status 

Other factors that may influence the weight status of children include:   

 Excess gestational weight gain, gestational diabetes 

 Teenage mother, limited maternal education, poverty  

 Bottle feeding, early introduction to solids (before 6 months) and poor sleep patterns 

 Arrival of a new baby may increase risk of overweight and obesity for older siblings, 

including toddlers (1-2 years) 

 Some ethnic backgrounds (including Asian and Black) have a higher predisposition to 

obesity  

 Clinical observation confirms that some endocrine disorders are associated with obesity  

 

Children who are an unhealthy weight may suffer health effects such as: 

 Increased risk of developing bone and joint problems 

 Disturbed sleep and fatigue and children may suffer sleep apnoea 

 Social and psychological problems, such as low self-esteem, depression, anxiety, or 

stigmatization and children may suffer bullying, teasing or discrimination by peers 



 Increased likelihood of risk factors for cardiovascular disease, such as high cholesterol, 

high blood pressure6, or diabetes7 

 

To learn more about healthy lifestyle choices, including healthy eating and physical activity for 

young children and the whole family, see your local council website for details of local activities 

and services or see national websites for lots of helpful advice and tips.  

www.nhs.uk/livewell  www.nhs.uk/change4life  
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6 Freedman et al (2007) Cardiovascular risk factors and excess adiposity among overweight children and adolescents: 
the Bogalusa Heart Study Journal of Pediatrics 150(1):12–17 
7 Li et al (2009) Prevalence of pre-diabetes and its association with clustering of cardiometabolic risk factors and 
hyperinsulinemia among US adolescents: NHANES 2005–2006. Diabetes Care 32:342–347 


