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Has the pandemic had an impact on
child obesity?

There have been numerous reports of obesity levels in children rising
following the pandemic. New data show that two fifths of children aged 10-
11in England are overweight, which Diabetes UK says is "hugely concerning’.
While it will, undoubtedly, take some time to understand the true impact of
COVID-19 on children’'s mental and physical health, we can explore some of
the ways their weight and eating habits have been affected.

Nikki Joule, Policy Manager at Diabetes UK, says urgent action is needed to
improve children’s health: children living with obesity have a significantly
higher risk of type 2 diabetes, a condition which is known to have more
severe and acute consequences in young people.

Have child obesity levels increased following
the pandemic?

In short, the answer is: we don't know.

Information on childhood obesity in England is collected yearly through the
National Childhood Measurement Programme (NCMP). Their last
publication in October 2020 spanned the 2019/2020 school year. But as
schools were closed from March-June last year when the country entered
its first lockdown, the measurement programme was not carried out in full.

Collecting these data involves measuring the BMI of children in reception
and year six. The data are then collated by NHS Digital and published in the
autumn. There have been challenges around the use of BMI in children at
an individual level, but at a population level it's generally a very effective
way to monitor trends in child weight status.
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How child obesity could have increased over
lockdown

Most of our daily lives faced big changes as the world entered lockdown
last year. The country was advised by the government to stay home and
restrictions on social gatherings were implemented. Most children started
home-schooling, activity clubs were cancelled and playgrounds closed,
impacting on children’s health in a variety of ways.

Lack of exercise

Children’s physical activity certainly decreased during lockdown, as
opportunities for exercise and outdoor play were limited. Younger children
in particular get most of their physical activity from playing but, with
playgrounds closed off, their time spent being active decreased. Families
had to find new ways to keep their children active, mostly indoors or (if the
family had them) in gardens, but space and options were limited.
Opportunities for active travel, such as walking, cycling or scooting to
school or nursery also reduced. Not only is this likely to have impacted
children’s physical health, but also their mental well-being, particularly
those with little or no access to outside space.

Reduced income

The pandemic has led to a rise in unemployment levels and a decrease in
national income by 20%. By December 2020, almost 9 million people in the
UK had to borrow money due to the pandemic.

Reduced household incomes and rising food insecurity from the economic
fall-out of COVID-19 may have led to changes in family diets. Families may
have also had to make adjustments after losing access to breakfast clubs
and free school meals for their children. These changes to family diets are
often associated with foods with a higher calorific value and poor
nutritional value, because access to healthier food is limited and more
expensive.

Caroline Cerny, alliance lead at the Obesity Health Alliance, says an intense
focus is needed on closing the gap between the most and the least
deprived. This can ensure every child has an equal chance to grow up
healthy.
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"Childhood obesity rates are twice as high in the most deprived
communities compared to the least, highlighting that addressing obesity is
key to tackling health inequalities,” says Cerny.

Increased snacking

Several surveys have shown adults and young people reporting snacking
more in lockdown, and it would not be surprising if this extended to children
too. Again, snacks tend to include foods higher in calories, such as crisps,
sweets and biscuits.

Additionally, children spent more time in front of screens during lockdown,
whether it was watching TV, chatting with friends or studying online. This
potentially increased their exposure to adverts for fast food and takeaway
and delivery services, influencing young people'’s food choices and how
much they eat.

Has there been an increase in eating disorders?

While lockdowns are likely to have had an effect on young people's eating
habits, it's important to recognise the rise in young people seeking help
from eating disorder services.

Research conducted by Bupa UK found:

e 46% of teens surveyed altered their eating habits during lockdown.
e 84% admitted to restricting the food they ate for a sense of control.
e 41% reported the same feeling of control when they ate more.

e 132% increase for Google searches of ‘types of eating disorders’ over
the last year.
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Furthermore, Dr Agnes Ayton of Royal College of Psychiatrists reported that,
in her local area of Oxford, the number of patients admitted for urgent
inpatient referrals had gone up by 20-80% during the pandemic.

Other colleagues at the RCPCH have raised concerns about a rise in eating
disorders among children during lockdown, as paediatricians noticed a rise
in young people presenting with more severe symptoms.

Eating disorders (EDs) are complex mental illnesses that present
themselves in countless ways. There is never one single cause, even for
people with the same diagnosis. Therefore, the pandemic cannot be held
solely responsible for the surge in those seeking treatment, especially as a
multitude of factors is likely to have contributed to young people’s
struggles.

However, the statistics are alarming and the fallout of the pandemic’s
impact on EDs is likely to be an issue for years to come. The environment of
lockdowns and the pandemic generally exacerbated already existing
conditions for many with EDs, due to feeling a loss of control, heightened
anxiety and panic over all the possible outcomes. Life as we know it
changed drastically last year, so many elements could have been possible
triggers - these include job losses, bereavement, stress and illness.

What can be done now?

It will take some time to paint a full picture of the pandemic's impact on
children’s health, including child obesity levels.

NHS Digital is due to publish NCMP statistics in Autumn, but it is unclear how
the data collection will have been affected by school closures in 2021.

One step the government has taken in a bid to improve public health is
implementing restrictions on ‘junk’ food advertising and promotions. They
introduced a 9 pm watershed on ‘'unhealthy’ food adverts on TV, and
suggested a potential total restriction online.

Cerny supports the new restrictions and watersheds on advertising, saying:
‘Next we need the government to take stronger action to improve everyday
food and drink with a levy on food companies to incentivise them to
improve.’
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Joule goes on to explain how the government's plan to provide tailored
weight loss treatment in 15 clinics across the country is an important step in
tackling childhood obesity.

"Helping those at high risk can reduce their chances of developing the
condition. Children living in the most deprived areas are more than twice as
likely to be living with obesity than those in the least deprived, and the
pandemic has only exacerbated these inequalities. We hope these clinics
will target those most in need of support,” they say.

"The environment we live in is a major contributing factor to rising levels of
childhood obesity and, for too long, too many children have been exposed
to unhealthy food. Measures such as restricting promotion of junk food and
ensuring easier access to healthier food are vital if we are to reverse this
worrying trajectory, and guarantee healthier futures for the next
generation.”

When more evidence does come to light about the full impact of lockdown
on children’s health, evidence-based measures are an important step
towards protecting children’s health in the longer term. We should also
listen to children when they express concerns about their health, and
encourage them to talk about worries they have, in safe, non-judgemental
environments.

Disclaimer: This article is for information only and should not be used for the
diagnosis or treatment of medical conditions. Egton Medical Information Systems
Limited has used all reasonable care in compiling the information but makes no
warranty as to its accuracy. Consult a doctor or other healthcare professional for
diagnosis and treatment of medical conditions. For details see our conditions.
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