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Plain language summary

The number of children who are obese is very high in many countries. Although countries are trying to tackle this
problem, the numbers are still rising. Why is childhood obesity a concern? We know that a child who is living with
obesity can experience poor physical health and mental health. This, in turn, can impact of their social and educational
development.

So, what types of strategies are being used to try and tackle childhood obesity? Which strategies are working better
than others? Most strategies are taking place in schools or the local community. They encourage healthy eating,
physical activity, or both. Some have been tested to see how well they work in a type of research experiment called a
randomised controlled trial. Randomised controlled trials are considered the gold standard of tests. In a big review that
we completed recently, we found over 200 randomised controlled trials that aimed to tackle obesity in children aged
5-18 years. We found that these strategies have small beneficial effects on average, but some worked much better than
others - but why?

We started by reading lots of research papers and developed a long list of key characteristics of strategies that might
make the difference - the ‘magic’ ingredients if you like. We then asked children, parents, schoolteachers and health
workers what they thought were the most important characteristics on the list and whether we had missed anything
off. Our final list of 12 key characteristics included things like whether the strategy was based in schools or in the home,
whether it targeted diet or physical activity and whether it included (what we called) a ‘fun factor’. We then used this
list to code the strategies in randomised controlled trials in our big review. Importantly, the children helped us with the
coding of the ‘fun factor’ to make sure we got it right.
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