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• Globally, around 28% of children are living with overweight or obesity. In England, 21% 
of children are living with overweight or obesity (over the age of 5 years old)

• Children living in the most deprived parts of England are more than twice as likely to 
experience obesity than those in the least deprived

• Children with obesity are likely to have obesity in adulthood, as well as overall poor 
quality of life, poor self-esteem and a higher risk of developing diet-related diseases 

Overview

Childhood obesity (BMI above the 95th centile) 
[1] is determined through the National Child 
Measurement Programme (NCMP), which 
measures the height and weight of children in 
Reception (4-5 years) and Year 6 (10-11 years) 
to calculate a Body Mass Index (BMI) centile. 
NCMP provides insight into childhood obesity 
trends by ethnicity and area-level deprivation, 
which the government and local authorities use 
to inform local planning and delivery of 
appropriate services for children [2].

Obesity is determined by a complex range of 
factors, including diet, physical activity levels, 
genetics and the food environment [3]. 
Highstreets are flooded with cheap, less 
healthy options such as takeaways and fast-
food outlets [4], the marketing of less heathy 
food and drink negatively impacts dietary 
choices [5,6,7], especially in children, and the 
increasing prevalence of foods high in fat, sugar 
and/or salt (HFSS) in children’s diets has been 
associated with weight gain [8,9]. 

Experiencing obesity in childhood can have a 
significant impact on children’s mental health, 
affecting the child’s immediate health and 
increasing the risk and earlier onset of various 
diet-related diseases such as type 2 diabetes, 

cardiovascular disease and some types of 
cancer. Children with obesity are more likely to 
experience discrimination and bullying, have 
poorer school performance and poorer quality of 
life [10,11].

What does the evidence say?

• In England, 9.2% of Reception aged children 
have obesity, increasing to 22.7% of Year 6 
children [12].

• Obesity prevalence is higher in boys than girls 
for all age groups. 25.1% of Year 6 boys have 
obesity, compared to 20.1% of girls [13].

• Children from non-degree educated or single-
parent households are especially vulnerable 
to obesity [14].

• Children from ethnic minority groups living in 
the most deprived areas are almost twice as 
likely to have obesity compared to those living 
in the least deprived areas [13].

• Hospital admissions for children with obesity 
has almost tripled in a decade – from 3,370 in 
2012, to 9,431 in 2022 [15,16].

• Research suggests that increased exposure to 
fast food outlets near homes and schools is 
associated with higher obesity risk among UK 
children and adolescents [17]. 



Policy context

In a bid to halve childhood obesity by 2030, the 
Government introduced the Soft Drinks Industry 
Levy (SDIL) [18] as part of the first Childhood 
Obesity Plan in 2016. The levy encouraged soft 
drinks industry manufacturers to reduce the 
sugar content of their drinks and has removed 
45,000 tonnes of sugar from soft drinks in the UK 
[19]. One study found a positive association 
between the levy and a reduction in obesity 
among girls aged 10-11 years old, with the 
greatest reduction among the most deprived 
children [20]. Both the second chapter in 2018, 
and the National Obesity Strategy in 2020, 
included plans to restrict less healthy food and 
drink marketing on TV, online and in stores, 
however, only legislation to restrict the 
promotion of less healthy food and drink by 
location in stores and online was introduced in 
2022 [21]. The legislation seeks to take less 
healthy products out of the spotlight to 
discourage impulse purchases. Food Active and 
the Obesity Health Alliance uncovered that most 
stores were operating in the spirit of the law, but 
due to exemptions within the legislation, less 
healthy products are still visible to consumers 
across key locations online [22]. 

After winning the July 2024 election, the 
Labour government have pledged to make this 
generation of children the healthiest, 
promising to bring in the long-awaited 
legislation to restrict advertising of less healthy 
food and drink on TV and online media from 
October 1st 2025, a sales ban of high-caffeine 
energy drinks to children under 16 years old 
and limiting fast food outlets and takeaways 
opening near schools [23]. Locally, many local 
authorities have introduced healthier 
advertising policies across council owned sites 
and healthy schools' programmes.

Our position and what we will do

We will continue to support local authorities to 
adopt a whole systems approach to healthy 
weight by adopting the Local Authority Healthy 
Weight Declaration and support schools to 
commit to the Pledge for a Healthy and Active 
Future, a set of commitments designed to 
foster a healthy environment for pupils, staff 
and parents. We will work with national 
partners to engage with MPs across our 
network to galvanise support for policy 
measures to promote healthier weight in 
children and reduce health inequalities. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS
• Implement the legislation to protect child health and promote healthy weight, 

including the TV and online food and drink marketing restrictions and energy drinks 
sales ban to children 

• Build on the success of the SDIL - introduce a new levy on less healthy food and drink, 
ensuring all revenue raised is invested back into increasing access to healthy food

• Local authorities to implement a healthier advertising policy across council-owned 
sites and adopt the Local Authority Healthy Weight Declaration
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