
POSITION STATEMENT:
HEALTHY WEIGHT AND CHILDREN WITH SEND

KEY MESSAGES

• Children aged 5 – 16 years with SEND face a higher risk of both underweight and overweight, 
driven by, biological, behavioural and environmental factors.

• Children with SEND face multiple barriers to healthy weight, including limited inclusive physical 
activity, challenges with diet, and unequal access to tailored support.

• Policy and systems do not consistently reflect SEND-specific needs, leading to gaps in 
prevention and inconsistent support across services.

Overview
Children aged 5 – 16 years with special educational 
needs and disabilities (SEND) represent a diverse 
group, including those with learning disabilities, 
physical disabilities and neurodevelopmental 
conditions [1]. Children with SEND are more likely to 
experience challenges in achieving and maintaining 
a healthy weight, with some at increased risk of 
overweight or obesity and others at risk of 
underweight, depending on the nature and severity 
of their individual needs [2]. Higher prevalence of 
obesity has been observed among children with 
learning disabilities and autism [3], while some 
children with more complex needs may be at greater 
risk of underweight due to feeding difficulties and 
associated medical conditions [4].

Healthy weight in children with SEND is influenced 
by a complex interplay of biological, behavioural, 
environmental and social factors [5]. Feeding 
difficulties, including challenges with chewing or 
swallowing, sensory aversions to certain textures, 
tastes or smells, and anxiety or rigidity around trying 
new foods, as well as reliance on a limited range of 
foods can make it more challenging for some 
children to achieve a balanced diet [6], while family 
circumstances such as time constraints and 
financial pressures may further shape food choices 
and eating patterns [7]. Opportunities to be 
physically active are often limited due to a lack of 
inclusive provision and accessibility challenges, 
which can reduce participation in regular activity [7], 
while wider structural inequalities, including access 
to appropriate services and tailored support, can 
further limit opportunities to adopt and sustain 
healthy behaviours [8].
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What does the evidence say?

• Children with SEND who are a less healthy weight 
have an increased risk of both physical and 
mental impacts, including reduced wellbeing and 
quality of life [7].

• Children with autism and/or sensory processing 
differences are more likely to experience food 
selectivity, often preferring energy-dense, 
nutrient-poor foods [9].

• Medications commonly prescribed for some SEND 
conditions can influence appetite, metabolism 
and weight [7].

• Children with SEND are less likely to meet 
physical activity guidelines, often due to barriers 
such as lack of inclusive provision and 
inaccessible active travel opportunities [10].

• Children with SEND are often less likely to be able 
to benefit from standard active travel initiatives 
where routes, infrastructure, equipment or 
support are not accessible or inclusive, limiting 
opportunities for everyday physical activity [10].

• Children with SEND who are a less healthy weight 
may experience the compounding impacts of 
stigma, discrimination and social isolation [7].

• Children from more deprived areas are less likely 
to access appropriate SEND support which can 
lead to unmet needs around diet, sensory 
processing and physical activity which can lead to 
less healthy weight and widening health 
inequalities [8].

• Successful weight management interventions for 
children with SEND involve individualisation, 
including tailoring dietary and behavioural 
interventions to account for needs such as 
sensory sensitivities, communication differences, 
and cognitive ability [11]. 
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Policy context

In England, children’s healthy weight is a recognised 
public health priority in the Childhood Obesity 
Strategy [12] and the National Child Measurement 
Programme (NCMP) [13]. However, these largely 
address the child population as a whole and, while 
children with SEND are included in population-level 
initiatives, their distinct needs, barriers, and higher 
risk of overweight and obesity are not consistently 
reflected in tailored actions and monitoring 
frameworks. This is particularly evident within the 
NCMP [13], where SEND status is not currently 
represented in national reporting, limiting 
understanding of inequalities and opportunities for 
targeted action. Additionally, the process of weighing 
and measuring children in school is not always 
delivered in ways that are sensitive to SEND; for some 
children, it may create additional anxiety due to 
sensory sensitivities, communication needs, changes 
to routine, previous experiences of bullying, body 
image concerns, or distress associated with being 
weighed. As a result, the programme risks reinforcing 
stigma rather than acting as a gateway to 
appropriate, accessible support. 

Children with SEND are primarily supported through a 
statutory SEND framework, underpinned by the 
Children and Families Act 2014 [14], which promotes 
integrated education, health and care planning 
through Education, Health and Care Plans (EHCPs). 
This framework enables individual dietary, physical 
activity and health needs to be addressed on a case-
by-case basis, rather than through population-level 
prevention strategies. However, there is no statutory 
requirement for EHCPs to include healthy weight 
outcomes unless weight is directly linked to the 
child’s identified needs. As a result, support for 
children with SEND to maintain a healthy weight can 
be inconsistent and highly dependent on local service 
capacity, professional awareness and whether 
concerns around growth or nutrition reach clinical 
thresholds, rather than being embedded within a 
preventative, whole-systems approach. 

In March 2026, the UK government launched a new

consultation on SEND reform, which sets out 
proposals to improve the consistency, accountability 
and integration of support for children with SEND 
across education, health and care systems [15]. The 
consultation emphasises earlier identification of 
need, improved multi-agency working, and are 
primarily focused on educational outcomes and 
system reform, they sit within a wider context of 
integrated support that includes health services. This 
presents an opportunity to consider the impact of the 
wider determinants of health and a more holistic offer 
of support for children with SEND as part of the 
current reform process. This might include access to 
appropriate mealtime provision, opportunities for 
physical activity, and other factors known to influence 
healthy weight in children with SEND. 

Our position and what we will do

Healthy weight support for children with SEND is a 
health equity and children’s rights issue, and we 
believe current systems do not consistently meet 
their needs. We will continue to advocate for national 
and local approaches that provide accessible, non-
stigmatising, developmentally appropriate and family-
centred support across food, physical activity, growth 
monitoring and care planning. This includes calling for 
SEND-specific considerations to be embedded 
across healthier weight, school food and SEND 
reform policy, alongside more inclusive and flexible 
mealtime provision within the School Food Standards 
to meet sensory and dietary needs informed by 
insights from our report, ‘Supporting inclusive 
mealtimes for children with SEND’. We will also 
advocate for improved data and monitoring, including 
the routine inclusion of SEND within national 
programmes such as the NCMP, and promote a shift 
from individual responsibility to systems change, 
recognising the wider social and environmental 
factors shaping outcomes.

RECOMMENDATIONS

• Embed SEND-specific considerations within national healthy weight policy and monitoring 
frameworks.

• Strengthen guidance and standards to support inclusive food and physical activity provision 
that support healthy weight including how this is applied to the School Food Standards.

• Improve early, consistent and tailored support through integrated services, including 
consideration of healthy weight within EHCPs where appropriate.
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