Ways to Reduce Childhood Obesity

Sources:  Sandra Bastin and American Heart Association

 
Although childhood obesity is a serious problem, parents and caregivers can stem the weight tide by taking a positive approach to reinforce good eating habits and encourage children to be more physically active.


It’s especially important to help children establish good eating practices because lifetime nutrition habits are formed during childhood.

Here are some suggestions to help children eat a healthy diet and exercise more.


Dietary research on children under two years old indicates that a low-fat diet isn’t healthy because they are growing rapidly and require a high percentage of calories.  At least 30 percent of their total calories should be from fat. Not getting enough fat in the diet might retard their growth and development.  After age two, the child should join the family in eating a wide variety of foods in moderation.  


A child’s appetite is almost always the best guide for required caloric intake. Don’t be surprised if growing children don’t eat as much as you think they should. Studies show that children will eat when they’re hungry.  So offer plenty of healthy choices, but let children decide how much to eat.

Become familiar with your child’s eating habits away from home and monitor what they eat at home.  Soft drink consumption by school-age children has more than doubled in the past 20 years, averaging nearly 65 gallons annually.   Increasing fast-food consumption also plays a part on the growing number of overweight children.  Did you know that just two of your homemade chocolate chip cookies have about 200 calories?

Give children and adolescents alternatives to fat- and calorie-laden foods.  The Food Guide Pyramid is a good place to start.  The five major food groups of grains, vegetables, fruits, milk and meat help provide the nutrients and energy children need.  No one food group is more important than another; children need them all for the variety of a balanced diet.

Making good food choices doesn’t mean children must give up their favorite foods, or that you have to spend a lot of time planning meals.  It does mean children need to learn how to make trade-offs in their diets.   If pepperoni pizza is on the menu one night, have broiled chicken and fresh vegetables another evening.

Food advertising and media messages directed at children have a large impact on their food choices. 

If children eat meals while watching television, they might habitually eat anytime they watch television.  There appears to be a greater risk of becoming overweight, the more time children spend in front of the television.

Water is vital to life.  Children should have at least four cups of fluid a day.

In addition to a poor diet, lack of physical activity has an important role in childhood obesity.  Exercise helps children burn extra calories and tone their muscles. 

Several factors are responsible for children’s increasingly sedentary lifestyles.  These factors include habitually watching television, playing video and computer games and lack of school physical education classes.  Children watch an average 26 hours of television a week.  The American Academy of Pediatrics recommends children watch television no more than two hours a day.

Make exercise a regular and enjoyable part of children’s lives.  Even better, involve the whole family in physical activity to help everyone stay fit.


Walking the family pet, visiting a nearby park, playing a game of tag, hide and seek, basketball or badminton, or just dancing in the den encourages enjoyable family activity.    


Make shared activities fun and not too competitive for younger children.

Support children’s school physical education classes.  Local 4-H Youth Development clubs and Boy Scout and Girl Scout troops encourage outdoor activities.

Reassure overweight children that their bodies aren’t bad.  Overweight children have the same potential to develop friends, academically achieve and succeed professionally.  Give them unconditional love to help them meet the challenges of life. 


Teach children to eat properly and to exercise by your own example.  Also, help them understand that diverse body sizes and shapes are both natural and normal.


For more information on helping overweight children become more healthy, contact the (County Name) Cooperative Extension Service or visit our home page at (fill in address here). 


 Health Education Through Extension Leadership (HEEL) is another information source.  You can visit its home page at http://www.ca.uky.edu/agcollege/fcs/HEEL/heel  or call 859-257-2968.

Educational programs of the Kentucky Cooperative Extension Service serve all people regardless of race, color, age, sex, religion, disability or national origin.
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