

Dr Richard Primavesi

FRCP FRCP (CH)


                                                                          Consultant Paediatrician




Obesity

Obesity means having too much body fat for a child’s specific muscle and bone structure. It’s not just a measure of weight. In fact, so many children who are ‘overweight’ according to standard tables of weight and height have ‘extra’ pounds made of well developed and strong, heavy bones rather than fat.

Better indicators of obesity  are Skin Fold Thickness (SFT) and Body Mass index (BMI). STF is a measurement of the thickness of skin that can be pinched gently in the area  of the child’s triceps muscle of the upper arm. BMI is a number calculated from the child’s weight and height. A child’s STF and BMI can be compared to the standard  population to see if the child is really ‘obese’.

Obesity affects approximately 20- 25 % of all children in the most developed countries, and has increased  50 % in the last 30 years. Only a small percent of all obesity in children is caused by a hormone problem or genetic disorder, the rest is due to a complex mixture of diet, exercise, lifestyle and other factors.

At the most, only a third obese children grow up to become obese adults. Obesity may occur at any age , but peaks in the first year if life, at age 5 or 6 and during adolescence. The longer the child remains obese, the greater the association with adult obesity. Obesity during adolescence as well as family pattern of obesity also adds to the risk.  Socio-economic factors, exercise and television viewing patterns all influence reported obesity. Obesity in children puts them at greater risk of high blood pressure and breathing problems. Being overweight can overload and damage the joints and can create extra skin fold overlap , which can become irritated  or infected.

What to look for

Children who are obese may come from families where parents and siblings are also obese. The obese child is often tall for his age and may have facial features that appear unusually fine for his general body size. The child’s abdomen usually protrudes and hangs forward, and skin over the abdomen may be streaked with white and purple lines (stretch marks). Fat deposited in the child’s breast area may be embarrassing, especially in boys. Also in boys,  having such a large waist and abdomen can make his genitalia look relatively small ( even though they are usually of normal size) and this may cause unnecessary worry, especially  in boys nearing puberty . Obesity may result in an early puberty, resulting in a shorter final height. Children may be psychologically disturbed as a result of negative social attitudes.

What to do

The Body Mass Index (IBM) is used to screen children for obesity. The BMI is a calculated number, the child’s weight (in kgs) divided by his height squared (in meters squared). Compare your child’s BMI with standard BMI’s for children of the same weight and age. Usually, if your child’s BMI is at the 85th percentile or greater, your doctor will perform some test, including your child’s cholesterol level and undertake close following of his blood pressure values. Depending on the results of your child’s physical examination, he may need further tests to check for the relatively rare medical  illnesses that cause obesity, including  hormonal or genetic problems. Your doctor may also refer your child to a dietician.

If a child’s obesity is not being caused by a medical problem, simple lifestyle changes can often help your child to lose extra weight. The goal is to give your child good nutrition not over nutrition. This means providing the right amount of calories in a balanced diet and also including the necessary amounts of fibre, vitamins and minerals. Restricted ‘fad’ diets are not the answer, they may interfere with growth.

Changes in lifestyle may also include modifying your child’s daily exercise pattern. If your child  rarely exercises or plays  sports, then taking more exercise can be another way of losing extra weight ad keeping it off. But always check with your doctor first before your child begins any new exercise or sports programme.

Finally, parents who want to help their children to avoid obesity  need to change their own lifestyle. This means making good nutrition and proper exercise a family affair.

Call your doctor if

You notice that your child begins to gain weight to the point that he has any of the following signs. His abdomen gets bigger and his skin hangs, ’ stretch marks’ his extra body fat begins to cause deep skin folds on his trunk or elsewhere;  he complains of being ’short of breath’ after only a little exercise, or other children are teasing him about him being ‘fat’.

When you take your child for check- ups, always ask your doctor about your child’s BMI. Never be afraid to ask  advice about diet and exercise.
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