Consequences of covid19 on the childhood obesity epidemic
Article (Accepted Version)

Patterson, Rosemarie R, Sornalingam, Sangeetha and Cooper, Max (2021) Consequences of
covid-19 on the childhood obesity epidemic. BMJ, 373. n953 1-1. ISSN 1759-2151
This version is available from Sussex Research Online: http://sro.sussex.ac.uk/id/eprint/99000/
This document is made available in accordance with publisher policies and may differ from the
published version or from the version of record. If you wish to cite this item you are advised to
consult the publisher’s version. Please see the URL above for details on accessing the published
version.

Copyright and reuse:
Sussex Research Online is a digital repository of the research output of the University.
Copyright and all moral rights to the version of the paper presented here belong to the individual
author(s) and/or other copyright owners. To the extent reasonable and practicable, the material
made available in SRO has been checked for eligibility before being made available.
Copies of full text items generally can be reproduced, displayed or performed and given to third
parties in any format or medium for personal research or study, educational, or not-for-profit
purposes without prior permission or charge, provided that the authors, title and full bibliographic
details are credited, a hyperlink and/or URL is given for the original metadata page and the
content is not changed in any way.

http://sro.sussex.ac.uk

Reply to: Covid-19 has made the obesity epidemic worse, but failed to ignite enough action.

Senthilingam describes the growing obesity epidemic and rightly identifies that the COVID19
pandemic presents opportunities for change.[1] However, there was little exploration of the
pandemic’s impact on the longstanding childhood obesity epidemic.[1] The consequences of
childhood obesity on physical and mental health, self-esteem and social wellbeing are endangering
the health of children and will increase future demand on NHS resources.[2]
The most recent UK National Child Measurement Programme (data collected pre-pandemic)
demonstrates that 21% of children aged 10-11 are already obese, increasing to 27.5% in more
deprived areas.[3] This is likely only to worsen following COVID19 lockdowns (which have affected
75% of school children globally): weight gain is correlated with time spent out of school during
holiday closures and is greater amongst those of lower socioeconomic status.[4 5] Combined with
food insecurity (over 20% of UK households worse off financially now than before the pandemic),
families are more likely to buy cheaper and more calorie-dense foods.[6]
Physical activity has also decreased further. Prior to the pandemic over 50% of children were already
not achieving physical activity guidelines.[7] Despite restrictions allowing 60 minutes of exercise in a
local area, nearly 30% of children report not leaving the house during a typical lockdown day.[8]
With parks, recreational areas and sports clubs closed and increased screen time, there has been
further reduction in physical activity in young people; this is more pronounced among ethnic
minority communities.[8 9]
Like previous policy documents, the July 2020 UK Obesity Strategy does not go far enough to address
underlying health inequalities linked with childhood obesity[10]. It contains many previously
proposed (but never implemented) strategies, and these measures are weak in comparison with
other countries.[10-12] With the convergence of the childhood obesity epidemic and the COVID19
pandemic, now is the time for urgent and decisive action by government to protect the wellbeing of
children and future health of the UK population. Furthermore, supporting children of lower socioeconomic status and those from ethnic minority communities must be a priority.
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