When A Child Weighs Too Much
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Any parent is naturally concerned when they realize their child weighs too much. We all know that other children might tease the over-weight child while adults might criticize the way they eat. More importantly, we have learned a great deal about the health risks of obesity in adults and now realize that children are affected as well. 

In trying to figure a cause for obesity, people often go to an extreme - they either consider the problem to be wholly the fault of the child, or they blame it on "hormones." In reality, though, obesity can be considered BAD LUCK. It boils down to the individuals body metabolism - the burden of having to eat less and exercise more than others to achieve the same weight. 

Eating less and exercising more requires motivation. You are actually fortunate if your child considers the extra weight a problem. We can offer dietary guidelines and perhaps suggest an exercise program. But the problem of childhood obesity has exploded to the point that every child with this tendency must be encouraged to eat less and exercise more. Yet it will only work if the rest of the family follows suit. (They?ll benefit too!)

The following suggestions, although admittedly simplistic, will hopefully be of some help: 

A. Decrease Caloric intake. 

1 Limit your child's fat intake. 
Minimize the butterfat in milk 
Use low fat substitutes rather than butter

Limit luncheon meats, salad dressing, gravy and fried foods.

2. Limit unnecessary sweets 
Despite their almost universal appeal to children, candy, ice cream,and bakery goods will have to be severely restricted. Sugar sweetened soft drinks should be severely limited or eliminated 
Limit or eliminate extra helpings 

4. Don't buy foods or allow them in the house if you don't want your child to eat them. 

5. Avoid overemphasizing the importance of "treats." 
Don't use treats as a reward 
Don't plan family outings around food (to the ice cream parlor, etc.) 

6. Don't let your child skip breakfast (fasting only makes them hungrier later.) 

7. Emphasize water for quenching thirst. 

8. Beware of those big portions at restaurants. 
You may want to divide it into 2 portions from the beginning (and make 2 meals of it.)

B. Increase physical activity.

1. Provide opportunities for frequent vigorous play. 
Let the younger child practice all those new gross motor skills. (Ideally in the winter as well 
as the warmer months.) 
Encourage the older child to "go outside and play." (Homework can wait until evening when it is dark.) 

2. Strictly limit "screen time". (TV, computer and video games.)
The American Academy of Pediatrics recommends limiting screen time to 2 hours or less per day.
(and recommends no screen time below two years old.) 
The Academy also strongly discourages TV in the child's bedroom. 

3. Encourage your child to develop skills in at least one sport. 
Especially encourage lifetime sports, (e.g. swimming, tennis, cycling, long distance running.) 
Praise accomplishments; don't criticize failures. 
Provide opportunities for your child's participation. 

C. Other important Considerations 
Emphasize reasonable, enjoyable changes in lifestyle. 
Too often people get wrapped up in brief good intentions ----- fad diets and overly demanding exercise programs. 
Aim for nutrition and activity the child can maintain for the rest of their life. 
Don't aim for too much weight loss. (Maybe don't look for weight loss at all.)
The goal should be for the child to grow into his weight. 
Avoid unrealistic expectations on the child's part. 

3. Encourage the whole family to participate in your child's dietary and physical activity program . 
Avoid letting the child feel "different." 
Ideally, the diet and activity should be beneficial for everyone involved.

4. Try to increase your child's self-esteem. 
Give praise for progress 
Avoid undue criticism for weight gain or lapses in self-discipline 
Cherish the pleasure of family meals together. Role model healthy eating, of course, but mostly just enjoy sharing their day and their life.

6. Finally, consider the 5-2-1-0 approach 
5 fruits or vegetables each day 
2 or less hours of screen time per day 
1 hour minimum each day of vigorous exercise or play 
0 Sugar sweetened drinks. 
Earlier I wrote that being overweight is basically bad luck. But if it eventually leads to a life-long nutritious diet, to physical activity and skill, to healthy family activities together, and to increased self-esteem, maybe it is not such bad luck after all!



~~~~~~~~~~

If you would like more information on this matter, you might consider:

"A Parent's Guide to Childhood Obesity-A Road Map to Health" by Sandra G, Hassink, MD, FAAP

and published by the American Academy of Pediatrics
