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CHILDHOOD OBESITY IN CUMBRIA

1.0 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

1.1 Obesity is considered to be one of the most serious public health challenges of 
the 21st century. Without action, the health of children & adults will continue to 
suffer, health inequalities associated with obesity will remain and the economic 
and social costs will increase to unsustainable levels.

1.2 The World Health Organization (WHO) regards childhood obesity as one of 
the most serious global public health challenges for the 21st century.  Being 
obese can increase the risk of developing a range of serious diseases, 
including hypertension, type 2 diabetes, cardiovascular diseases, some 
cancers, obstructive sleep apnoea and musculoskeletal problems. Obese 
children and adolescents are also more likely to become obese adults. 

1.3 Cumbria’s National Child Measurement Programme (NCMP) has been running 
since 2008, and is now following cohorts of children who were measured in 
Reception and are now in Year 6. Data show that there is an average 44% 
increase in the number of children who are overweight from Reception to Year 
6. In addition, there has been a recent upward trend in the percentage of 
overweight Reception children in Cumbria, in comparison to relative stability in 
the England average. If these trends continue, Cumbria may be faced with an 
increasing proportion of children who are overweight when they start senior 
school. 

1.4 Local priorities aim to increase the proportion of healthy weight children which 
follows a life-course approach, focusing on healthy weight in pregnancy, 
initiating and maintaining breastfeeding, and ensuring healthy food choices 
and physical activity throughout childhood.

2.0 LINKS TO THE HEALTH AND WELLBEING STRATEGY

2.1 The 2016-19 Joint Health and Wellbeing Strategy (JHWS) contains an 
outcome “Every child has the best start in life”.  Associated with this outcome 
are two key areas of activity: 

 Promoting breastfeeding
 Tackling childhood obesity 



2.2 In keeping with our aims to build stronger more capable communities our 
approach to Healthy Weight is all age to address the wider social and cultural 
attitudes to support and enable healthy lifestyle choices, tackling generational 
behaviour and current trends. These are congruent with our Health and 
Wellbeing Strategy vision that everyone in Cumbria will have improved health 
and wellbeing and that inequalities in levels of health and wellbeing across the 
county will be reduced.

3.0 RECOMMENDATION

3.1 The Board is asked to note the report.

4.0 BACKGROUND 

4.1 Cumbria’s National Child Measurement Programme (NCMP) data 2016/17 has 
highlighted the need to address healthy weight as a whole life course 
approach from a healthy weight in pregnancy, initiating and maintaining 
breastfeeding, ensuring healthy food choices and physical activity through 
early years, childhood and adolescence which will embed behaviours for 
future generations and have a longer term impact on childhood obesity levels. 

4.2 2016/17 data for Cumbria has highlighted a significant increase in the number 
of children at Reception age who are classed as overweight or obese, as 
shown in the graph below. 



4.3 The NCMP now has three years of data in which children have been 
measured twice: the 2008/09 Reception cohort was measured again when 
they reached Year 6 in 2014/15, and similarly the cohort measure in Year 6 in 
2016/17 was originally measured in Reception in 2010/11. This makes it 
possible to begin to see the rise in overweight between Reception and Year 6 
in a real cohort of children. In the graph above, the dotted lines reflect what 
could happen to Year 6 data in the coming years if the average rise in the 
three known cohorts is applied to the know recent Reception data.

4.4 Looking just at obesity (not overweight), Cumbria is again seen to be 
considerably worse than most other parts of England at Reception age:

4.5 There are also differences within Cumbria. At Reception:

 Barrow-in-Furness has the greatest % of overweight/obese Reception age 
children (31.5%)

 % of overweight/obese Reception age children is above the England 
average in Allerdale; Barrow-in-Furness; Carlisle and Copeland

At Year 6:

 Copeland has the greatest % of overweight/obese Year 6 children (41.4%)

 % of overweight/obese Year 6 children is above national the England 
average in Barrow-in-Furness and Copeland 

4.6 Although the data shows a clear need to address issues at school age, 
significant increases with Reception data has highlighted the importance of 
work within the Early Years and with families to encourage healthier food 
choices from an early age.



Influences on childhood obesity 
4.7 The Foresight obesity system map (see diagram below) has been instrumental 

in creating a balanced perspective about the roles of the individual and the 
environment that can influence obesity. It highlights the independent 
contributions of a poor diet and physical inactivity as drivers of excess weight 
gain, but also gives an awareness that some individuals are biologically more 
susceptible to weight gain, a recognition of the impact of the environment on 
personal ‘choices’, and hence much greater acknowledgement of the 
interactions between the environment and the individuali. 

The full obesity system map with thematic clusters, from the Tackling Obesities: Future 
Choices report.

4.8 The map has also helped to visualize the concept of a ‘whole systems 
approach’ and the need to incorporate systems thinking into tackling obesity. 
Although the fundamental cause of childhood obesity is an energy imbalance 
between calories consumed and calories expended there is a need to consider 
how healthier choices can be made the easier choices. This could be through 
things as diverse as considering planning permission for fast food outlets or 
parents/carers sessions on healthy packed lunches in schools.
Current Programme of work

4.9 0-19 Healthy Child Programme: Through the 0-19 Healthy Child Programme 
and wider Public Health agendas there are several means identified to support 
children in Cumbria to have and maintain a healthy weight through a number 
of approaches, including: 

 Implementation of the Baby Friendly Initiative in Children’s Centres, 
Maternity/Midwifery and Health Visiting services. 

 Ensuring sufficient numbers of breastfeeding support groups across 
Cumbria

 Establishing NCMP screening process via Children’s Centres, and offers of 
support



 Development of a healthy weight pathway

 Promotion and support for use of Primary School Sports Premium

 Increasing family healthy activity via Healthy Movers

 Promotion of healthy food choices through schools, early years settings 
and wider community approach

4.10 5-19 Public Health Service: CCC 5–19 Public Health team can offer free 
support and advice to address health and wellbeing needs for schools and 
their communities including healthy weight. This could include school specific 
health data, pupil surveys, staff training, assemblies, parent/carer sessions, 
website resources, group work, curriculum development, and support with 
public health campaigns such as Change for Life and signposting. A generic 
Healthy weight pathway for schools has been developed by the service to 
support school staff when they feel there is an issue regarding a child’s weight.
http://www.cumbria.gov.uk/ph5to19/weight.asp 

4.11 Early Years: Ongoing work through the Early Years Strategy supports Early 
Years providers to ensure healthy weight is high on the agenda. A pilot roll out 
of Healthy Movers (previously called Smart Start) in Cumbria (2016/17) has 
been evaluated by the University of Northumbria and shown to increase young 
children's participation in daily physical activity, leading to improved 
concentration and engagement with learning. An expansion of this project has 
been considered as part of a range of developments within a pending DfE 
Strategic Improvement Fund bid.

4.12 Health and Care Systems: It is recognised that health and care providers 
from across all sectors including health (primary, acute), social care, voluntary, 
community and education, are part of moving the Healthy Weight agenda 
forward as contributors to improving outcomes for children and families. 
Across both North and South Cumbria there are plans in place regarding 
integrated systems across acute and primary care - both West, North & East 
Cumbria Health & Social Care Partnership and Morecambe Bay Better Care 
Together – Bay Health & Care Partners have established groups with a focus 
on developing a population health approach to maternity, early years and 
childhood which Public Health are supporting to ensure joined up and more 
effective ways to address Healthy Weight.

4.13 Promoting physical activity: The Active Cumbria team is well established as 
part of the Public Health and Communities service and is recognised as the 
strategic lead on behalf of Public Health for tackling inactivity across the 
county and deliver on a number of projects, programmes and events. Its aim is 
that ‘Everyone in Cumbria is appropriately physically active as part of their 
everyday life.’ Active Cumbria oversee a number of key actions for children’s 
activity including: supporting schools to spend their School Sport Premium 
appropriately; co-coordinating the Active Lives Survey for children and young 
people and adults; Cumbria School Games; provide the Ask Howard online 
service to ask anything about PE and school sport; Active Cumbria PE 
Network Meetings; Satellite Clubs to encourage uptake of activity for 14 – 19 
year olds and targeting under-represented inactive groups as well as a very 
comprehensive website.

http://www.cumbria.gov.uk/ph5to19/weight.asp


4.14 Local Authority Declaration on Healthy Weight: The Local Authority 
Declaration on Healthy Weight supports local government to exercise their 
responsibility in developing and implementing policies which promote healthy 
weight. The declaration, which requires senior level local authority 
commitment, encapsulates a vision to promote healthy weight and improve the 
health and well-being of the local population. The declaration addresses key 
actions that are evidence based to address the healthy weight agenda and 
reduce prevalence of overweight and obesity.
Gaps in provision and action

4.15 While there is considerable work underway that aims to help tackle childhood 
obesity, as described above, the rising rate of overweight and obesity at a very 
young age suggests that there is a lot more that needs to be done to tackle 
this problem. In particular:

 Further action is required to increase the rate of breastfeeding across the 
County, and in particular in more deprived areas;

 There is no clear individual mechanism in place for identifying where 
weight gain is a potential problem at an early point and providing support to 
families to address any issues;

 There is no clear weight management pathway in place to support children 
and families where weight gain already is a problem;

 Work to promote healthy diets and improve Cumbria’s food culture is 
patchy, with some good local examples (e.g. the recently launched Carlisle 
Sugar Smart initiative) but no systematic approach.

4.16 In recognition of these gaps, and of the need for a whole systems approach, 
Cumbria County Council’s Public Health team is currently organising a Healthy 
Weight Summit to be held in March which will enable partners from schools, 
catering providers, businesses, statutory, health, 3rd sector and community to 
come together to understand the current situation and to plan action. However 
it is important to recognise that action to tackle the identified gaps is likely to 
require resources, and following this Summit it is likely that further work will be 
done to develop a business case for further investment in tackling this issue.

Colin Cox
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