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Altering a life-long 

trajectory of weight-

related health problems 

that will be a heavy 

burden for individuals 

and the state requires 

robust data on which to 

build prevention and 

intervention strategies.  

South Australia does not 

have an adequate 

monitoring mechanism 

to track the prevalence 

and incidence of 

overweight and obesity 

from early childhood and 

provide the data needed 

to develop appropriately 

targeted evidence-based  

programs.

Policy Brief 2   The hidden cost of young South Australians shaping  

up for an unhealthy future  

activity levels and psychological 

health issues. 

The impacts of overweight or 

obese populations have 

increased over time, particularly 

in developed countries, resulting 

in substantial increases in overall 

health care costs.3 To reduce the 

burden of disease                             at a population 

level, prevention                  should begin in 

early childhood.  

Conditions predisposing one to 

being overweight as a young 

child include perinatal factors 

such as overweight mothers, 

gestational diabetes and paternal 

obesity. In Australia, the 

increasing prevalence rates of 

gestational diabetes alone would 

predict increasing rates of 

childhood                                              overweight and 

obesity levels.4
                                                    

It is estimated that, worldwide ,       

39 million children under  

5 years were overweight or  

obese in 2020.1 

In South Australia, 20% of children 

under 5 years were reportedly 

overweight or obese in the last 

National Health Survey.2 

Being overweight or obese in 

childhood is predictive of 

overweight or obesity in 

adolescence and adulthood,  

with life-long health impacts. 

Overweight and obesity in adults 

is associated with greatly 

increased risk of Type II Diabetes, 

cardiovascular disorders including 

high blood pressure and stroke, 

certain types of cancer and 

metabolic disorders. 

Obesity is also associated with 

skeletal and joint     problems, 
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In South Australia, the  

2017-2018 National Health 

Survey reported an estimate of 

82,100 (25.6%) children and 

young people (2-17 years) as 

being overweight or obese.8 
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What evidence do we have?  

CƛƎǳǊŜ м tǊƻǇƻǊǝƻƴ ƻŦ ƻǾŜǊǿŜƛƎƘǘκƻōŜǎŜ ƻǊ ƻǾŜǊǿŜƛƎƘǘ ƻǊ ƻōŜǎŜ {ƻǳǘƘ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀƴ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ όн-мт ȅŜŀǊǎύ ŦǊƻƳ 

ǘƘŜ нлмп-нлмр ŀƴŘ нлмт-нлму bŀǝƻƴŀƭ IŜŀƭǘƘ {ǳǊǾŜȅǎΦрΣ сΣ т   

Preventing weight gain is easier than achieving weight loss once already overweight and the likelihood of 

being overweight or obese increases as a person ages.  

Better outcomes are achieved when prevention occurs early in life. It is also more cost-effective.  

Evidence-informed strategies for the prevention of overweight and obesity are crucial. 

Of these 82,100 children and 

young people, 18.9% were 

estimated to be overweight ie, a 

Body Mass Index (BMI) of 25.0 to  

29.9 and 7.5% were estimated to 

be obese ie, a BMI of 30.0 or over. 

A deeper dive into these mutually 

exclusive age categories of the 

National Health Survey reveals 

that young people (10-17 years) 

had a higher rate of overweight or 

obesity than children (2-9 years).  

Figure 1 below shows the occurrence of overweight and obesity among South AustraliaΩs children and 

young people (2-17 years) from the National Health Survey (2014-2015, 2017-2018) – a triennial survey 

conducted by the Australian Bureau of Statistics. 
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 CƛƎǳǊŜ н tǊƻǇƻǊǝƻƴ ƻŦ ƻǾŜǊǿŜƛƎƘǘ ƻǊ ƻōŜǎŜ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ όн-мт ȅŜŀǊǎύ ƛƴ {ƻǳǘƘ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀ ōȅ ŀƎŜ ƎǊƻǳǇΣ ŦǊƻƳ 

ǘƘŜ нлмт-нлму bŀǝƻƴŀƭ IŜŀƭǘƘ {ǳǊǾŜȅΦфΣ мл 

South AustraliaΩs overweight 

and obesity prevalence rates for  

children and young people  

(2-17 years) are estimated from 

AustraliaΩs triennial National 

Health Survey conducted by the 

Australian Bureau of Statistics. 

Because these data are not 

captured annually, a significant 

measurement gap exists.  

Within South Australia, 

Wellbeing SA conducts a  

state-wide population health 

survey that monitors the 

nutrition and activity patterns 

of children and young people  

through a telephone survey.  

Whilst these data are useful 

for tracking broad population 

trends, they are insufficient to 

accurately measure any 

regional/group patterns of 

growth/weight in children and 

young people.11  

Figure 2 below shows that the incidence of being overweight or obese is significantly higher for young 

people (25.1%) than for children (12.6%). 

The data are also inadequate to 

evaluate the impact of specific 

prevention or intervention 

strategies to reduce the 

occurrence of overweight  

and/or obesity in childhood, 

adolescence and adulthood. 

Regular, objectively measured 

growth and eating patterns of  

children and young people are 

needed.  

Data limitations 
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Early nutrition influences infant 

growth and development eg, 

overnutrition in early infancy is 

associated with a risk of obesity 

and diabetes later.12 

There is evidence that the 

obesity risk of children at  

3 years of age is substantially 

lower for breastfed infants, 

when compared with  

formula-fed infants.  

Other factors associated with 

being overweight in childhood 

include: 

¶ low activity levels 

¶ poor sleeping patterns 

¶ adverse events 

¶ stress in family life. 

As children grow, they are also  

increasingly exposed to 

aggressive food marketing for 

easily accessible, relatively  

low-cost, nutrient-poor,  

energy-dense foods.  

Interventions in early life for 

health problems, when biology 

is most amenable to change, 

are more likely to have a 

sustained effect on health. 

Interventions that help parents 

and carers to introduce and/or 

establish positive eating habits 

with healthy foods may help to 

improve eating behaviour in 

young children, and reduce the 

chances of excessive weight 

gain.  

Being overweight or obese is 

shaping young South 

Australians and South Australia 

for an unhealthy future. 
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Recommendations 

¶ ¢Ƙŀǘ ƛƳǇǊƻǾŜŘ Řŀǘŀ ōŜ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘŜŘ ƛƴ {ƻǳǘƘ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀ 

ǳǎƛƴƎ ǊŀƴŘƻƳ ǎŀƳǇƭŜǎ ŀƴŘ ƻōƧŜŎǝǾŜ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ 

ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜƳŜƴǘǎ ǘƻ ƛƴŦƻǊƳ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ-ōŀǎŜŘ ǇǊŜǾŜƴǝƻƴ 

ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜǊǾŜƴǝƻƴ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎƛŜǎΦ 

¶ ¢Ƙŀǘ Řŀǘŀ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǝƻƴ ōŜ ǘŀƛƭƻǊŜŘ ǘƻ ǇǊƻǾƛŘŜ 

ƭƻƴƎƛǘǳŘƛƴŀƭ ƛƴǎƛƎƘǘǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ƎǊƻǳǇ ƻŦ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ 

ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŦǊƻƳ ōƛǊǘƘ ǘƻ ŀŘǳƭǘƘƻƻŘΣ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ 

ǘƘŀƴ ǳƴǊŜƭŀǘŜŘ ǎƴŀǇǎƘƻǘǎ ƻŦ Řŀǘŀ ǘŀƪŜƴ ǇŜǊƛƻŘƛŎŀƭƭȅ 

ƛƴ ŎƘƛƭŘƘƻƻŘ ŀƴŘ ŀƎŀƛƴ ƛƴ ŀŘƻƭŜǎŎŜƴŎŜΦ 

bƻǘŜǎ ŀƴŘ wŜŦŜǊŜƴŎŜǎ 

мΦ ²ƻǊƭŘ IŜŀƭǘƘ hǊƎŀƴƛȊŀǝƻƴ CŀŎǘ ǎƘŜŜǘ ƻƴ hōŜǎƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ hǾŜǊǿŜƛƎƘǘ όƘǧǇǎΥκκǿǿǿΦǿƘƻΦƛƴǘκ

ƴŜǿǎ-ǊƻƻƳκŦŀŎǘ- ǎƘŜŜǘǎκŘŜǘŀƛƭκƻōŜǎƛǘȅ-ŀƴŘ-ƻǾŜǊǿŜƛƎƘǘύΣ ƭŀǎǘ ŀŎŎŜǎǎŜŘ ƻƴ му Wǳƴ нлнмΦ 

нΦ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀƴ .ǳǊŜŀǳ ƻŦ {ǘŀǝǎǝŎǎ όнлмт-муύ Ŏŀǘ ƴƻΦ поспΦлΦррΦллм bŀǝƻƴŀƭ IŜŀƭǘƘ {ǳǊǾŜȅΥ 

CƛǊǎǘ wŜǎǳƭǘǎΣ нлмтςмуς{ƻǳǘƘ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀΣ ¢ŀōƭŜ мсΦоΣ ǾƛŜǿŜŘ му WǳƴŜ нлнмΦ 

оΦ Ϧ±ƛŜǿǇƻƛƴǘ ŀǊǝŎƭŜΥ /ƘƛƭŘƘƻƻŘ ƻōŜǎƛǘȅ - ƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ōŀŎƪ ƻǾŜǊ рл ȅŜŀǊǎ ǘƻ ōŜƎƛƴ ǘƻ ƭƻƻƪ 

ŦƻǊǿŀǊŘϦ ōȅ aŀǧƘŜǿ ! {ŀōƛƴ Ŝǘ ŀƭ Wt/I рмΣ όнлмрύ ун-усΦ 

пΦ !LI² {ƻǳǊŎŜ όbŀǝƻƴŀƭ IƻǎǇƛǘŀƭ aƻǊōƛŘƛǘȅ 5ŀǘŀōŀǎŜύΣ LƴŎƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ƎŜǎǘŀǝƻƴŀƭ ŘƛŀōŜǘŜǎ 

ƛƴ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀ ό²Ŝō ǊŜǇƻǊǘύΣ ƭŀǎǘ ǳǇŘŀǘŜŘΥ лп {ŜǇǘ нлмфΣ CƛƎǳǊŜ оΥ LƴŎƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƻŦ ƎŜǎǘŀǝƻƴŀƭ 

ŘƛŀōŜǘŜǎΣ нллл-лм ǘƻ нлмс-мтΦ 

рΦ /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ŀƎŜŘ н-мт ȅŜŀǊǎ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴ ŀƎŜ ǊŀƴƎŜ ŦǊƻƳ  

н ȅŜŀǊǎ ǘƻ ƭŜǎǎ ǘƘŀƴ му ȅŜŀǊǎ ƻŦ ŀƎŜΦ 

сΦ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀƴ .ǳǊŜŀǳ ƻŦ {ǘŀǝǎǝŎǎ όнлмп-мрύ Ŏŀǘ ƴƻΦ поспΦлΦррΦллм bŀǝƻƴŀƭ IŜŀƭǘƘ {ǳǊǾŜȅΥ 

CƛǊǎǘ wŜǎǳƭǘǎΣ нлмпςмрς{ƻǳǘƘ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀΣ ¢ŀōƭŜ мсΦо ŀƴŘ мсΦпΣ ǾƛŜǿŜŘ му WǳƴŜ нлнмΦ 

тΦ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀƴ .ǳǊŜŀǳ ƻŦ {ǘŀǝǎǝŎǎ όнлмт-муύ Ŏŀǘ ƴƻΦ поспΦлΦррΦллм bŀǝƻƴŀƭ IŜŀƭǘƘ {ǳǊǾŜȅΥ 

CƛǊǎǘ wŜǎǳƭǘǎΣ нлмтςмуς{ƻǳǘƘ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀΣ ¢ŀōƭŜ мсΦо ŀƴŘ мсΦпΣ ǾƛŜǿŜŘ му WǳƴŜ нлнмΦ 

уΦ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀƴ .ǳǊŜŀǳ ƻŦ {ǘŀǝǎǝŎǎ όнлмт-муύ Ŏŀǘ ƴƻΦ поспΦлΦррΦллм bŀǝƻƴŀƭ IŜŀƭǘƘ {ǳǊǾŜȅΥ 

CƛǊǎǘ wŜǎǳƭǘǎΣ нлмтςмуς{ƻǳǘƘ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀΣ ¢ŀōƭŜ мсΦмΣ ǾƛŜǿŜŘ му WǳƴŜ нлнмΦ 

фΦ /ƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ н-ф ȅŜŀǊǎ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴ ŀƎŜ ǊŀƴƎŜ ŦǊƻƳ н ȅŜŀǊǎ ǘƻ ƭŜǎǎ ǘƘŀƴ мл ȅŜŀǊǎ ƻŦ 

ŀƎŜΦ {ƛƳƛƭŀǊƭȅΣ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ мл-мт ȅŜŀǊǎ ǊŜŦŜǊǎ ǘƻ ǘƘƻǎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ŀƴ ŀƎŜ ǊŀƴƎŜ ŦǊƻƳ мл ȅŜŀǊǎ 

ǘƻ ƭŜǎǎ ǘƘŀƴ му ȅŜŀǊǎ ƻŦ ŀƎŜΦ 

млΦ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀƴ .ǳǊŜŀǳ ƻŦ {ǘŀǝǎǝŎǎ όнлмт-муύ Ŏŀǘ ƴƻΦ поспΦлΦррΦллм bŀǝƻƴŀƭ IŜŀƭǘƘ {ǳǊǾŜȅΥ 

CƛǊǎǘ wŜǎǳƭǘǎΣ нлмтςмуς{ƻǳǘƘ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀΣ ¢ŀōƭŜ .ǳƛƭŘŜǊ ǾƛŜǿŜŘ му WǳƴŜ нлнмΦ  

ммΦ ¢ƘŜ bŀǝƻƴŀƭ !ōƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ ŀƴŘ ¢ƻǊǊŜǎ {ǘǊŀƛǘ LǎƭŀƴŘŜǊ IŜŀƭǘƘ {ǳǊǾŜȅ ŎƻƭƭŜŎǘǎ ǎƻƳŜ 

ƛƴŦƻǊƳŀǝƻƴ ŀōƻǳǘ !ōƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ ŀƴŘ ¢ƻǊǊŜǎ {ǘǊŀƛǘ LǎƭŀƴŘŜǊ ŎƘƛƭŘǊŜƴ ŀƴŘ ȅƻǳƴƎ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΦ 

мнΦ bŀǝƻƴŀƭ {ŎƛŜƴǝŬŎ /ƻǳƴŎƛƭ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƛƴƎ /ƘƛƭŘ όнлнлύΦ /ƻƴƴŜŎǝƴƎ ǘƘŜ .Ǌŀƛƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

wŜǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ .ƻŘȅΥ 9ŀǊƭȅ /ƘƛƭŘƘƻƻŘ 5ŜǾŜƭƻǇƳŜƴǘ ŀƴŘ [ƛŦŜƭƻƴƎ IŜŀƭǘƘ ŀǊŜ 5ŜŜǇƭȅ 

LƴǘŜǊǘǿƛƴŜŘΥ ²ƻǊƪƛƴƎ tŀǇŜǊ bƻΦ мрΦ wŜǘǊƛŜǾŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǿǿǿΦŘŜǾŜƭƻǇƛƴƎŎƘƛƭŘΦƘŀǊǾŀǊŘΦŜŘǳΦ 

A focus on prevention  
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