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An Evaluation of the ‘Balance It! Getting the Balance Right’ Programme to Tackle Childhood Overweight and Obesity in Gateshead

Introduction

According to a variety of data sources, childhood obesity is rapidly increasing on a global scale, thus causing a heavy and growing burden of non-communicable disease (WHO 2004; Hitchcock and Pugh 2002; Mulvihill and Quigley 2003). Recent data from the National Child Measurement Programme (2006/7) have confirmed that Gateshead is an area with a high prevalence of overweight and obesity (Department of Health 2008). The figures show that nearly a third of local children are either overweight or obese.

This research aimed to establish the effectiveness of a holistic weight management intervention for children and young people that was implemented in Gateshead in 2005. The ‘Balance It! Getting the Balance Right’ programme involves one-to-one multi-disciplinary support for children and their families, with the provision of free leisure services to the child during this time.

Quantitative Results

The initial phase of the research involved secondary analysis of data collected during the pilot programme, which ran from April 2005 to December 2006.  Data were collected in a simple pre-/ post-intervention design, with no control group.
The attendance rate for the programme was 51%. Of those participants who completed the programme, 75% were successful in significantly reducing their Adult Equivalent BMI (AEBMI). Furthermore, for these participants:

· Weight increased significantly (p<0.001),

· Height increased significantly (p<0.001),

· BMI decreased (by 0.24 kg/m2) but not significantly (p=0.24),

· AEBMI decreased (by 1.2 kg/m2) significantly (p<0.001) [see Figure 1 on the following page].
No correlations were found between AEBMI change and deprivation (IMD) score, age, starting AEBMI, or length of time on the programme. Although there were higher numbers of non-completers from the most deprived quintile in England, they did not quite reach significant levels (p=0.06).
The two linear regression models applied produced some interesting results. Females were found to be 2.5 times more likely to gain weight than males. However, this link did not reach a significant level (p=0.26). 
Figure 1
 BMI and AEBMI before and after completing the programme
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Discussion

The secondary analysis of this data demonstrated significant successes in managing the weight of children who completed the Balance It! programme during the pilot phase. These results highlighted the programme’s success for a variety of demographic groups.
However, with a 49% non-attendance rate, more work needed to be done around increasing retention on the programme. In particular, greater efforts were needed to retain those from the most deprived wards in Gateshead, in order to address policy around reducing social inequalities in health. Therefore, the next step was to commission a qualitative evaluation of the programme to find out how best to meet the needs of the various client groups.

Methodology

Semi-structured interviews were conducted with a convenience sample of 16 professional stakeholders involved in implementing, delivering or referring to the Balance It! programme. All families referred to the programme since April 2005 have also been invited to take part in an informal interview, either as individuals or as a family.
A purposive sampling approach has been used to ensure the diversity of the sample of Balance It! clients according to a number of key criteria. To date, 19 families have consented to take part in the study and 13 interviews have been conducted. A combination of visual and verbal methods is being used to enable the children to take an active role in expressing their views [see Figure 2 on the following page].
Ongoing data analysis is taking place using a thematic content approach (Boyatzis 1998).

Figure 2
 A child (age 7) tells us how she feels about her weight
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Qualitative Findings

On the whole, the professional stakeholders felt that Balance It! had been a success. However, the programme was perceived to have the potential to reach a greater number of families across Gateshead. Key challenges to this expansion were identified as: raising the issue of overweight and obesity with families; a lack of variety in terms of the activities on offer; practical barriers such as cost and transport; and the inherent difficulties of working with this client group.


Children and families had mixed views, with some being extremely positive about the programme and facilities available. Others felt that Balance It! could take a more holistic approach and that a wider range of activities should be on offer (at local venues and at no cost) to all family members. A number of negative effects were identified but these tended to relate to the label of being ‘obese’ or ‘overweight’, rather than the specific activities of the programme.



Conclusions

This research suggests that ‘Balance It! Getting the Balance Right’! is effective for many children and young people across Gateshead. However, participants have identified the potential for the programme to have a wider impact by offering a variety of different activities and helping families to overcome the practical barriers they experience in trying to lead and maintain healthy lifestyles.
A number of interviews with children and families are yet to be conducted. It is hoped that, on completion of this research, the findings and resulting recommendations can be used by the Balance It! steering group to improve the equity and effectiveness of service provision.
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“There have been individual families that have had great success in terms of, it’s not just the child that’s maybe changed but the whole family  have made great, sort of, lifestyle changes” [ID 4] 








“There may be some families who’d like to make that change and, you know, they would like to do it but it’s just not enough on their doorstep.” [ID 27] 








“I think there’s a massive scope to develop a bigger, wider programme than what’s currently running.” [ID 26] 








“...you can go swimming free, yes. That’s really helpful that, especially with being on a low income.” [Family ID 18]








“Maybe if, you know, we [the parents] were offered a free swim as well, we would have went swimming a lot more as a group.”  [Family ID 16] 








“Since she’s been on this [programme] she’s paranoid about everything that she’s eating. “Is it healthy? Is it this, is it that? Am I fat?” And I don’t think it’s a good start in life, really. Four years old and being paranoid about your weight.” [Family  ID 9]











