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ABSTRACT

Childhood obesity has reached epidemic levels in both developed and developing countries,
posing one of the greatest challenges to paediatric health in the 21st century. To date,
interventions to prevent and treat child obesity have had moderate success, with many
researchers advocating the need for individual and community programs combined with a
better understanding of the contextual factors affecting children, in particular social and
environmental aspects. Little has been documented about the daily experiences of an obese
child and the context of their weight-related behaviours. Because of the sensitive nature of
child obesity, few studies have employed participant observation methods or naturalistic

paradigms to gather contextual information around this prominent health issue.

The purpose of this current study was to explain the daily life of an obese child and then
determine the context in which weight-related behaviours existed. This study was a
naturalistic inquiry employing a multiple case-study design. It was conducted with six
obese children and their families in their normal daily environments, including their home,
school, and after-school and weekend settings. Participant observations took place from
when the child woke in the morning until he/she went to bed at night. Field notes were
taken, which were supplemented with digital recordings and casual conversations with key

individuals.

A number of dietary, physical activity, sedentary and personal factors affecting the weight
status of all six children were identified. A cross-case analysis found that there were a
number that were common for most children. Common dietary factors included: the
consumption of high-sugar or energy-dense snacks; portion sizes; providing food choices;
parental dietary patterns; eating in front of the television; and the options available at the
school canteen. In relation to physical activity, frequent aspects were: perceived physical
activity competence; physical difficulties; participation in a small amount of physical
activity after school and on weekends: having people to play with; existence of sibling or
parental role models; backyard size; school sport activities; and time available for
unstructured physical activity in schools. There were also a number of common factors
related to sedentary behaviours, including: enjoyment of these activities; time spent in small
screen recreation; regularly reading books; availability of electronic media; friends’
interests in small screen recreation; existence of rules; parental sedentary behaviour
patterns; and parental use of small screen recreation as a babysitter. Personal characteristics

affecting the weight status of most of the children in the study included: physical
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appearance self-concept; behavioural self-concept; and peer acceptance self-concept. These
factors exerted their influence in a number of the normal day-to-day behaviour settings of

these six children.

These findings were compared retrospectively with the study’s theoretical framework,
Davison and Birch’s Ecological Systems Model (Davison & Birch, 2001), which explores
factors affecting a child’s weight status within three broad categories: child characteristics
and child risk factors; parenting styles and family characteristics; and community,
demographic and societal characteristics. A number of similarities and differences were
found between my study’s findings and those presented in Davison and Birch’s model. New
risk factors, which were evident in this current study included: personal characteristics
which suggested low levels of self-awareness in the social context; sedentary factors such
as the enjoyment of the activity and the social inclusion it provided rather than the social
exclusion and physical discomfort experienced through physical activity. Both Davison and
Birch’s model and this study recognise that the aetiology of child obesity involves complex

interactions between individuals and environments.

In light of these findings, the development of childhood obesity involves a complex set of
factors from a range of contexts that interact to place a child at risk of developing weight
problems. It is not simply an imbalance in energy intake and energy expenditure. It is
crucial that future interventions cater for risk factors at all three levels, including child,
family and the community. Collecting both quantitative and qualitative data at both intra-
and extra-individual levels may help to reduce some of the methodological limitations
associated with child obesity interventions such as using a “one-size fits all” approach,
delivering interventions in highly resourced settings and failing to include the entire family
and add greater depth to our knowledge of the experiences and characteristics of the obese

child.

v



ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

To the participating children, parents and their families and schools, I send my most sincere
thanks for making this research possible and so enjoyable. I feel privileged to have been
welcomed into your lives so openly and given the opportunity to get to know each and
every one of you so well. I loved spending time with your families and will be forever
grateful to you for making the research process so rewarding. [ hope that your contribution
to this research and our efforts have, in some way, helped to improve the lives of members
of your family, and that your involvement can assist in improving the lives of other children

and their families.

My utmost gratitude goes to my PhD supervisors who have been amazing during the course
of this thesis, always going above and beyond what was required of them. I cannot thank
Associate Professor Anthony Okely enough for being such an unbelievable leader, role
model and friend. I feel that I have developed so many more professional and personal
skills because of him. I also remain indebted to Dr Phil Pearson and Associate Professor
Wilma Vialle for their support and commitment to this project. This thesis would not have
been possible without the expertise, kind support, the probing questions, and the remarkable
patience of all of my supervisors. Additionally, I send my thanks to Associate Professor
Brian Cambourne for providing his expertise and support during the initial stages of this

research project. A special thanks goes to Sarah and Mum for editing this thesis.

I am very honoured to have been part of the Child Obesity Research Centre in the Faculty
of Education at the University of Wollongong, and I thank everybody in this group for their
contribution and support, including Jacque Kelly, Dr Wayne Cotton, Dean Dudley and
Jodie Andruschko. In particular, I would like to thank Louisa Peralta and Annaleise
Riethmuller for their encouragement and, most importantly, friendship. It was a great
experience to share with two such amazing people. I am forever grateful to Dr Rachel Jones
for always being there to provide me with encouragement, advice and friendship. I would
like to also thank Dr Dylan Cliff for providing me with advice, support and knowledge over

the years.

I am eternally grateful to my mother, Sandra and father, Michael who have supported me
and encouraged me throughout every day of my life and I cannot express my appreciation

enough. Thank you for looking after me through my many years of University study.



Special thanks goes to my two beautiful sisters, Sarah and Jenna, for not only their support,
patience and friendship but for convincing me to go overseas with them mid-PhD. Thanks
also to Amber for always asking about my research, listening to me talk about my thesis

and her friendship over the duration of this project and beyond.

This research was supported by an Australian Postgraduate Award (APA) scholarship.

vi



TABLE OF CONTENTS

CERTIFICATION II
ABSTRACT I
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS A%
TABLE OF CONTENTS VII
LIST OF TABLES X
LIST OF FIGURES XI
CHAPTER 1 - INTRODUCTION 1
1.1  THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE STUDY ...c.oouiiiiiiieeeere ettt ettt 2
1.2 RESEARCH QUESTIONS ...ttt ettt ettt ettt ettt es 3
1.3 WRITING IN THE FIRST PERSON ......oouiiiiiiiieireeeeee ettt 3
1.4 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK ....ccooiiiiiiieie ettt 3
1.5 OVERVIEW OF THE STUDY’S METHODOLOGY ....ccvetrtetnieinieieieeieseenieeeie e 4
1.6 DEFINITIONS ..ottt ettt ettt et b e e et s et et e e b e e ebente s e 4
1.7 DELIMITATIONS ..ottt ettt ettt ettt ettt e e be e esense s e 7
1.8 ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS ...ttt ettt 7
1.9 OVERVIEW OF THE CHAPTERS ..ottt 8
1.10 CHAPTER SUMMARY ...ttt ettt ettt et ee 8
CHAPTER 2 - REVIEW OF LITERATURE 10
2.1 PATTERNS AND PREVALENCE OF CHILDHOOD OVERWEIGHT AND OBESITY IN
AUSTRALIA ...ttt ettt h et bttt et et b et b et e st e s et et e b e e ebe e senteneaee 10
2.2 HEALTH CONSEQUENCES OF CHILDHOOD OVERWEIGHT AND OBESITY ................. 12
2.2.1 Physical Health Consequences of Overweight and Obesity in Children ............................... 12
2.2.2  Psychological and Social Consequences of Overweight and Obesity in Children................ 16
D BN 17 7717 1 PSS RSPRT 20
2.3  ECOLOGICAL SYSTEMS MODEL. ..ottt ettt 20
2.4 RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN WEIGHT STATUS AND BEHAVIOURS ......ccceoniiiiine 23
241 Dietary BERAVIOUTS ..........ccoeueeeeieeieeieeieeieeieeteeteeteete ettt sse et saesbesbe b sbesbe b e b sbesbessesbe s s 24
2.4.2  PRYSICALI ACEIVIEY ..ottt ettt ettt b et sb e b e b e b b e b e b e b e sbesbe b e be b e 26
2.4.3  Sedentary BERAVIOUT .............c.ccoceeeeeeeeeieeieeieeteeteeteste sttt sse st ssessesbe b e sbesbessesaesbessesse s s 30
2.5 INFLUENCE OF CHILD, PARENT AND COMMUNITY CHARACTERISTICS ON THE
KEY BEHAVIOURS ...ttt ettt ettt ettt ettt be e senteneaee 33
2.5.1  Di€tary BERAVIOUTS ........c.ccoeueeueeeeeieeieeieeieeieeieete ettt ettt sse s sbesse bbb sbe b e sbessesbessesbe s s 34
2.5.2 PRYSICALI ACEIVIEY ..ottt ettt b et b e bbb b e b e b e b e b be b e be s 37
2.5.3  Sedentary BERAVIOUTS ...........c.ccoceeeeeereeieeieeieeieeieetestesteetesteete st sse et st ssessesbesbessesbesbessesbessesbe s s 40
2.6 IMPORTANCE OF THIS CURRENT STUDY ....ooiiiiirieeeeeceeteee et 43
2.7  CHAPTER SUMMARY ..ottt ettt ettt ee 45
CHAPTER 3 - METHODOLOGY 46
3.1 RESEARCH QUESTIONS ...ttt sttt ettt ettt ee 46
3.2 RESEARCH DESIGN ..ottt ettt ee 46
32,1 QUAlIATIVE DOMGIN...........c..cooiiiiiiiieiieieeieeieee ettt ettt b e eb bbb bbb bbb sbeaes 46
3.2.2  Naturalistic Inquiry Paradign: An OVErVIeW ..............c.ccocovueieieeeieeeeeeieeessesiessesseesessesseenes 47
3.2.3  Multiple Case Sty DESIGN .........c..cccccueviiiiiiiiiieieeeie ettt sbe e sae s 48
3.3 METHODOLOGY DECISIONS ..ottt ettt 50
3301 PELOE STUAY .ot b e bbb aas 50
3.4  DATA COLLECTION ..ottt ettt ettt ettt be e ee 52
340 EthiCS APPFOVAL........c..coooioiieiieiiiieieeee ettt ettt b bbb bbb bbb s 52
3042 SAMPIE.......oooeeoeiieieeeee bbb bbb bbb b bbb nbeaas 54
3.4.3  Data Collection: AN QVerVIEW .............cccooeciieiiieeiiiieieieeet ettt sneneas 55
3.5 PRESENTING THE FINDINGS ..ottt 67
3.5.1  TheoreticQl FFramMEWOTE ...........ccoveiiiiieiieiiei et 67
3.6 CONFIDENTIALITY ..ottt ettt ettt ettt ettt ettt b e s e ne e 67
3.7 ENSURING THE TRUSTWORTHINESS AND CREDIBILITY OF THE FINDINGS............. 68

vil



3.7 1 TFUSIWOFIIITESS ..ottt ettt ettt e et eeree s 68

3.8 CHAPTER SUMMARY ...ttt bttt ee 70
CHAPTER 4 - FINDINGS 71
4.1 THE DAY-TO-DAY LIFE OF ANDREW BROWN ......ccoiiiiiiiiieereeeceeeeee e 72
G 1.1 SUIIEE ...t 72
1.2 WIRECE ..ot 88
42 ATYPICAL DAY IN THE LIFE OF ANDREW BROWN.....ccecooiiiiieeneeeeeeeeieene 101
43 THEMES FOR ANDREW BROWN ..ottt 102
4.3.1  Dietary BeRAVIOUT FACIOTS . ..........c.cccoueviiiiiiiiiieeieee ettt ettt sbe b 102
4.3.2  PhySical ACHIVIEY FACIOTS........c.cccoveiiiiiiiiiieceeeeieee ettt ettt eae s 104
4.3.3  Sedentary BehaVIOUFr FACIOFS.............cccccueiiviiiiiiieiieie ettt 106
4.3.4  Personal and SOCIALI FACIOFS ..........c..ccovoiiiviiiieiieieeeeeeee e 107
44 THE DAY-TO-DAY LIFE OF BENJAMIN BLACK .....coiiiiiieieiieeeeeeeee e 109
BoA. L SUIINEE ...t 110
BoA.2 WIRECE....ccioiiiieie e 132
4.5 ATYPICAL DAY IN THE LIFE OF BENJAMIN BLACK .....cceoiiiiiieeeeeeeeeene 150
4.6 THEMES FOR BENJAMIN BLACK ....c.oiiiiiiiiieinere ettt 151
4.6.1  Dietary BeRAVIOUT FAUCIOTS...........c.cccoueieeiiiiiiieseeeee ettt ebe e 151
4.6.2  PhysSical ACHIVITY FACIOTS........c.ccooveiiiiiiiiiceceeeeteee ettt 153
4.6.3  Sedentary BeRaVIOUF FACIOFS.............ccccovevieiiiiiiiiieese et sie ettt 155
4.6.4  Personal and SOCIALI FACIOFS ..........c..ccovoiiiriiiieiieise et 156
47 THE DAY-TO-DAY LIFE OF CAMERON GRAY ....ccooiiiiiiiieineteeeeeeee e 158
.71 SUIIEE ...ttt e 158
7.2 WIRECE ..ottt 173
4.8 A TYPICAL DAY IN THE LIFE OF CAMERON GRAY ...c.oooiiiiiiiieeeeeeeeeeeae 187
4.9 THEMES FOR CAMERON GRAY ..ottt ettt 188
4.9.1  Dietary BeRAVIOUT FAUCIOTS...........c.cccouevieeiiiiiiieeiiee ettt sbe e 188
4.9.2  PhySical ACHIVIEY FACIOTS........c.ccoooieiiiiieieiieeeeeeeteee sttt sbe b s 190
4.9.3  Sedentary BehaVIOUFr FACIOFS.............c.cccouevieviiiiiiieesie ettt eae s 192
4.9.4  Personal and SOCIALI FACIOFS ..........c..ccoveiiiiiiiieiieiee et 194
4.10 THE DAY-TO-DAY LIFE OF DAVID WHITE ....cccoooiiiiiiieieeeeeeee e 195
A 0.1 SUIINEE ..ottt 196
Go10.2 WEREEE .ottt 213
4.11 A TYPICAL DAY IN THE LIFE OF DAVID WHITE.......ccccciiiiiiiieeeeeeeeeeene 228
4.12  THEMES FOR DAVID WHITE ..ottt 229
4.12.1  Dietary BeRAVIOUF FACIOFS............c.ccovueeiiieiieiisiieiesieeie st sttt sse e ese s s s sve s nes 229
4.12.2  PhySicAl ACHIVITY FACIOFS........ccocceeeeiieiieieeiieieeieeieeteeie ettt eae bbb bbb b sbeeneaes 231
4.12.3  Sedentary BeRAVIOUT FACIOTS...........c.ccccveiiiiiiiiieieieeieeeeie ettt 233
4.12.4  Personal and SOCIAI FACIOFS ...........ccoveuierisiieieeieeeeieeeeet e 233
4.13 THE DAY-TO-DAY LIFE OF ERIN GREEN......ccociiiiiiiiiieieteeeeeee e 235
G131 SUIMINEE ..ot 235
Go13.2 WEREEE ettt 253
4.14 A TYPICAL DAY IN THE LIFE OF ERIN GREEN .......occooiiiiiiieeee e 264
4.15 THEMES FOR ERIN GREEN......cooiiiiiiieeee ettt 265
4.15.1  Dietary BeRAVIOUF FACIOFS............cccocueeeieiiiiiisiieiesieete ettt ese e sbe s s s s s s 265
4.15.2  PRySicAl ACHIVITY FACIOFS........ccoccvoeeiieiieieeiieieeieeie et ste ettt ebe e sbesbe v bbb eae s 267
4.15.3  Sedentary BeRAVIOUT FACIOTS...........c.cccoovevieciiiiiiieieieeieeieeie et 268
4.15.4  Personal and SOCIAI FACIOFS ...........ccooeeiiiesiieieeiee et 269
4.16 THE DAY-TO-DAY LIFE OF FELICITY ROSE .....cooiiieieieeeeeeeeeee e 271
G101 SUIMINEE ..ottt e 272
Go10.2  WEREEE .ottt ettt 286
4.17 A TYPICAL DAY IN THE LIFE OF FELICITY ROSE ..ot 299
4.18 THEMES FOR FELICITY ROSE ..ottt 300
4.18.1  Dietary BeRAVIOUF FACIOFS............c.ccovueeiieiiieiiiiiieieeieeie ettt ese e sbe s s sae s s s nes 300
4.18.2  PhySicAl ACHIVILY FACIOFS........ccoccveeeiieiieieeiieieeieeieeieeie sttt eae et sbe b b sae bbb s s 302
4.18.3  Sedentary BeRAVIOUT FACIOTS...........c.cccoveieiiiiiiieieieeieeieeie ettt 304
4.18.4  Personal and SOCIAI FACIOFS ...........ccoeeeieesiieieeieeeeeeeeet e 305
CHAPTER 5 - CROSS-CASE ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION 307

viil



5.1  CROSS-CASE ANALYSIS ...ttt ettt ettt eses
5.2 DISCUSSION ...ttt ettt ettt ettt ettt ettt et et e e s et e st e s et e seatesesesen et esesene s esesenesesesaneasesens
5.2.1  Dietary BERAVIOUTS ...........c.cccocveiiiiiiiiieiieie ettt sttt svesb e b ebesbe bbb b b sbeeaenes
5.2.2 PRYSICAL ACHIVILY ..ottt ea e sbe e b e bbb bbb bbb b b nes
5.2.3  8edentary BERAVIOUFS .............cccccceevveiiiiieiiieeeie ettt ebe bbb bbb bbb nes
5.2.4  PerSONAL FACIOFS ...t
5.3 STUDY LIMITATIONS ...ttt ettt ettt s et et et ese e eesees
54 SUMMARY, RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUSION .....ccceoiiirieieeeieieeeeeeeeeaee

REFERENCES

APPENDICES

APPENDIX A: INFORMATION SHEETS AND CONSENT FORMS FOR PARENTS AND

CHILDREN ...
APPENDIX B: LETTER TO SCHOOL PRINCIPAL AND SCHOOL INFORMATION SHEET ...
APPENDIX C: INFORMATION SHEET AND CONSENT FORM FOR TEACHERS...................
APPENDIX D: EXAMPLE OF FIELD NOTES ..o
APPENDIX E: THEMES GRIDS ...
APPENDIX F: NSW HEALTHY SCHOOL CANTEEN STRATEGIES ........ccccociiiiiiiiiiiiiens

X



LIST OF TABLES

Table 3.1: Snapshot of data from field notes



Figure 2.1:
Figure 2.2:
Figure 2.3:
Figure 2.4:
Figure 3.1:
Figure 3.2:
Figure 5.1:

LIST OF FIGURES

Ecological model of predictors of childhood overweight ......cceeceeiescercscuercsanes 22
Risk factors for poor dietary behaviours in children ......oeeeeccercscnicscercssaercsnnnes 34
Risk factors for poor physical activity behaviours in children......cceeceescuercnnens 37
Risk factors for excessive sedentary behaviours in children and adolescents...40
Recruitment of participants ...ccceececcesesssisssnissssnesssisssnnisssssessasssssssssssssssasssssnses 53
The data COIIECTION PTOCESS wuererrarissssressanisssanissssnessasissssnsssssessasssssssssassessasssssnses 56
ComPATAtIVE CHATT cevererseressniessnnisssnnessnisssnnissssiesssnisssssssssssessasssssssssasssssassssans 310

X1



	A naturalistic enquiry into the day-to-day lives of obese children
	Recommended Citation

	Copyright warning
	Title page
	Certification
	Abstract
	Acknowledgements
	Table of contents
	List of tables
	List of figures

