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Background

Interventions to prevent and treat child obesity 
have had moderate success.
No studies have focused on the totality of an 
obese child’s life.

Purpose

The aim of this study was to explain the daily life of an 
obese child.
The research questions were:

• What is day-to-day life like for obese children?
• What weight-related behaviours are evident in their 

everyday lives?

Methodology (1)

A naturalistic inquiry employing a multiple 
case study design.
Participants were 6 obese children (4 
male, 2 female) between the ages of 7-12 
years and their families.

Phase 1: Anthropometry Measures

Phase 2: Observation Periods
Approximately 3 hours on 3 separate days 
were spent with each family leading up to 
the official data collection days.
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Methodology (2)
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Phase 3: Observation Days and Casual 
Conversations
3 summer observation days and 3 
winter days.
Observations took place from when 
the child woke up in the morning 
until they went to sleep at night.
The child wore a digital recorder.
Researcher as participant observer.

Methodology (3)

 

 
Settings 

Public schools 

Catholic school 

After-school care 

Swimming lessons 

Football match 

Supermarket 

Restaurants 

Cafes 

Birthday parties 

Car wash 
Beach 

Maori culture group 

Athletics carnival 

Friend’s houses 

Grandma’s house 

Adventure 
climbing centre 

Methodology (4)

95 hours were spent with each family -
6 x 95 = 570 hours.
400 pages of field notes.
Digital recorder was worn for 300 hours 
= 1000 hours of transcribing.

Methodology (5)
Phase 4: Initial Data Analysis

The constant comparative method 
of analysis was used.

Phase 5: Final Data Analysis
Codes were organised into 4 
categories: dietary behaviours; 
physical activity; sedentary 
behaviours; personal and social 
factors.
3 categories:

• High occurrence factors
• Moderate occurrence factors
• Low occurrence factors
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Findings (1)

Each of the child’s days were presented in a narrative 
form.
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Findings (2)

Physical 
Activity

Dietary
 Behaviours

Sedentary 
Behaviours

Personal
Factors

Common factors

Factors found in 
current study but 
not in Davison and 
Birch’s model

High sugar/energy 
dense foods

Portion sizes

Parental & sibling 
eating patterns

School canteens

People to 
participate with

Sibling 
role models

Parental 
encouragement

Size of 
backyard

Time to be 
active in 
school 
breaks

Types 
of activities
 in PE and 
sport

Restrictions and 
rules

Parental sedentary 
behaviour and 
television patterns

Eating in front 
of the television

Providing choices

Physical 
Difficulties

Perceived
competence

Enjoyment participating
in sedentary activities

Enjoyment of 
reading

Friend’s enjoyment in 
sedentary activities

Physical environment

Sedentary activities as a 
proxy-babysitter

Sedentary activities
 as a reward

Physical appearance 
self-concept

Peer acceptance 
self-concept

Behaviour 
self-concept

Child Risk Factors

Family Risk Factors

Community Risk Factors

CHILD 
WEIGHT
STATUS

Permissive feeding style

Requests for food Self-control

Time spent in small 
screen recreation

Time spent in 
physical activity 
after school and
on weekends

Dietary Behaviours

“He is good on the 
tooth. He doesn’t know 
when to stop eating”
(Father of Cameron, 
age 12)

Self-control

Dietary Behaviours

“I had a big schnitzel 
and chips and a coke 
and then before we 
went to the fete Dad 
got us a Mr Whippy ice 
cream” (Benjamin, age 
10)

High sugar/energy 
dense foods

Dietary Behaviours

“I have Coco Pops and 
my husband has a hot 
cooked breakfast every 
morning” (Mother of 
John, age 12)

Family eating 
patterns

Dietary Behaviours

“I’ll let him sit and eat 
in front of the TV 
tonight cause Glenn’s 
not here and they can 
relax a bit because he’s 
had a very busy day”
(Mother of Andrew, age 
8)

Eating in front of the 
television

Physical Activity

“Go easy on Sue 
because she’s really 
slow at running”
(Friend of Sue, age 10)

Physical difficulties
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Physical Activity

“My weekends and 
afternoons are 
generally the same. I 
don’t really do much. I 
just sit around cause 
there’s not much to do 
and no one to do 
anything with” (Scott, 
age 12)

People to participate 
with

Physical Activity

“There’s not really 
much to do here 
because there’s not 
much grass. So you 
can’t really play 
running games or do 
anything really” (Scott, 
age 12)

Size of backyard

Sedentary Behaviours

“Playstation and 
television are important. 
They’re my only 
entertainment and 
enjoyment” (Cameron, 
age 12)

Enjoyment

Sedentary Behaviours

“John will have square 
eyes from the computer. 
He’s on there hour after 
hour” (Mother of John, 
age 12)

Restrictions and rules

Sedentary Behaviours

“Go and watch a 
different TV. There are 
four others in the house. 
Pick one upstairs so at 
least you get the 
exercise walking up”
(Father of John, age 12)

Physical environment

Personal Factors

“I have a really fat 
bottom and my face 
and body are really 
ugly” (Georgia, age 
8)

Physical appearance 
self-concept
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Findings

Physical 
Activity

Dietary
 Behaviours

Sedentary 
Behaviours

Personal
Factors

Common factors

Factors found in 
current study but 
not in Davison and 
Birch’s model

High sugar/energy 
dense foods

Portion sizes

Parental & sibling 
eating patterns

School canteens

People to 
participate with

Sibling 
role models

Parental 
encouragement

Size of 
backyard

Time to be 
active in 
school 
breaks

Types 
of activities
 in PE and 
sport

Restrictions and 
rules

Parental sedentary 
behaviour and 
television patterns

Eating in front 
of the television

Providing choices

Physical 
Difficulties

Perceived
competence

Enjoyment participating
in sedentary activities

Enjoyment of 
reading

Friend’s enjoyment in 
sedentary activities

Physical environment

Sedentary activities as a 
proxy-babysitter

Sedentary activities
 as a reward

Physical appearance 
self-concept

Peer acceptance 
self-concept

Behaviour 
self-concept

Child Risk Factors

Family Risk Factors

Community Risk Factors

CHILD 
WEIGHT
STATUS

Permissive feeding style

Requests for food Self-control

Time spent in small 
screen recreation

Time spent in 
physical activity 
after school and
on weekends

Recommendations

Consider the family system and multileveled 
context in which child risk factors emerge.
Collect both quantitative and qualitative data at 
both intra- and extra-individual levels.
Conduct a similar study with non-obese children as 
well as obese children to compare experiences, 
behaviours and risk factors.
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