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About the Book

An obesity epidemic has hit the western world: statistics show that one in five children in the UK is overweight and, worldwide, 155 million are overweight or obese.

In this comprehensive guide, one of Great Ormond Street’s specialist paediatric dietitians, Paul Sacher, helps parents to promote increased activity and foster a healthier lifestyle. From Kid to Superkid uses a unique three-pronged approach incorporating:

– nutrition and diet: the benefits of weight maintenance and the use of the glycaemic index to help decrease snacking and prevent excessive weight gain;

– physical activity: the importance of making exercise fun and decreasing sedentary pastimes, such as television watching; and

– behaviour modification: using rewards and goals to encourage positive, healthy behaviours.

With recipes, shopping lists, tips, exercises, case studies and resources, plus a comprehensive programme for life, this is the essential guide for all parents wishing to develop a healthy lifestyle for their child from the age of five years.


About the Author

Paul Sacher is a recognised expert in child health and obesity. He is a highly qualified and experienced Paediatric Nutrition Consultant who has improved the health and nutritional status of thousands of children through his publications and clinical work. He has worked as a specialist dietitian at Great Ormond Street Hospital for Children NHS Trust for five and a half years. He is now a Clinical Research Fellow at the Institute of Child Health where he is researching ways to improve the health of overweight and obese children. Paul is the founder of the MEND (mind, exercise, nutrition and diet) Programme, which is a lifestyle programme for overweight and obese children and their families. He is currently Chief Investigator of a large randomised controlled trial and his research has been peer-reviewed and published in scientific journals.

Paul has studied and worked on three different continents, where he has developed his unique, integrated clinical style. He has previously collaborated with two best-selling authors – Gina Ford on The Contented Child’s Food Bible (Vermilion) and Annabel Karmel on Superfoods for Babies and Children (Ebury Press). Paul acts as a consultant on nutritional matters to authors and child health-care experts in the publishing field as well as being a regular contributor to various publications. Paul regularly lectures to large groups of doctors, nurses, dietitians, other healthcare professionals and students.

Paul completed a BSc in medicine followed by a two-year postgraduate degree in Nutrition and Dietetics. He is currently undertaking a PhD in Child Health and works closely with world leaders in the field of paediatric nutrition. He is currently holder of a Department of Health, Researcher Development Award and his research work is also supported by the MRC Childhood Nutrition Research Centre at the Institute of Child Health and Great Ormond Street Hospital for Children. Paul is Public Relations Officer for the Paediatric Group of the British Dietetic Association and is registered with the Health Professions Council and is a member of the British Dietetic Association, the Association for the Study of Obesity and the Nutrition Society.
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To my parents Clive and Annette


Preface

Speaking from experience

Before I start, I think it’s important that I share my own childhood with you. This will give you an insight into my life as an obese child and show how it has affected me.

As a young kid I was very skinny. I was a typical active child and fortunate to have the opportunity to spend a lot of time outdoors riding my bike and swimming. I was never naturally good at competitive physical sports, such as football, rugby and cricket, but preferred more mentally stimulating pursuits, such as chess, creating potions with my chemistry set, collecting Matchbox cars, entertaining my family with my wide array of magic tricks, and saving imaginary worlds with my Star Wars figurines. I also loved nature and wildlife and spent many hours nurturing anything from silk worms to sea monkeys and hamsters.

Then, at around the age of 11, puberty arrived and my hormones kicked in. This was a very confusing time and I remember watching my body change almost before my eyes. I started to shoot up in height and at the same time developed a voracious appetite – as most children do when they are going through a period of rapid growth. As is common with a lot of children, I loved sweets, chocolates, crisps and spending hours in front of the television or playing computer games. I wasn’t given many unhealthy ‘treats’ at home – they were only handed out at weekends and as rewards – so I would simply buy them for myself on the way home from school and consume them in the privacy of my bedroom. I started to gain excessive weight and became very self-conscious of my body. I used to dread PE at school and the thought of changing in front of my peers and exposing my rolls of fat, suffering the humiliation of being the last person to be picked for the team, and being so out of breath during cross-country runs that I thought I was going to faint. In my mind, my PE teachers filled the spectrum from trolls and ogres, to evil witches and warlocks. PE was torture for me and I did anything I could do to avoid it. Strange how my mysterious illnesses always developed the night before PE! Lack of exercise combined with my extremely unhealthy appetite and love of high-sugar and high-fat foods saw my weight soar until I reached obesity level.

At this point I developed health problems that were directly linked to my excessive weight. I had asthma, and joint problems in my legs and feet, which made exercise even more difficult, and so the cycle continued. I became increasingly hostile towards my parents as a result of normal teenage rebellion combined with additional feelings of anger as a result of my weight and poor self-esteem. In her desperation, my mother took me to see a dietitian who put me on a calorie-restricted diet. At the time, that was what the medical profession believed was the correct treatment for obesity. I was told exactly what I should and shouldn’t eat and was weighed on a weekly basis. I became obsessed with my weight and weighed myself every morning and sometimes in the evening as well. I felt victimised at family meals, where I was prepared separate low-calorie meals, while the rest of my family ate their normal meals.

My younger brother had always excelled at tennis and so he needed a fairly high-calorie diet, owing to the demands of his sport, and was allowed to eat whatever he liked. After a match he was often treated to ice cream sundaes and waffles. I, on the other hand, was extremely inactive and so required much less in the way of food and drinks and so was denied the same gastronomic pleasures. At this young age, I was not able to fully understand the reasons for the difference. I interpreted the way my parents treated me as a sign that I was less loved, less good and the failure of the family. I became increasingly isolated from the rest of my family. I dreaded the weekly weigh-ins at the dietitian. Needless to say, I did not lose weight – I gained it. Being told every week that my weight had increased only made me feel more like a failure, and further eroded my fragile self-esteem. After about three months of seeing the dietitian, my mother realised what a negative effect this was having on my confidence and the visits stopped. At this point she probably thought that it was better for me to be happy and fat than unhappy trying to be thin. Looking back on this period, it did raise my awareness of the difference between healthy and unhealthy foods but did not address how to change my eating behaviours. Dieting, for me, made the whole situation much worse and only helped to worsen my self-image and self-confidence.

My weight problem deteriorated as I got older and my obese teenage years are full of memories of feeling fat and ugly and always being ashamed of my body. On my summer holidays at the beach I was the big kid swimming in a T-shirt, thinking that it would hide my large body. In fact, it probably just drew more attention to the fact that I was hiding something! I remember shopping with my mother and really struggling to find clothes that would fit. A comment made when I tried on a striped shirt – ‘people who are a bit overweight shouldn’t wear horizontal stripes’ – left me mortally wounded. Although I knew I was large, was I really that fat? This was the question that continually filled my head.

I was chronically depressed during these years. Not much inspired me, and life at home was hard as I took out all my anger and frustrations on my family. The more they told me what to eat and what not to eat the more I thought they were picking on me and didn’t love me. The weight continued to pile on. One area that particularly worried me was my chest, as my breasts were prominent and this seriously affected my self-esteem.

Despite this, I still managed to achieve decent grades. University for me – at the age of 17 in a different city from my family – signified independence and a fresh start. I developed a voracious appetite of a different kind – not for food, but for knowledge to treat my condition. I absorbed as much information on diet and health as I could. This, combined with my science, nutrition and dietetic degrees, gave me the tools I needed to overcome my weight problem. I formulated my own ideas and combined everything I learnt into a simple yet effective plan for losing and maintaining my weight. I joined the local gym, started attending yoga classes with a friend, and even took up swimming again – a sport I had enjoyed in the past. As I became better at yoga, the instructor began to use me to demonstrate yoga positions to new attendees. This really helped to boost my self-confidence and encouraged me to try other activities in the gym. For the first time, exercise became an integral and even enjoyable part of my life. This regular activity, plus a few small changes in the way I was eating, led to my excessive weight falling off.

Although I had learnt for myself how to improve unhealthy eating and poor physical activity patterns, I realised that it took a lot of hard work and effort. I wondered how I could help children learn these same skills – but at a much younger age. I knew from my medical training that dieting is dangerous for children and realised that it was more important to get children into good, healthy habits early on in life. I never wanted another child to go through the difficulties I experienced in my childhood and so I began learning about the psychology of children and the most effective techniques to change their behaviours without risking setting them up for failure and reducing their self-esteem and confidence. I learnt about cognitive behavioural therapy and behavioural modification techniques, which help children to improve their behaviours in fun and achievable ways.

While this was a very lonely, difficult struggle, I do not regret it. Without this life-experience, I would not be in the position to share my experiences and my knowledge with you and your family. The advice in this book is based on my life experience as an obese child, combined with my medical and nutritional knowledge, my work as a specialist dietitian at Great Ormond Street Hospital for Children and my scientific knowledge researching childhood obesity treatments.

I hope that you will find this book life-changing and that it will give you an insight into the minds of your children who may be experiencing some of the things I felt as a child.


Prologue

Raising kids is not easy and doing the right thing by your children is important to all parents. The way parents raise their children is a product of their own upbringing, education, values and perceptions of right and wrong. The first thing to realise is that no parent is perfect, we all make mistakes. I have not written this book to teach you to be a parent, as I am not an expert in being a parent. What I can do is help you to understand what it is like to be an overweight child by using my own personal experiences as an overweight child, case studies of real-life situations, my knowledge on nutrition, as well as my research into the treatment of childhood obesity and how to combat it, in order to give you the tools to really make a difference in your children’s lives.

This book is designed to give you a glimpse into the life of overweight kids and how this problem can affect them, not only in childhood but right into adulthood. Apart from all the health risks with which the media constantly bombard us, being overweight has other important impacts, such as low self-esteem and low levels of confidence, which are just as serious and also need to be dealt with effectively.

Raising healthy kids is a real challenge in today’s world. Through my own life-experience, combined with my education as a dietitian and childhood obesity researcher, I have designed practical and effective tools that can help you to instigate a healthy life for you and your family – and to maintain it. My advice is simple and easy to follow and it will help you to wade through all the information out there and decide for yourself what is healthy and what is not. You don’t have to be an expert in nutrition to learn how to read a food label and decipher whether a food belongs on your child’s plate or is best left on the supermarket shelf. I have included a section to help you understand how active you and your children should be and I will show you easy ways to get them off the sofa and help to change their couch-potato lifestyles for good. Another important area of focus is the section dealing with behaviour modification techniques and self-esteem. This section contains many examples of how to motivate and encourage your children to eat that extra bit of fruit or walk the dog without having a world war breaking out at home.


Introduction

Facing the facts

If you follow the advice in this book you will be giving your children the best possible start in life. We know that children who are well nourished have improved levels of concentration and so perform better at school. We also know that children who are overweight have lower levels of self-esteem and confidence and higher levels of depression than healthy-weight children. So this book is aimed at all parents out there with children over the age of five years who want to transform their kid into a superkid.

Aim

The aim of this book is to improve your family’s health using the latest advances in nutrition, exercise and behavioural modification, integrating them into a simple, yet effective, lifestyle programme that will serve as a foundation for healthy living for their entire lives. This book will help you to prevent your children becoming a part of the obesity statistics and will also help those who already have overweight or obese children. This book will help you to understand what it’s like for overweight children, what goes on in their minds and how what you may think is the best way to help your children could be doing more harm than good.



Did you know?

It is predicted that by the year 2020, one in three adults and one in five children in the UK will be obese!



How to use this book

This book contains a wealth of information aimed at improving your children’s diet and making sure that the foods they eat set them up for good health for their entire life. It is not about putting your children on a special diet. Rather it is about improving the foods that your entire family eats. It contains great ideas and tips to get your kids off the couch and inspire them to be more physically active and to enjoy being active. You will also learn to identify if your children are depressed and how to improve their self-esteem and confidence.

Unlike other diet and lifestyle books, this book will explain not only how to follow the healthiest of eating plans but also how to get your children to change their unhealthy habits and behaviour. I will explain the SMART way of encouraging healthy habits and behaviour using simple techniques such as goals and rewards and how to avoid factors in your children’s everyday lives that trigger unhealthy behaviour.

Learn about low-GI eating, reducing unhealthy fats, sugar and salt in your children’s diet, ways to get them more active and the tools to transform them from kids into superkids.

Background

Obesity is all around us – in newspapers and magazines, on the radio, television, the Internet – and on the high street. Why the fuss? Surely a bit of fat – apart from maybe not looking very attractive on the beach – won’t do us any harm? Wrong. Excessive fat is damaging to health and obesity is on the increase. In fact, obesity is fast becoming the number one killer. Sadly obesity not only affects adults but has begun to affect increasing numbers of children too. Worldwide we are seeing many more young people becoming overweight and even obese, more so than ever before in history. However, besides the health risks, being an overweight kid is not easy – trust me, I have been there.

Being overweight as a child caused me health problems and led to problems at school, feelings of inadequacy and isolation, and damaged my relationships with my parents and teachers. Unfortunately, Western society treats overweight people differently. We are conditioned from birth that fat is bad. In one study, published in 1995, children as young as four years old said they regarded overweight children as being mean, ugly, less intelligent, lazy, selfish, dishonest and a poor choice of friends. In the same study, healthy-weight children were rated as clever, attractive, healthy, kind, happy and popular.

Obesity is a high-profile subject. It is frequently on the television news and in the newspapers. It is the topic of reality shows and political discussions and is the subject of much scientific research. In fact, obesity is all around us at the moment; one just has to look around when walking down the street. Never has the human race faced such a potentially serious health problem. The issue is not about fatness itself, but the consequences of lugging this extra weight around and the effects it has on our poor bodies that have to adapt to the heavy load. This additional baggage comes at a serious cost to our health.

All parents want what’s best for their kids and watching their children following an unhealthy diet and being physically inactive can be heart-breaking. Many parents struggle to teach their youngsters to be healthy because children only worry about the here and now – the newest, coolest video game; the next set of exams; the upcoming holiday – not the state of their health in the distant future. Being unhealthy does not necessarily affect children straight away but often causes problems later on in life. Therefore, it is important for parents to lead the way and make sure their children are leading healthy lifestyles from the start – rather than trying to change them later on. This can be very difficult – especially as many parents do not follow a healthy lifestyle themselves. It is far harder to tell a child to do something if you don’t do it yourself. ‘Do as I say and not as I do’ is an approach that few children respond to positively. Children learn by example, and so how you choose to live your life as a parent is one of the most important factors in determining how they will live theirs.

This may all sound like a ‘no win’ situation but there are many ways to improve health and overcome obesity, which I will guide you towards in this book. No advice in this book is beyond the reach of anybody. It is simple and practical. The advice is intended for the whole family – the only way



Is your problem unique?





Did you know?




If this is not a diet book, what is it?





Did you know?
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