


Obesity is a major public health issue in Wales and has become increasingly common in recent years. It is defined as having an excessive amount of body fat that increases the risk of serious health conditions such as type 2 diabetes, heart disease and certain cancers (World Health Organisation, 2023). According to public health data, a significant proportion of adults and children in Wales are classified as overweight or obese, placing significant pressure on the NHS and wider health services (Public Health Wales, 2022). Health promotion plays an important role in addressing obesity by encouraging healthier lifestyles, improving awareness and supporting behaviour change. This report will examine the rationale for addressing obesity in Wales, explore current health promotion approaches, consider the impact of diversity and individual perspectives, and provide evidence-based recommendations for improvement. 
Obesity is a significant and growing public health concern in Wales, affecting both adults and children. Recent data shows that approximately 60% of adults in Wales are overweight or obese, highlighting the scale of the issue (Public Health Wales, 2022). However, recent analysis suggests that obesity levels in Wales may be higher than official figures show, with estimates rising to around 34% of adults classified as obese due to underreporting in self-reported data (Nesta, 2024). This suggests that the true scale of obesity may be underestimated, reinforcing the need for improved data collection and more targeted health promotion strategies.  In addition, childhood obesity remains a serious concern, with around 24.8% of children aged 4-5 in Wales classified as overweight or obese, meaning nearly one in four children is affected at a young age (Ziauddeen et al., 2026). This demonstrates the problem's early onset and the need for early intervention.
According to the NHS (2023), obesity is associated with a range of serious health conditions, including cardiovascular disease, type 2 diabetes and reduced life expectancy. It can also increase the risk of high blood pressure and high cholesterol, which can lead to coronary heart disease and stroke. In addition, obesity is linked to conditions such as asthma, sleep apnoea and osteoarthritis, which can affect breathing, sleep and mobility. These conditions not only affect individuals' quality of life but also place increasing pressure on healthcare services such as the NHS. As obesity rates continue to rise, the financial and social burden on society also increases, making it a priority public health issue (NHS, 2023).
Several factors contribute to obesity, including poor diet, lack of physical activity and environmental influences such as the availability of fast food and limited access to safe spaces for exercise. Social inequalities also play a key role, as individuals from lower-income backgrounds may face barriers such as the cost of healthy food, limited education around nutrition and reduced access to health services (World Health Organisation, 2025). Health promotion is therefore essential in addressing obesity, as it focuses on preventing illness and supporting individuals to make healthier choices. Public health initiatives aim to raise awareness, encourage behaviour change and create environments that support healthier living. This highlights the importance of developing effective strategies to reduce obesity levels and improve overall health in Wales. Research from Senedd Research (2026) highlights that obesity in Wales is strongly linked to wider social and environmental factors. Rates of obesity tend to be higher in more deprived areas, where individuals may have less access to healthy food and fewer opportunities for physical activity. This reinforces the idea that obesity is not only caused by individual lifestyle choices, but inequalities also influence it in society (Culley, 2003). 
 In relation to diversity and individual perspectives, obesity does not affect all individuals equally, and diversity plays an important role in understanding its impact. People living in more deprived areas of Wales are more likely to experience obesity due to limited access to healthy food, fewer opportunities for physical activity and financial constraints (Pearce et al., 2019). Also, cultural factors, education levels and access to healthcare services can influence lifestyle choices and health outcomes (Culley, 2003). Children, older adults and individuals with disabilities may also face additional barriers to maintaining a healthy weight. This shows the importance of ensuring that health promotion strategies are inclusive and tailored to meet the needs of different population groups, as people in poorer areas often face more barriers to staying healthy (NICE, 2023).
Research also highlights the impact of stigma and discrimination related to weight. Weight-related stigma is common and can affect a person's confidence and willingness to access healthcare services. This means that some individuals may avoid seeking support due to fear of being judged. There is also a strong link between obesity and mental health, as individuals may experience low self-esteem, anxiety and depression. At the same time, mental health difficulties can influence eating behaviours, which may lead to further weight gain (Senedd Research, 2026).
Obesity is measured and monitored using different methods to understand how common it is and how it is changing over time. One of the main ways this is done is through body mass index (BMI), which uses a person's height and weight to classify them as underweight, healthy weight, overweight or obese. According to the World Health Organisation (2023), BMI is widely used in both clinical and public health settings. Although it does not consider muscle mass or where fat is stored in the body. Research shows that BMI can have different levels of body fat. This means that it may not always provide a fully accurate measure of an individual's health. Because of this, other measurements like waist circumference can also be used to give a more complete understanding of health risks (Ross et al., 2020).
Over the past five years, a range of public health strategies have been introduced to address obesity in Wales, although services are not always consistent across different areas (Public Health Wales, 2021). This suggests that obesity remains a key public health priority. 
Health promotion plays an important role in reducing obesity by supporting individuals to make healthier lifestyle choices. In Wales, a range of strategies is used to improve awareness and encourage behaviour change. Public health campaigns aim to educate individuals about the importance of a balanced diet, reducing sugar intake and increasing physical activity (Public Health Wales, 2022). For example, online programmes such as Couch to 5K and health apps encourage individuals to become more active and support behaviour change. However, research shows that not all individuals complete these programs, sometimes due to factors such as injury or lack of motivation (Relph et al., 2023). Schools also play a key role by promoting healthy eating habits and ensuring children can keep active. These early interventions are important as they can help prevent obesity from developing later in life (Public Health Wales, 2022).
Community-based programmes are also used to support individuals in managing their weight. Examples of these are local weight management services and physical activity groups, which can provide guidance, support and motivation. These services can be particularly beneficial for individuals living in deprived areas, where low income and access to healthy food is limited (Pearce et al., 2019).
 There are some challenges with current approaches. Not all individuals can make lifestyle changes easily, particularly those facing financial difficulties or limited access to resources. This emphasises the importance of addressing wider social and environmental factors, individual responsibility (Department of Health and Social Care, 2020). 
To improve current approaches, several evidence-based recommendations can be made. Firstly, increasing access to affordable, healthy food is essential. Particularly for people living in deprived areas where healthy options may be limited. This could include government support, such as subsidies for healthy food or restrictions on the marketing and promotion of high-fat and high-sugar products (Robinson, 2021).  Also, policies such as calorie labelling and limiting the number of fast food and takeaway places near schools could help to reduce unhealthy choices and encourage better eating habits (Welsh Government, 2023). These measures aim to create a healthier food environment, making it easier for individuals to make healthier choices through health promotion approaches rather than relying on personal responsibility (Lucas and Lloyd, 2005). It is important to recognise that not everyone can change their lifestyle easily, especially during the cost-of-living crisis, where healthier food is more expensive (Welsh Government, 2023). This emphasises the need for interventions that not only promote healthy eating but also make it more affordable and accessible for all.
Finally, targeted interventions should be developed for high-risk groups, particularly those living in deprived areas. For example, the Healthy Start scheme provides support for low-income families to access healthy food such as fruit, vegetables and milk, helping to improve nutrition and reduce health inequalities, particularly for families who may struggle to afford healthy food (Welsh Government, 2026). Also, there are wider government strategies in Wales that aim to improve access to healthy food through initiatives such as free school meals and support local food programmes, which help increase the availability of nutritious food in schools and communities. These approaches also support local food production and make healthier options more accessible, particularly for families on a lower income (Welsh Government, 2026).
Overall, obesity is a major public health issue in Wales that affects both adults and children and places significant pressure on healthcare services (Schneider, 2021). This report has shown the main causes of obesity, including poor diet, lack of physical activity and wider social inequalities. It has also been shown that obesity does not affect everyone equally, with people living in more deprived areas facing greater challenges. Health promotion plays an important role in addressing obesity by raising awareness and supporting healthier lifestyle choices. However, more needs to be done to improve current approaches. By focusing on long-term strategies, reducing inequalities and providing targeted support, it is possible to improve health outcomes and reduce obesity levels in Wales. 
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