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Part 1
A Literature Review
The research subject that will be discussed is the increase in child obesity. Childhood obesity has become a significant public health concern, with a noticeable rise in recent years, particularly within developed countries and younger age groups (RCPCH, 2020). As the UK Parliament Post (2021) mentions, behavioural, social and environmental factors all contribute to this growing issue. Data collected by the Department of Health and Social Care (2025) from over 1.1 million children between 2024 and 2025 showed that 10% of children in reception class and 22.2% of children in year 6 were classified as obese, representing the highest levels recorded since 2006-2007 and highlighting the increasing scale of childhood obesity within the UK. Similarly, research from the UK Parliament Post (2021) found that 35% of children are overweight or obese by the end of their primary school years. These findings strongly suggest that childhood obesity is continuing to increase, and Chung (2018) mentions that children who suffer from obesity are at a higher risk of cardiometabolic risks during adolescence, as well as the development of cardiovascular disease, diabetes, and increase risk of premature death later on in life.
While there is general agreement that rates are rising, there are differing views on the main causes of childhood obesity. Some research suggests that unhealthy diets and increased consumption of processed foods are the primary factors, while other studies highlight a lack of physical activity as the main contributor (UK Parliament Post, 2021). This demonstrates that childhood obesity is a complex and multifaceted issue influenced by multiple factors, primarily linked to unhealthy dietary habits, low levels of physical activity and wider social influences. Children are increasingly consuming processed foods and high levels of sugar on a regular basis, which significantly contribute to weight gain and poor overall health. In addition, children tend to spend a large amount of time using game consoles and digital media, reducing the time spent being physically active and participating in outdoor activities (Nasrallah et al., 2025). Yuca (2012) suggests that childhood obesity has a strong connection to children who watch more television and spend longer periods engaging in inactive activities, particularly those living in urban environments where access to outdoor space, such as gardens, may be limited. This highlights the importance of environmental and lifestyle factors in influencing children’s health and wellbeing. However, while some research focuses on diet as the main cause, other studies emphasise the impact of sedentary behaviour and reduced levels of exercise. Therefore, it can be argued that childhood obesity is caused by a combination of poor diet and lack of physical activity rather than a single factor alone (World Health Organization, 2025).  Darku and Obinwanne (2024) also agree, noting that childhood obesity is rising worldwide, influenced by many factors, including more screen time and limited access to healthy foods. Darku and Obinwanne (2024) also suggested that families with low incomes are at higher risk of obesity due to poor living conditions, unsafe environments for outdoor activities, and limited access to healthy food due to rising food costs.

Nurseries and schools play an important role in promoting healthy lifestyles and helping prevent childhood obesity, as healthy choices in early years can help later on in life (Public Health England, 2016). Initiatives have been introduced to support children’s access to healthy food and encourage better eating habits. The Welsh Government (2025) mentions that children who eat healthier feel better, learn better and also grow stronger. For example, free school meals are now available for all primary-age children to ensure that children do not start the school day hungry, while also providing age-appropriate sizes and a balanced, healthy diet while in school (Welsh Government 2025).  According to the Department of Health and Social Care (2025), providing nutritious meals has been shown to improve children’s academic performance. These approaches support children’s overall health and development. However, as Public Health England (2016) mentions, while schools and nurseries can promote healthy behaviours, children’s habits are also influenced by their home environment, suggesting that educational settings alone may not be enough to fully address the issue. Schools also encourage physical activity through PE lessons and active play time, which helps contribute to improving mental well-being (Youth Sport Trust, 2024).
The government guidelines have been introduced to address the increase in childhood obesity and promote healthier lifestyles for children, such as the Childhood Obesity Plan and recommendations from the World Health Organisation (Department of Health and Social Care, 2025). The NHS also provides guidance on healthy choices and physical activity, supporting families to make healthier choices. In addition, the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) highlight children’s rights to maintain good health and nutritious food, particularly through article 24 (Children & Young People’s Commissioner Scotland, 2026). These policies aim to ensure that all children can develop healthy habits from an early age. However, despite these guidelines, childhood obesity rates continue to rise, suggesting that current policies may not be fully effective. This may indicate that there are challenges in how these policies are implemented or that additional support is needed for families and communities. Current policies may not be effective due to the rising cost of healthy food and the marketing of unhealthy foods; while government guidelines are provided in a framework, they may not be enough on their own (Adams, 2022). 
Conclusion 
In conclusion, rising childhood obesity is a significant public health concern influenced by a combination of behavioural, social and environmental factors. The literature highlights the importance of both diet and physical exercise in contributing to this issue. While nurseries and schools play an important role in encouraging healthy eating and promoting physical exercise, their impact may be limited without support from the home environment. Furthermore, government guidelines and policies, such as those from the World Health Organisation, NHS and the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, provide a crucial framework for addressing the problem. However, current research has suggested that, in order to successfully reduce childhood obesity and promote long-term improvements, a collaborative approach involving families and schools must be adopted to improve the health and well-being of children. 





Part 2  
Methodological consideration  
The aim is to explore whether habits within early years settings contribute to the rise in childhood obesity. The participants who will take part in this study will be children aged 0-5 years, with approximately 10-20 children from one early year’s nursery setting. This age has been chosen for the study because it is believed that healthy food choices in early years are crucial for a child’s brain development, physical growth and promoting positive lifelong eating habits (Department for Education, 2025). 
The research aim is to help find answers as to why there is a significant increase in childhood obesity. 
Qualitative research has been chosen as the researcher aims to find information and understand children's routines and interactions within their setting. The method that will be used is an observational study, as this method works better with younger children due to their understanding and development (Sage Publication, no date).  As Sage Publication (no date) mentions, the observation method is about watching and listening to each child’s environment and being able to see what motivates them within their natural surroundings, where real-life situations and behaviours can be seen without any pressure on the children and staff (Clark, 2011). Sometimes children can act out of sorts if they are aware they are being watched or are under pressure. There are several ways of observing children, the first being sitting back and allowing the children to do their daily routine while the researcher watches and observes, taking notes (Sage Publication, no date). 
Another way of observing could be photo evidence while observing the setting (Louis, no date). The type of observation that will take place in this research will be an unstructured observation because we want children to feel calm and positive throughout the study, and if a structured observation is used, it could cause the children to play up because of a change in routine compared to their normal day-to-day (Louis, no date). The observation will take place over 3 different days, and during this time, the children will be studied during the mealtimes and also during indoor/outdoor engagement, recording the food choices, portion sizes and what activities are available for physical activity. 
A nursery setting has been chosen for this study as children spend a lot of their day in the setting, meaning the researcher can observe the children’s eating habits and the physical activities all within one setting and within a range of different children.
 The most common approaches in qualitative research are case studies, observation, interviews, and focus groups (Gill, et al 2008). This is because interviews allow for open-ended questions to be asked (Rushton, 2022). For this research, interviews were not chosen due to young children being a part of the study, and children aged 0-5 years may struggle to understand the questions being asked of them, and they may also feel uncomfortable taking part in the study. Observing the children does not require the children to sit down and be asked questions (Leicestershire Partnership NHS Trust, no date).
The University of Western Australia (no date) mentions that the method is the approach taken to collect the data, which could include interviews, case studies, surveys or observational studies. Methodology is the framework of the method chosen. The methodology for this research will focus on understanding why childhood obesity is rising and if whether it could be linked to the early years setting the children are attending. 
As Dee (2025) notes, qualitative research is a method used to collect non-numeric data to help gain a good understanding of people's actions, concepts, behaviour and experiences.  Rather than focusing on the numerical analysis, qualitative research emphasises detailed information and meaning in human social interaction and behaviours. The qualitative approach is mainly used in fields such as sociology, education, health science and history, where researchers seek to explore personal viewpoints and gain a better understanding of social issues. 
A positive for using qualitative research is that it can be flexible, as researchers can change how the data is collected depending on the surroundings and situation (McArdle, 2022). The researcher could use observations, interviews or open-ended questions, meaning flexibility will allow for following new situations that occur during the study (Dee, 2025). 
Qualitative research has its limitations, as it is done in smaller sample sizes, which means fewer samples are found in that time frame, and it can be very time-consuming to collect the data, which can then lead to delays in the research. When interviews are conducted, it can be a lengthy process due to the planning and scheduling of the whole process. 
Quantitative research focuses on statistical data, which allows the researcher to collect data numerically and be able to statistically analyse it. Quantitative research is better used when working with larger groups, as it allows the researcher to find patterns and different connections based on measurable evidence (Dee, 2025).  Quantitative researcher is mainly based on questionnaires, surveys and experiments, which means more data can be found more quickly. 
Quantitative research also has disadvantages, and these can be a lack of in-depth detail provided with the results, which is mainly due to questionnaires and surveys being used.  Another disadvantage of quantitative research is that when questionnaires and surveys are used, the person taking part might not tell the truth on the questionnaire provided to them, which would then lead to incorrect results (Dee, 2025).  
As Noble and Heale (2019) highlight, triangulation is when two different methods are used to research a topic; for example, questionnaires and observations could be used together to get better findings. Triangulation provides a holistic approach to the research question (Hassan, 2024). Triangulation reduces bias and establishes credibility by combining different methods and theories to enhance the research. One advantage of triangulation is the increase in accuracy of the findings. However, as Hassan (2024) mentions, the disadvantage of using triangulation in research is that it can be time-consuming due to using two methods, which both need planning and comparing the information found. It also requires more resources and equipment to complete the research. 
Triangulation could help strengthen this study and could be used within the methodology to help gain further details of the children’s lifestyle outside of the nursery. A questionnaire could be sent home with each child to compare behaviours and help enrich the information. 
Department for Education (no date) mentions that when research is conducted with children, the children’s safety is the priority of the research. Informed consent must be obtained before the research is carried out. This would require consent from the parents of the children and also consent from the setting where the study is taking place. As NSPCC Learning (2023) mentions, the researcher should also make sure the children and parents or carers have a full understanding of what research is taking place, what is expected of them throughout the research study, along with the benefits of participating in the study. It must also be made clear that the parents or carers have the right to decline at any time throughout the process. Confidentiality and anonymity must be kept at all times during a research study; it is also required to store the findings in a secure space. 
When research is taking place, the researcher needs to take into consideration the children's level of capacity to consent and understand their involvement in the research, and this will depend on the age and level of understanding of the children taking part. 
















Part 3 
Ethical considerations 
Ethical considerations are extremely important when research is done and involving children. Prior to any research study starting, the researcher must obtain written consent from all participants to participate in the study. The consent of the parents of the children taking part is required, along with ensuring the child is made aware of what is happening and is comfortable and willing to be a part of the research study. It needs to be ensured that the children are provided with age-appropriate information, including the benefits and risks of the study (Ethical Research Involving Children, 2024). 
A consent form will be provided to everyone participating in the research study, including the nursery setting in which the research is taking place. The consent form should include what is expected of the participants throughout the study, what is involved during the whole process, what the researcher wants to find out, and to also provide information on what is done with the research once the study is finished (Children’s Hospital of Philadelphia Research Institute, 2022). 
As UNICEF (no date) mention, the United Nations Convention of the Rights of the Child highlights that children who can do so should be able to express their opinions and views freely within the study. The UNICEF (no date) explains that under the UNCRC, it should be a guarantee that every child’s rights are protected, ensuring in article 12 that children have a right to express their feelings and to be part of any decisions that could affect them with no discrimination. 
The researcher also needs to be able to recognise non-verbal withdrawal from children, which could include the child moving away, appearing distressed or a behaviour change. If this happens to occur during the study, the observation must stop immediately to ensure the well-being of the child is prioritised. 
As Early Education, the British Association for Early Childhood Education (2011) mentions ethical considerations are important when children are involved in the research, as all participants need to be treated fairly and respectfully because ethical considerations need to be focused on safeguarding children’s rights, along with their dignity and well-being. This is especially important when working and carrying out research with young children as they may not fully understand the aim of the study or how the information they provide will be used. Researcher therefore have a duty to make sure the children feel secure and supported during the process. Ethical practice also means the researcher provides a respectful and supportive environment that recognised children’s opinions while also protecting their well-being. (UNICEF, 2013). 
As NSPCC Learning (2023) highlights, when children are participating in a research study, the researcher needs to ensure no harm is caused to the children; the children’s safety is the main priority within the study. If any harm takes place while doing the research study, the correct policies need to be followed, for example, the first aid or safeguarding policies within the setting (National Institute for Health and Care Research, 2020). When the observation happens, the researcher needs to ensure the observation is not too intrusive and is more natural, so it doesn’t affect the behaviour of the children. As UNICEF (no date) mention the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child, article 3 states that all actions involving the child must be in the child’s best interest. 
The researcher needs to keep all data safe and protected. When the researcher shares their findings, they must ensure no confidential information is released, and any videos or pictures taken throughout the study must be stored securely in a password-protected system; the researcher must ensure that any online tools used for this are safe, as the researcher doesn’t want to risk exposing any confidential information (University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 2026). Any paper records used during the study need to be stored correctly in a locked file (BERA, 2024). 
As Gov (2018) highlights, all participants have the right to request access to the data and records they are subject to under the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR). Participants also have the right to ask the researcher to delete their data. The researcher must keep documentation containing all the participants' consent forms and agreement information. 
Confidentiality in a research study is an ethical and legal obligation of the researcher to protect the participants' information and identity, ensuring the participants remain anonymous. The researcher must follow the data protection laws along with the ethical guidelines and the UK General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR). These policies and laws are in place to protect individuals' personal information and ensure that data is stored correctly (UK Research and Innovation, 2025).
As Mind (no date) highlights, the only time the research is allowed to break confidentiality is if the researcher witnesses child protection issues, risk of harm or criminal activity. If the researcher breaches confidentiality when there is no risk or child protection issues, then legal actions can be taken against the researcher (University of St Andrews, 2026). 
As BERA (2024) mentions, all participants must be made aware that they have the right to withdraw from the research study at any given point, and in the case that the child, staff or setting would like to withdraw, the researcher is no longer allowed to use any research or evidence found using that child, adult or setting, in order to ensure that participation remains voluntary and ethically protected.
As the Economic and Social Research Council (2026) highlight there can be a risk to the researcher when they take part in a study, and they must consider several factors, one being safeguarding or misunderstanding when working closely with children, the second being personal impact, as it can be emotionally challenging, especially if the researcher witnesses any difficulties or safeguarding concerns. If the researcher does witness any of the above, they must seek support from their supervisor. A third factor is the health and safety risks within the environment, and this could include trips or falls or illness. The researcher needs to ensure they always follow the nursery’s health and safety policy and complete any risk assessments before the study begins (National Day Nurseries Association, 2019). 
It is the researcher's responsibility to protect the university's reputation by ensuring that all research activities are conducted to a high standard. Risk to the university is also possible if the research has not been conducted professionally or ethically, meaning the university's reputation is at risk, and legal action could also be taken against the university (University of Essex, 2026).
If the researcher would like to further their research, several steps could be taken to examine the effects of the rise in childhood obesity. The researcher could closely examine families’ circumstances, either through anonymous questionnaires or interviews. The interviews and questionnaires could include questions about whether both parents are working or whether one parent is at home. If both parents are working, they may have less time to prepare healthy, home-cooked meals, whereas if one parent does not work, they may have more time to cook healthy meals (Daeninck, no date). However, this could also mean the family’s income is lower due to only one parent working. 
Another topic the researcher could look further into is the location of the family, as a family that lives in a town or more urban area will have the ease and convenience of accessibility to there being more takeaways available and many with home delivery services, where there is no need to even leave the house to purchase food. 
Overall, ethical considerations are essential when children are involved in research studies because children’s rights, safety, well-being and dignity must be protected throughout the entire study. The researcher must ensure informed consent is given before any research begins, while also making sure the observations are carried out naturally so the children’s behaviour and well-being are not negatively affected. The discussion has shown there are several ethical guidelines in place to ensure the child’s best interests are at the centre of the process. Furthermore, the researcher must recognise that ethical practice not only protects the children involved but also protects the researcher and the university from legal, professional, and emotional risks. Therefore, it is the researcher's responsibility to ensure the study is always conducted respectfully and ethically. 
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