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Exploring the Effectiveness of Multi-Component School-Based Obesity Prevention Interventions for Primary School Children in England: A Systematic Literature Review
Prevalence of the Problem
Childhood obesity is one of the most significant public health issues facing England. It affects children's physical health, emotional wellbeing, and future quality of life, while placing increasing pressure on healthcare services. The causes of childhood obesity are complex and include unhealthy diets, insufficient physical activity, socioeconomic deprivation, environmental influences, and family lifestyle. These interacting factors mean that obesity cannot be explained simply by individual behaviour but should be understood as a wider public health issue requiring coordinated action (Swinburn et al., 2019).
Data from the National Child Measurement Programme (NCMP) show that obesity remains common among primary school children in England. In the 2023/24 academic year, 9.6% of Reception children and 22.1% of Year 6 children were living with obesity, demonstrating that the prevalence increases during the primary school years (NHS Digital, 2024). Children living in the most deprived communities continue to experience higher obesity rates than those living in the least deprived areas, reflecting persistent health inequalities (Office for Health Improvement and Disparities (OHID), 2023).
Childhood obesity has serious short-term and long-term consequences. It increases the risk of developing type 2 diabetes, hypertension, cardiovascular disease, and musculoskeletal disorders during later life (Reilly and Kelly, 2011). In addition to physical health problems, children with obesity may experience low self-esteem, anxiety, depression, and weight-related stigma, which can negatively affect educational achievement and social relationships (Puhl and Lessard, 2020). Given these consequences, preventing obesity during childhood has become a national priority for the NHS and the UK Government.
Schools provide an important opportunity to promote healthier lifestyles because they reach children from different social and economic backgrounds. Consequently, school-based obesity prevention programmes have become a key component of public health policy. Increasingly, these programmes combine nutrition education, opportunities for physical activity, healthy school food policies, and parental involvement. These are commonly referred to as multi-component interventions and are considered more comprehensive than programmes focusing on a single health behaviour (Brown et al., 2019). However, uncertainty remains regarding which intervention components are most effective, highlighting the need for further research.
 Introduction and Literature-Based Background
Childhood obesity is recognised internationally as a major public health concern. The World Health Organization (2024) identifies obesity as one of the leading contributors to preventable disease, emphasising the importance of early intervention to reduce future health risks. Children who develop obesity are more likely to remain obese in adulthood, increasing their lifetime risk of chronic illnesses such as cardiovascular disease, stroke, and type 2 diabetes (Simmonds et al., 2016). Consequently, preventing obesity during childhood is considered more effective than attempting to treat obesity later in life.
Research suggests that childhood obesity develops through the interaction of biological, behavioural, environmental, and social factors. Although unhealthy eating habits and insufficient physical activity remain important contributors, wider influences such as food marketing, neighbourhood design, family income, and access to recreational facilities also affect children's health behaviours (Davison and Birch, 2001; Swinburn et al., 2019). These factors demonstrate that obesity prevention requires interventions extending beyond individual lifestyle advice.
Schools have become a central setting for obesity prevention because they provide regular access to children during important stages of physical and social development. The Health Promoting Schools Framework developed by the World Health Organization encourages schools to create environments that support healthy eating, physical activity and positive health behaviours through education, school policies, and community partnerships (Langford et al., 2015). As most children attend school daily, interventions delivered within this setting have the potential to reach large numbers of children regardless of socioeconomic background. Early school-based interventions often focused on a single strategy, such as increasing physical activity or providing nutrition education. Although these programmes sometimes produced positive changes in knowledge and behaviour, evidence suggests that their impact on obesity has been modest and difficult to maintain over time (Brown et al., 2019). This has encouraged researchers to develop multi-component interventions, which combine several approaches within a single programme. Multi-component interventions typically include nutrition education, structured physical activity, healthier school meals, behaviour change techniques, and parental involvement. These programmes recognise that sustainable behaviour change is more likely when children receive consistent health messages at school and at home. A systematic review by Wang et al. (2015) concluded that interventions incorporating multiple components produced greater improvements in body mass index (BMI), dietary behaviour, and physical activity than programmes based on a single intervention. However, the review also found considerable variation between studies, indicating that some programmes are more successful than others.
Parental engagement has been identified as a crucial factor influencing programme effectiveness. Parents influence children's food choices, physical activity opportunities, and daily routines. Kracht and Faith (2020) argue that involving families can strengthen healthy behaviours introduced within schools, although maintaining parental participation may be difficult in disadvantaged communities because of time pressures, financial constraints, and differing levels of health literacy.
Despite increasing evidence supporting school-based interventions, several gaps remain within the literature. Many studies measure outcomes only during the intervention period, providing limited evidence regarding long-term sustainability. Furthermore, differences in programme design, duration and outcome measures make direct comparison challenging (Brown et al., 2019). There is also limited evidence specifically examining interventions implemented within English primary schools, where educational policies, socioeconomic circumstances and public health priorities may differ from those in other countries.
For these reasons, a systematic literature review is considered appropriate. By critically evaluating current evidence relating to multi-component school-based obesity prevention interventions in England, this review aims to identify the characteristics of successful programmes, highlight gaps within the literature and provide recommendations that may support future public health policy and educational practice.









 Rationale
Childhood obesity continues to be a major public health concern in England despite the introduction of several national policies, including the Childhood Obesity Plan and the National Child Measurement Programme (Department of Health and Social Care, 2020). Although these initiatives have raised awareness and encouraged healthier lifestyles, obesity rates remain high, particularly among children living in deprived communities (OHID, 2023). This suggests that current approaches have not consistently achieved long-term improvements and that further evaluation is needed.
Previous research indicates that school-based interventions can improve children's dietary habits and physical activity levels; however, their effectiveness varies considerably. Differences in programme design, duration, implementation, and parental involvement make it difficult to determine which intervention components contribute most to successful outcomes (Brown et al., 2019). In addition, many studies have been conducted outside England, meaning that their findings may not be fully applicable to the English education and healthcare systems.
This systematic literature review aims to address this gap by critically examining the effectiveness of multi-component school-based obesity prevention interventions among primary school children in England. The findings may help identify successful intervention strategies, inform future public health policies, and support schools in developing evidence-based programmes that promote healthier lifestyles and reduce health inequalities.









Research Question, Aim and Objectives
Research Question
How effective are multi-component school-based obesity prevention interventions for primary school children in England?
Research Aim
To critically evaluate the effectiveness of multi-component school-based obesity prevention interventions for primary school children in England through a systematic literature review.
Research Objectives
The objectives of this study are:
· To examine the prevalence and health impact of childhood obesity in England. 
· To evaluate the effectiveness of multi-component school-based obesity prevention interventions. 
· To identify the intervention components associated with positive health outcomes. 
· To explore factors that influence the implementation and sustainability of these interventions. 
· To identify gaps in the existing literature and provide recommendations for future research and practice. 
These objectives provide a clear framework for conducting the review and ensure that the study remains focused on answering the research question.








Research Methodology
Research Design
This study will use a systematic literature review to examine published evidence on multi-component school-based obesity prevention interventions. A systematic literature review is appropriate because it uses a structured and transparent process to identify, evaluate and synthesise existing research, reducing the risk of bias compared with a traditional literature review (Aromataris and Munn, 2020).
This approach has been selected because substantial research has already been undertaken in this area, making it possible to compare findings across multiple studies and identify common themes. A systematic review also provides a stronger evidence base for informing policy and practice than relying on a single study. The review will follow the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA 2020) guidelines to ensure that the search and selection process is transparent and reproducible (Page et al., 2021).




PEO Framework
The PEO framework helps to define the scope of the review and supports the development of a comprehensive search strategy.
	PEO Element
	Description

	Population (P)
	Primary school children aged 4–11 years in England

	Exposure (E)
	Multi-component school-based obesity prevention interventions, including nutrition education, physical activity, healthy school food policies, and parental involvement

	Outcome (O)
	Reduced obesity prevalence, improved BMI, healthier eating habits and increased physical activity



Data Collection
A systematic search of published literature will be undertaken using the PRISMA 2020 framework. The review will follow four stages: identification, screening, eligibility, and inclusion (Page et al., 2021). Duplicate records will be removed before titles and abstracts are screened against the inclusion and exclusion criteria. Full-text articles that meet the eligibility criteria will then be critically appraised before being included in the review.
Data Sources
Relevant studies will be identified through electronic databases commonly used in health and social care research. These include:
· PubMed 
· MEDLINE 
· CINAHL Complete 
· Scopus 
· Web of Science 
· Cochrane Library 
· PsycINFO 
· Google Scholar (to identify additional studies) 
Reference lists of relevant articles will also be searched manually to identify any studies not retrieved through the database search.
Search Strategy
The search strategy will combine keywords and Boolean operators (AND/OR) to identify relevant studies. Example search terms include:
· "Childhood obesity" 
· "Primary school" 
· "School-based intervention" 
· "multi-component intervention" 
· "Physical activity" 
· "Healthy eating" 
· "England" 
An example search string is:
("childhood obesity" OR "child overweight") AND ("primary school") AND ("school-based intervention" OR "multi-component intervention") AND ("England" OR "United Kingdom")
Medical Subject Headings (MeSH) and truncation symbols will be used where appropriate to increase the sensitivity of the search.
Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
Studies will be included if they:
· are published in English; 
· involve children aged 4–11 years; 
· evaluate multi-component school-based obesity prevention interventions; 
· report outcomes related to BMI, obesity prevalence, physical activity, or dietary behaviour; 
· were published between 2015 and 2025; 
· are peer-reviewed research articles or systematic reviews. 
Studies will be excluded if they:
· focus on adults or secondary school pupils; 
· investigate drug or surgical treatments for obesity; 
· are conference abstracts, editorials, or opinion papers; 
· are not available in English. 

Quality Appraisal and Data Analysis
The quality of included studies will be assessed using the Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP) checklist to evaluate methodological rigour and reliability (CASP, 2024). Data will then be extracted using a standardised table that records the author, publication year, study design, participants, intervention, outcomes, and key findings.
A thematic analysis will be used to synthesise the evidence because the studies are expected to differ in design and outcome measures. This approach enables patterns and recurring themes to be identified across the literature while highlighting differences in intervention effectiveness (Braun and Clarke, 2022). The findings will be presented narratively and interpreted in relation to the research objectives.

Ethical Considerations
As this study is a systematic literature review, it will not involve the recruitment of participants or the collection of primary data. Consequently, the risk of harm to individuals is minimal. However, ethical principles remain important throughout the research process. The review will use only published, peer-reviewed literature and reports from recognised organisations, ensuring that all sources are accurately acknowledged using the UWTSD Harvard referencing style. This will maintain academic integrity and avoid plagiarism.
To improve transparency and reduce selection bias, the review will follow the PRISMA 2020 guidelines, with predefined inclusion and exclusion criteria applied consistently throughout the study selection process (Page et al., 2021). The methodological quality of included studies will be assessed using the Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP) checklist to ensure that the conclusions are based on reliable evidence (CASP, 2024). In addition, the review will be conducted in accordance with the principles of honesty, objectivity and transparency outlined by the UK Research Integrity Office (UKRIO, 2023). Although primary data will not be collected, the completed proposal and ethics form (PG2) will be submitted to the University in line with dissertation requirements.

 Implications of the Research
The findings of this review may contribute to improving childhood obesity prevention strategies within primary schools in England. By identifying the characteristics of successful multi-component interventions, the review could help schools develop more effective programmes that encourage healthy eating and physical activity. The findings may also support teachers, school nurses and public health practitioners in implementing evidence-based approaches that promote children's health and wellbeing.
The review may also inform national and local public health policy. Understanding which intervention components are associated with positive outcomes could assist policymakers when planning future obesity prevention initiatives and allocating resources more effectively. In addition, the review may highlight gaps in the current evidence, particularly regarding long-term intervention effectiveness and the influence of socioeconomic inequalities. Identifying these gaps could guide future research and contribute to improving obesity prevention strategies for children across England.

Gantt Chart – Research Proposal Timeline (June–July 2026)
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	Submit research proposal
	
	
	
	
	
	



Conclusion
Childhood obesity continues to be one of the most significant public health challenges in England, with increasing numbers of children experiencing obesity during their primary school years. The condition has serious physical, psychological and social consequences, including an increased risk of developing chronic diseases, reduced emotional wellbeing and widening health inequalities. Despite the implementation of several national policies and school-based initiatives, obesity rates remain particularly high among children living in socioeconomically disadvantaged communities. This demonstrates that further research is needed to better understand which obesity prevention strategies are most effective and sustainable.
This research proposal has outlined a systematic literature review to evaluate the effectiveness of multi-component school-based obesity prevention interventions for primary school children in England. By following the PRISMA 2020 guidelines, using a structured search strategy, and critically appraising the quality of the included studies, the review aims to provide a comprehensive synthesis of the current evidence. The use of the PEO framework and thematic analysis will ensure that the research is conducted systematically and that the findings are based on high-quality evidence.
The proposed study has the potential to make an important contribution to public health knowledge by identifying the intervention components that are most effective in promoting healthier behaviours and reducing childhood obesity. In addition, the review may provide valuable recommendations for schools, healthcare professionals, and policymakers responsible for planning and implementing obesity prevention programmes. Identifying gaps in the existing literature may also inform future research and contribute to the development of more effective, evidence-based interventions.
Overall, this systematic literature review seeks to improve understanding of how multi-component school-based interventions can support healthier lifestyles among primary school children in England. By synthesising current evidence, the study aims to contribute to the development of effective public health strategies that improve children's health outcomes, reduce health inequalities, and lessen the long-term burden of obesity on individuals, families, and the National Health Service.
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