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Childhood Obesity: A Growing Concern in South Africa
 

As parents and caregivers, one of the most powerful investments we can make is in the health of 

our children. But today, more and more South African children are facing a serious health 

challenge: obesity. 

Childhood obesity is not just about weight—it’s about the long-term impact on a child’s physical, 

emotional, and social well-being. The good news is that with the right knowledge and support, 

families can take steps to help children grow up healthier and more active. 

 

What Is Childhood Obesity? 

Childhood obesity occurs when a child carries excess body fat that negatively affects their health. 

It’s usually measured using Body Mass Index (BMI), adjusted for a child’s age and gender. 

While a child may look "healthy" or "chubby" to the eye, they may still be at risk of obesity-related 

health issues. 

 

Why It Matters in South Africa 

South Africa is facing a double burden of malnutrition: undernutrition in some communities, and 

increasing rates of childhood obesity in others. 

According to the South African National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey: 

• Nearly 13% of children under 5 are overweight or obese. 

• Rates are rising fast among children aged 6–14, particularly in urban areas. 

Contributing factors include: 

• Unhealthy eating habits (processed foods, sugary drinks) 

• Low physical activity (screen time replacing playtime) 

• Lack of access to healthy food in some communities 

• Busy lifestyles that limit home-cooked meals 

 



The Health Risks of Childhood Obesity 

Children who are overweight are more likely to develop: 

• Type 2 diabetes 

• High blood pressure and cholesterol 

• Breathing problems like asthma or sleep apnoea 

• Joint and bone issues 

• Low self-esteem and depression 

Obesity in childhood also increases the risk of adult obesity and chronic diseases later in life. 

 

Spotting the Signs Early 

It’s not always easy to know if a child is overweight. Warning signs may include: 

• Clothes getting tighter quickly 

• Difficulty with physical activity 

• Fatigue or low energy levels 

• Emotional eating or unhealthy food cravings 

If you’re concerned, speak to a nurse, clinic sister, or GP. Early support makes a big difference. 

 

How Parents and Caregivers Can Help 

You don’t have to make big changes overnight. Small, consistent steps make the biggest impact. 

   1. Offer Nutritious Meals 

• Include more fruits, vegetables, whole grains, and lean proteins. 

• Cut back on sugary drinks (cooldrinks, juice) and fast foods. 

• Limit snacks like crisps, sweets, and processed meats. 

• Teach portion control—more doesn’t always mean better. 

                   2. Encourage Physical Activity 

• Aim for at least 1 hour of active play per day. 

• Involve the whole family: walk the dog, dance at home, play soccer at the park. 

• Limit screen time to under 2 hours a day for older children—and less for younger kids. 

       3. Prioritise Sleep 



Children who don’t get enough sleep are more likely to overeat or make unhealthy food choices. 

Ensure they get age-appropriate rest. 

                                  4. Lead by Example 

Children learn by watching adults. When you make healthy choices—cooking at home, being active, 

drinking water—they’re more likely to do the same. 

    5. Support Mental Health 

Avoid body shaming or teasing. Encourage positive self-image and focus on being healthy, not just 

being “thin.” 

 

Support in South Africa 

There are several resources to help South African families manage childhood obesity: 

• Department of Health Clinics: Free child growth monitoring and nutrition advice 

• Dietitians and nutritionists (public and private) 

• NGOs like Heart & Stroke Foundation SA: www.heartfoundation.co.za 

• School health programmes that promote physical activity and healthy lunches 

 

How Employers Can Support Parents 

As part of your employee wellness programme: 

• Share educational materials on children’s health and nutrition 

• Offer wellness workshops for working parents 

• Include family-focused health talks and challenges 

• Support flexible schedules so parents can be more involved in meals and playtime 

 

In Closing 

Childhood obesity is not just a family issue—it’s a national health concern. But with education, 

compassion, and small daily changes, we can raise a healthier generation of children in South 

Africa. 

Let’s support each other in creating homes, schools, and communities where children thrive—

physically, emotionally, and socially. 

 

Need Support? 

https://www.heartfoundation.co.za/


• Public Health Clinics: Visit your nearest clinic for free growth checks 

• Dietitian Referral: Ask your GP or local hospital 

• Heart and Stroke Foundation: 0860 1 HEART (43278) 

• Childline South Africa (for emotional support): 0800 055 555 

 

Would you like this article adapted for a school newsletter, parenting workshop, or translated into 

local languages? I’d be happy to help! 

You said: 

Please write an article on children and screentime for a South African employee wellness 

programme 

ChatGPT said: 

Certainly! Here's an article on children and screen time, tailored for a South African employee 

wellness programme: 

 

Children and Screen Time: Finding a Healthy Balance 

In today’s digital world, screens are part of everyday life—from school assignments and online 

learning to entertainment and socialising. While technology offers many benefits, too much screen 

time can affect a child’s development, health, and behaviour. 

For working parents in South Africa, managing children’s screen habits can be challenging. But 

creating healthy boundaries is possible—and it starts with awareness and practical steps. 

 

What Counts as Screen Time? 

Screen time includes any time spent using devices such as: 

• TVs and smart TVs 

• Smartphones and tablets 

• Computers and laptops 

• Gaming consoles 

It’s important to differentiate between passive screen time (like watching cartoons) and interactive 

or educational screen time (like learning apps or video calls with family). 

 

How Much Is Too Much? 



Here are general guidelines from the World Health Organization and South African child health 

experts: 

• Under 2 years: Avoid all screen time (except video calls) 

• Ages 2–5: No more than 1 hour per day 

• Ages 6–12: No more than 1–2 hours of recreational screen time per day 

• Teens: Encourage balance, with screen limits and regular offline activities 

Note: Screen time for school and homework is separate, but still needs to be managed with breaks 

and posture awareness. 

 

Why Too Much Screen Time Can Be Harmful 

Excessive screen time can lead to: 

• Sleep problems 

• Poor concentration and lower academic performance 

• Delayed social and emotional development 

• Eye strain and headaches 

• Physical inactivity and increased risk of obesity 

• Increased exposure to cyberbullying, online predators, and harmful content 

For younger children, too much screen use may also affect language development and attention 

span. 

 

Signs Your Child May Be Spending Too Much Time on Screens 

• They become irritable or withdrawn when not allowed to use devices 

• They resist non-screen activities like playing outside or reading 

• They have trouble sleeping 

• They rush through homework to get back to screens 

• Family time is interrupted by phones or tablets 

 

Tips for Managing Screen Time at Home 

      1. Set Clear Limits 

Create daily screen time rules that are age-appropriate and consistent. Use apps or parental 

controls to help enforce them if needed. 



   2. Encourage Alternative Activities 

Offer engaging screen-free options like puzzles, drawing, reading, baking, or outdoor play. Help 

children rediscover the joy of being unplugged. 

     3. No Screens at Mealtimes and Bedtime 

Make mealtimes and the hour before bed a screen-free zone. This improves communication, 

digestion, and sleep. 

                                              4. Be a Role Model 

Children copy what they see. Show them what healthy screen habits look like—put your phone 

away during quality family time. 

       5. Know What They’re Watching 

Use kid-friendly platforms, check age ratings, and watch with your child when possible. Talk about 

what they’re seeing and learning. 

    6. Take Screen Breaks 

Encourage a break every 30–60 minutes to rest eyes and stretch the body—especially during 

homework or gaming. 

 

Cultural Considerations in South Africa 

In many South African homes, especially in urban areas, screens may be used to keep children 

occupied while parents are busy or working. While this is understandable, it’s important to balance 

screen time with human interaction, storytelling, physical activity, and traditional play. 

In rural areas, where screen access may be limited, it’s still important to guide children on 

responsible use when devices are introduced. 

 

How Employers Can Support Working Parents 

As part of your employee wellness programme: 

• Share parenting resources and tips on managing screen time 

• Offer flexible work hours so parents can engage more with their children 

• Encourage tech-free team-building events or wellness days 

• Provide referrals to child development experts or counsellors if needed 

 

In Closing 



Technology isn’t the enemy—but how we use it matters. With structure, awareness, and support, 

South African families can help children develop healthy screen habits that support their growth, 

creativity, and well-being. 

Let’s guide our children to use screens wisely—not as a substitute for life, but as a tool that 

enhances it. 

 

Need Help or More Information? 

• Childline South Africa (Advice & Support): 0800 055 555 

• South African Depression and Anxiety Group (SADAG): 0800 567 567 

• Parenting Apps: Try free screen-time management apps like Family Link or Screen Time 

• Community Clinics and Schools often offer parenting workshops and support groups 

 


