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The Big Fat Conspiracy: How to protect your family’s health
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Reviewed by Libby Hattersley and Catriona Bonfiglioli, Centre for Overweight and Obesity 

Technological advances save time and effort in almost all aspects of our daily lives, yet people work longer hours and have less time for recreation. Individuals are more health conscious than ever and the ‘health and wellness’ industry is booming, yet waistlines continue to expand. Urban planners are doing the ‘right thing’ by providing open public spaces in new developments, yet parents are more scared than ever to let their children out to play. Parents are bombarded with warnings about the dangers of letting their children walk to school, yet warnings about the extent of junk food marketing children are being exposed to are few and far between. According to Melissa Sweet, one of Australia’s most experienced and highly-respected health journalists, this is all part of modern life’s ‘big fat conspiracy’ to make your family overweight and unhealthy, and keep you that way. 

The book provides a realistic assessment of how serious the issues of overweight and obesity have become in Australia. Yet it avoids playing the blame game and instead invites families to stop thinking about weight and focus on healthy eating, drinking and activity. It provides readers with a wealth of practical information to help to be healthy in today’s world.

The book is divided into three sections: ‘Understanding versus blaming’ which describes how modern life hampers our efforts to live healthy lives and the impact of overweight on children’s health. The second section, called ‘What you and your family can do’, is packed with practical tips for families on healthy eating, being active and reducing screen time. A whole chapter is devoted to age-appropriate nutrition. The last section, called ‘The power of many’ discusses how communities can work together to counteract the social and environmental drivers of overweight. While 471 pages is large for a self-help book, this book is well organised, jargon-free and exceptionally well written.

Overall recommendations:

· don’t focus on child’s weight – make changes as a family and focus on the benefits of being fit and healthy 

· parents need to be role models for healthy eating and drinking and being active

· parents need to set boundaries and be clear and consistent

· problem-solve rather than blame and shame, focus on the positive.
Television and other small screen pastimes:
· designate screen-free times and stick to them

· beware of advertising on commercial television and the internet – rent videos or DVDs instead

· plan the week’s viewing in advance 

· no snacking when watching TV 

· set an example for your children by changing your viewing habits

· talk with children about what they are watching 

· arrange active alternatives 

· put the TV out of sight.
Diet:

· let children regulate their eating – so they naturally know when they’re full

· avoid encouraging eating for comfort or treats – use active alternatives 

· treats are fine, as long as they are kept as treats and don’t become the norm

· five practical strategies: drink more water, eat more vegetables and fruit, eat breakfast, shop well (buy in season, plan ahead, healthy snacks for after school, read labels), eat together as a family.
Physical Activity:

· parents should assess their own attitudes and behaviours – children will model themselves on their parents

· start habits early – start by walking with the baby in the pram

· build confidence and self esteem – provide praise, positive experiences and opportunities to try out different activities, make sure activities are appropriate for their age and abilities, develop skills to boost confidence

· environment – safe places, appropriate equipment, uniforms etc 

· play is important

· allow children to walk to school if possible

· encourage after school activity
· provide support during critical development stages such as.adolescence. 
