
A Pi lot  S tudy On Cognit ive-behaviora l 
Approach For Combatt ing Chi ldhood Obesi ty 
In Qatar

Levels  of  over weight  and obesi t y  have reached a larming propor t ions in Qatar  and other  Gulf  nat ions. 
In Qatar, the need to establ i sh nat ional  s t rategies  for  the prevent ion and treatment of  obes i t y  was 
recognized in the National  Health S trateg y 2011-2016, which stresses  the need for  prevent ion. The 
treatment and prevent ion of  chi ldhood obesi t y  i s  largely  through l i festy le  changes-  encouraging heal th 
eat ing and physica l  act iv i t y. However, changing such behaviors  i s  complex and requires  integrated 
approaches  to  tackle  such a  mult i faceted problem. In this  s tudy, we sought to  implement and evaluate 
a  novel  weight  management program for  Qatar i  school  chi ldren at  the vulnerable  age of  9-12 years . 
The program uses  a  cognit ive-behaviora l  approach that  involves  developing socia l  and emotional 
competences , promotion heal thy dietar y  habits , and development of  physica l  l i teracy, whi le  enl i s t ing 
family  involvement in an attempt to maintain long term weight  loss . This  s tudy a lso sought to  take 
things  fur ther  by integrat ing cutt ing edge ins ights  f rom behaviora l  economics .  
The pi lot  s tudy was conducted by an interdisc ipl inar y  team of  col laborators  f rom Qatar  (Qatar 
Univers i t y, Supreme Educat ion Counci l , Aspire, Hamad Medical  Corporat ion)  and external  par tners 
(Imper ia l  Col lege and Leeds Metropol i tan Univers i t y/MoreLife, UK). The study was branded Agdar/
and involved development of رررر  inter vent ion mater ia ls , quest ionnaires , neuropsychologica l  measures , 
and other  s tudy components  such as  t ra ining manuals  and vir tual  wor ld program. A sample of  100 
over weight  or  obese  Qatar i  chi ldren (age 9-12)  f rom 5 independent  schools  par t ic ipated in the 
inter vent ion a long with a  control  group. The inter vent ion was conducted in Arabic  and consisted of 
three phases  (1)  intensive  weight  loss  camps, (2)  af ter-school  c lubs  as  consol idat ion phase, and (3)  a 
maintenance phase us ing v ir tual  wor ld program. Var iables  measured inc luded anthropometr ic  (BMI, Fat 
composit ion, and Waist  c i rcumference, and Blood pressure) , Lifesty le  (Physica l  Act iv i t y  and Dietar y 
quest ionnaires) , and Psychometr ic  assessments  (Sel f-esteem, Subject ive  wel l-being, and Impuls iv i t y, 
inc luding hear t  monitor ing) . 
O veral l , 100% of  chi ldren who par t ic ipated in the camp lost  weight  with a  s ignificant  reduct ion 
BMI-SDS (p<0.001) . The camp led to a  s ignificant  improvement in subject ive  wel lbeing in a l l  f ive 
dimensions (p<0.01) . The af terschool  c lubs  showed a  synergist ic  ef fect  on chi ldren who lost  weight 
at  camp where fur ther  weight  loss  was  achieved in the af ter  school  c lub phase. The overa l l  percentage 
BMI-SDS reduct ion (-8.7%) was s ignificant ly  higher  than the required reduct ion for  heal th benefi ts 
in  both adolescents  (-3%) and adults  (-5%). Gir ls  cont inued to outper form boys  in terms of  weight 
loss  reduct ion and maintenance (-11.9 vs . -5.6%, respect ive ly) . This  success  occurred despite  pre-
camp sur veys  showing near ly  two thirds  of  chi ldren not  meet ing their  dai l y  requirements  of  f rui ts  and 
vegetables  whi le  consuming ca lor ie-dense fast  foods and over  hal f  of  the par t ic ipants  not  engaging in 
physica l  act iv i t y. 
Physiologica l  parameters  such as  s tandard deviat ion of  the hear t  beat-to-beat  inter vals , used as  proxy 
for  impuls iv i t y, corre lated s ignificant ly  with BMI-SDS (p<0.035) . Chi ldren with a  higher  BMI were less 
able  to  withhold their  choices  (proxy for  impuls iv i t y)  and the physiologica l  control  of  their  hear t  rate 
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