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Two main research topics in IDEFICS

• To study the aetiology (causes) of 

overweight and obesity in children

• To develop, implement and evaluate a 

community-based intervention program 

for the prevention of overweight in children
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Timeline of IDEFICS and I.Family

2007 2008 2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 20172006

Survey 1

+16,000 children

Survey 2

~13,500 children
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Study population

 In eight countries

 one control area 

 one intervention area

 In each area

 1,000 children

 Aged 2-9 years



Funded by the EC, FP 7, Project No. 266044 - Building on 

+16,000 children

Timeline of surveys and intervention

Intervention areas

Survey 1 Survey 2

No intervention programme 

Control areas

Survey 2Survey 1

~13,500 children
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IDEFICS – common research protocol
Important features

• Theory- and evidence-based 

• Intervention mapping framework 

• Informed by focus group research 

• Central development of 

intervention program Germany 

Cyprus

Belgium

Estonia

Hungary

Cyprus

Italy

Sweden

two 

coordinating

centres
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Intervention design – key messages

Diet Physical activity Stress and relaxation

Stimulating the daily 

consumption of water

Reduce TV viewing Spend more time together

Stimulating daily 

consumption of 

fruit and vegetables

Stimulating daily 

physical activity

Stimulating adequate 

sleep duration
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Socio-ecological approach 

Community

School

Family

Child

Theoretical framework
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Overall implementation

Implementation at 
country level

Community platform 

School working group
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Community 
platform

Media campaign

PR strategy

Public 
authorities +  

local actors

Short and long 
term policy 

making
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School 
working 
group

School policy 
& environment 

PE classes & 
classroom 
activities

Education of 
children

Education of 
parents
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Results

• Children adhering to more key messages

at the start of the project were less likely to 

develop overweight

• Effects of the intervention on behaviour 

(physical activity, diet and sleep), body 

composition and markers of healthy aging 

were overall very weak
•

• Parents and families often did not notice 

or remember the messages from the 

intervention
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Results: also some positive findings

• Parents and children in the intervention areas were less 

likely to consume sugared foods and drinks

• Children who were already obese on the first survey were 

more likely to lose weight if living in the intervention areas 

(as compared to the control areas)

• Schools with higher implementation score were more 

successful in supporting positive lifestyle change

• Some community achievements with highly positive 

perceptions can serve as “good practice” examples 
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How to explain the outcomes?

• Need for exploratory steps in the target community prior to 

the intervention?

• Need longer intervention period?

• Need to start earlier in life?

• Causal models to explain body fat changes too simple?

• Current leading thinking calls for efforts to understand the 

broader complexity and interactions of factors operating at 

the community level and at the “systems” level
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Policy & economic

systems promote

consumption

Systems Environments Behaviour 

patterns

Energy 

imbalance

Food supply &

marketing promote  

high energy intake

Social & economic status,

schooling & childcare,

family structure, stigma etc

Diet, physical

activity, sleep,

stress coping, etc

Also role of 

genetics, chemical 

exposures, etc 

Family & individual factors

Environments Behaviours Physiology

Policy interventions

Population effect & political  difficulty

Drugs, surgery

Community interventions, social marketing

Interventions and the causes of obesity

Adapted from: Swinburn et al. The global obesity pandemic: shaped 

by global drivers and local environments. Lancet. 2011; 378: 804-14



Funded by the EC, FP 7, Project No. 266044 - Building on 

Thank you!

Stefaan.dehenauw@ugent.be


