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Background
The obesity trend across the world is increasing at an 
alarming rate [1]. More than 1.9 billion (39%) adults 18 
years and above were overweight, whereas over 650 
million (13%) were obese as reported by World Health 
Organization (WHO) [2]. Data from WHO also showed 
that approximately 170 million children aged less than 18 
years old are currently prone to overweight. As for chil-
dren aged less than 5 years old, the trend of overweight 
and obese was reported to increase from 32 million glob-
ally in 1990 to 41 million in 2016 [3]. In addition, the 
prevalence of overweight and obesity among children 
in developing countries is 30% higher than in developed 
countries [4].

In Malaysia, the National Health and Morbidity Sur-
vey (NHMS) 2019 found that the national prevalence 
of overweight and obese children aged 10–17 years was 
29.8% (14.2% of girls and 15.7% of boys) [5]. Looking at 
the trend of obesity alone, the prevalence of obesity for 
children aged below 18 years old increased from 11.9% 
in 2015 [6] to 14.8% in 2019 [5]. According to the Global 
Obesity Observatory, the prevalence of overweight and 
obesity in the neighboring countries of Malaysia were: 
Singapore, 13% (2017); Indonesia, 14.8% (2015); Thai-
land, 16.3% (2016); Philippines, 9.1% (2015); Vietnam 
22.5% (2018); Myanmar, 7.6% (2016); Laos, 11% (2015); 
Brunei, 35.2% (2014); Timor-Leste, 4.4% (2015) and Cam-
bodia, 3.7% (2013) [7]. This made Malaysia as the second 
highest with childhood obesity prevalence in South East 
Asia region. Childhood obesity can track into adulthood 
[8]. As obesity is related to a number of non-communi-
cable diseases [9], certain types of cancer [10] and men-
tal health issues [11], addressing this early may minimize 
the risk [12]. In fact, the Academy of Medical Sciences 
reported approximately 73% of annual deaths in Malaysia 
is due to non-communicable diseases which are highly 
associated with obesity [13]. This raises concern and 
urgency to intervene in childhood obesity.

There are a number of obesity intervention programs 
worldwide [14–20]. The results however, are mixed. One 
of the successful interventions includes peer educators 
initiative adopted from Social Cognitive Theory (SCT) 
in which schoolchildren deliver educational material 
to their counterparts. This initiative resulted in positive 
behavioral changes both among the schoolchildren and 
the peer educators, as well as enhancing their aware-
ness on obesity [21]. Similar approach was proven as an 
effective tool in promoting good health behavior and 
attitudes [22]. There was also a significant increase in 
physical activity level due to the implementation of inte-
grated interventions which took up both obesity and 
eating disorder issue [21]. In contrast, some programs 
were unsuccessful due to short intervention period [23], 

methodological limitations such as lack of quantitative 
assessment, and the use of BMI alone as an indicator for 
obesity [24, 25]. School-based program is noted to be 
one major key to a successful intervention. This is further 
concurred by several international guidelines on child-
hood obesity intervention [26–28].

The MyBFF@school intervention program was 
designed to combat overweight and obesity in Malaysian 
schoolchildren which consisted of multi-components 
i.e. physical activity, nutrition and psychology. A pilot 
study was conducted in Putrajaya, Malaysia (MyBFF@
school 2014) with a total of 425 participants. A total of 
237 schoolchildren were from 11 primary schools (aged 
9 to 11 years) and 188 schoolchildren from secondary 
schools (aged 13 to 16 years) [29]. The program was run 
just after school hours, so as not to interrupt the exist-
ing school curriculum. From the Working Group Discus-
sions (WGD) between the research assistants (RA), and 
the teachers as well as with the students, a number of 
challenges encountered during the pilot study were tack-
led when the main MyBFF@school study was conducted 
in 2016 (MyBFF@school 2016).
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supplement are available online at https:// bmcpu blich ealth. biome dcent ral. 
com/ artic les/ suppl ements/ volume- 24- suppl ement-1.
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