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Using the term Aboriginal

Within Western Australia, the term Aboriginal is used in preference to Aboriginal and Torres Strait
Islander, in recognition that Aboriginal people are the original inhabitants of Western Australia.
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander may be referred to in the national context and Indigenous
may be referred to in the international context. No disrespect is intended to our Torres Strait
Islander colleagues and community.

Information contained within this document is correct at the time of publication, but may change
due to further considerations as they become evident.

For further information, contact EMHS Community and Population Health:
EMHS.ObesityPreventionStrategy@health.wa.gov.au
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Executive summary

The capacity of Western Australian (WA) health professionals to deliver evidence-based weight
management care is unknown. This project aimed to assess current WA workforce weight
management practices as a first step in developing fit-for-purpose brief intervention training for
doctors, allied health professions, and nurses.

Brief interventions for weight management care

Brief interventions provide an opportunistic evidence-informed conversation in regard to weight
related health as part of a health professional’s usual care and can be effective in producing small
but important changes in behaviour. Best practice brief interventions for weight management care
requires health professionals have evidence-based and relevant knowledge, skills, and a clear
referral pathway for patients requiring health care services.

Current practice for weight management care

All WA Health employees with direct patient contact were invited to complete an online survey on
knowledge and practices related to weight management between June and September 2020.
Responses to the WA Health Professional Survey of Weight Management Care 2020 were
received from 301 people. Most respondents (37%) worked at East Metropolitan Health Service
(EMHS), were female (89%), were nurses or midwives (51%), had a postgraduate qualification
(73%), and worked in metropolitan hospitals (84%).

Weight management care was considered within the scope of practice by almost all health
professionals (97%) and aspects of care were provided by many respondents (61%). Almost all
respondents agreed that providing advice on physical activity (81%) and diet (81%) was important.
However, less than half (42%) had received weight management care training in their entry-level
gualification; 32% had participated in professional development training in weight management
care; and 41% reported knowledge of department guidelines for weight management practice at
their workplace. Compared to other health professions, dietitian respondents were best equipped
with the knowledge and attitudes needed to deliver weight management care.

Dietitians (87%), physiotherapists (64%) and other allied health professionals (70%) were more
likely to report providing behaviour change advice than nurses (52%) or doctors (48%). Of
concern, dietary advice was provided by 79% of respondents but only 46% had self-reported high-
level nutrition knowledge, of which 30% were dietitians. For physical activity, even more health
professionals (85%) reported providing advice but only 45% had high-level physical activity
knowledge, of which 17% were physiotherapists and 17% were dietitians. Referrals to other
services outside their respective professions were not common, with 82% reporting they referred
less than one person per week. Referral to a dietitian via the GP for a Medicare funded chronic
disease management plan was the most common strategy.

Confidence in delivering evidence-based weight management care was low for all health
professions. Many respondents reported lacking confidence in making dietary recommendations
(65%) and physical activity recommendations (58%). However, half (51%) reported being
confident or very confident in initiating a conversation about weight management.

To implement weight management care, respondents said they need access to a multidisciplinary
team (21%) and a clear referral system and pathway (19%). Provision of equipment (19%) and
continuing professional development (17%) were also highly rated.
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WA health workforce training needs

Existing skills for weight management care indicate training in the use of the Australian Dietary
Guidelines (National Health and Medical Research Council, 2013b) and the rescinded Clinical
Practice Guidelines for the Management of Overweight and Obesity (National Health and Medical
Research Council, 2013a) is needed for all health professions apart from dietitians. In addition,
apart from dietitians, training in applying physical activity guidelines, setting behaviour change
goals, recommending ongoing contact with a health professional, and talking about whether a
person is ready for lifestyle changes is needed. Health professionals said they would like weight
management care training made available online (18%) or within the workplace (18%).

In addition, 41% of respondents reported being aware of department policies or guidelines for
weight management care, of which 63% were nurses and midwives. Therefore, more widespread
training in the use of department policies or guidelines, including the government guidelines
referred to above, is recommended.

Massive Open Online Courses for health professionals

This project aimed to address the identified skills gaps with appropriately designed training,
delivered via advanced Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCSs). The University of Newcastle
developed and piloted two 3-week health professional MOOCs for weight management care,
which incorporated scripts for brief interventions or conversations with patients.

WA health professionals who had previously expressed an interest in the project were invited to
participate in the MOOCs over a 6-week period between October and December 2020. Forty one
(41) health professionals started the first MOOC and 10 enrolled for the second MOOC. The
feedback provided from pilot testing will inform revisions to course content ahead of future
releases. Resources developed for the MOOCs will be re-purposed and made available on the
EMHS Learning Management System.

Mobile food record (MFR™ ) app development

The mobile food record (MFR™) app aims to improve the accuracy of dietary intake records to
enable tailored dietary advice for weight management. This project funded development of a new
beverage prompt added to the app, which is an aspect of intake that is often forgotten by patients
when recording dietary intake. An application for ethics approval to recruit participants in
partnership with the WA Health Consumers Council to test the function and user experience is
underway.

Conclusion and recommendations

Responses from 301 health professionals to the comprehensive WA Health Professional Survey of
Weight Management Care 2020 are consistent with expert consensus that obesity is a complex
issue. All health professions have an important role to play in provision of weight management
care, with almost all respondents agreeing that it is within their scope of practice. They agreed
that providing advice on diet and physical activity is important when talking about weight.

However, provision of weight management care is not included for most health professions’ entry-
level qualifications, and few have attended professional development training on the topic.

Best practice brief interventions for weight management care requires health professionals to have
relevant knowledge, skills, and a clear referral pathway. Development and testing of advanced
health professional MOOCs with the University of Newcastle forms a first step in developing fit-for-
purpose brief intervention training for doctors, allied health professions, and nurses to address
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skills and knowledge. The MOOCs focussed on nutrition communication skills when talking to
adults. Training to upskill health professionals in communicating physical activity advice, and
communicating with children, adolescents and their families is also needed.

The most critical gap identified in this project was the need for clear referral pathways for weight
management care for adults and children. In the absence of clear referral pathways for patients,
brief interventions are unlikely to make a significant impact on the prevalence of overweight and
obesity in WA. Trialling low- or no-cost multidisciplinary community-based weight management
clinics to support adults and children with overweight or obesity is recommended.

The Diabetes WA program Let’s Prevent will be available online in WA from 2022, providing an
accessible and evidence-based solution for adults. In the meantime, exploring options to co-fund
commercial services or programs (e.g. dietitians in private practice, weight loss groups such as
Weight Watchers, and tailored meal delivery services) could be considered for pilot testing and
ability to be scaled-up in WA.




This project is delivered by East Metropolitan Health Service (EMHS) and funded by the Health
Networks Unit in the Western Australian Department of Health, as part of the implementation of
the WA Healthy Weight Action Plan 2019-2024 and the EMHS Obesity Prevention Strategy
2020-2025.

This document can be made available in alternative formats on request.

East Metropolitan Health Service
Kirkman House 10 Murray Street, Perth WA 6000
www.eastmetropolitan.health.wa.gov.au
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