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Obesity On The Rise 
Poor diet, inactivity, TV among the reasons why 

In the U.S., 15% of children ages 6-
19 years old are at or above the 95 per-
centile of Body Mass Index (BMI), a 
measure of body weight adjusted for 
height.1 Rates among teenagers jumped 
to 15.5% in 2000 and to 15.3% among 
children between the ages of 6-11 years. 

The dawn of the 21st Century saw 
the trend continuing as childhood obe-
sity rates rose to 16.5% of all U.S. chil-
dren in 2002.2 Although older children 
are the ones more likely to be over-
weight, the rate of overweight pre-
schoolers ages 2-5 years is still an 
alarming 10.4%.3 

Among minorities and the poor, the 
problem is worse. For example, more 
than 26% of African-American girls 
ages 12-19 are overweight and teenag-
ers from low-income families are twice 
as likely to be overweight than teens 
from higher income families.4 

Among industrialized nation’s, 
America’s 13-15 year olds have the 

highest rates of being overweight. 
Weight gain comes down to a sim-

ple mathematical formula – more calo-
ries are consumed than the body uses. In 
recent years, the average caloric intake 
of American children has increased by 
80 to 230 calories, depending on activ-
ity level.5 

Driving this increase are factors 
related to eating habits, lifestyles, and 
family and societal influences. 
Unhealthy Diet 

U.S. children do not eat a healthy 
diet. For example: 
• Only 2% of children 2-19 years old 

eat a healthy diet as defined by the 
Food Guide Pyramid and 75% of 
all children eat more saturated fats 
then recommended.6 

• Children consume twice as much 
soft drinks than milk. 

• They eat fewer home-cooked meals 
and more fast food. From 1977-
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Being overweight puts children 
at greater risk for health and 
emotional problems now and 
later in life. The goods news is 
that childhood obesity can be 
prevented. To learn how ...   

See Report 68  

C hildhood obesity is fast becoming an American crisis. The 
rate of overweight teenagers tripled in the past 30 years and 

more than doubled among 6-11 year-olds – placing these children at 
high risk for problems ranging from Type II diabetes to being bullied. 

The reasons for this alarming trend are many. Too much 
television and too little exercise, diets heavy with fast food, and 
parents who are overweight themselves are among the chief 
contributing factors. And no child is immune. Although minorities 
and the poor are more likely to be overweight, the unhealthy trend is 
seen among children of every race, culture, and economic class.  

1996, the daily percent of food eaten 
at home decreased from 74.1% to 
60.5%7 – a trend that suggests they 
are eating higher levels of fats, sug-
ars, and carbohydrates and fewer 
fruits and non-starchy vegetables, 
and milk. 

Inactivity A Problem 
 At the same time children are 
increasing their calorie intake, they are 
becoming less active. In fact, the National 
Health and Nutrition Examination Sur-
veys suggest that a lack of physical activ-
ity may be the chief cause of childhood 
obesity.8 

The President’s Council on Physical 
Fitness and Sports reports that only one 
half of youths ages 12-21 years get regu-
lar physical activity and 25% of youths 
report no vigorous physical activity. 
Hours Of Television 
 Watching too many hours of 
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television or playing computer or video 
games among them also contributes to 
inactivity, poor diets, and weight gain. 
• Girls who watched more than four 

hours of television a day, for exam-
ple, were found to be more likely to 
be overweight than girls who 
watched less than four hours9 – a 
finding possibly related to the extra 
175 calories per day girls consumed 
while watching five or more hours 
of television. 

• The time young children spend 
watching television increases as 
they age. One-year-olds were found 
to watch 11 hours per week on av-
erage and four-year-olds watch on 
average 18 hours per week. As the 
hours increase, so does the risk that 
preschoolers will become over-
weight.10 

• Watching television while eating 
effects what children eat. Children 
who eat meals while watching tele-
vision tend to eat more meat, pizza, 
snack foods, and caffeinated drinks 
and fewer fruits, vegetables, and 
juices than children who do not eat 
meals in front of the TV.11 

Family Influences 
Several factors within the family 

are linked to childhood obesity as well. 
Children in low-income families 

are more likely to be overweight, which 
may be related to the economics of 
food. Poverty and food scarcity are as-
sociated with eating fewer vegetables 
and fruits and more less-expensive, en-
ergy-dense foods such as those made 
with refined grains and added sugars 
and fats.12 Children from low-income 
families, in general, also spend more 
time watching television than children 
from higher income families. 

Having obese parents raises a 
child’s risk of being obese. Among pre-

(Continued from front) pubescent girls, having two obese 
parents is associated with having a 
BMI twice that of girls with two lean 
parents.13 For children under the age 
of 10 years, having an obese parent 
doubles their risk of being obese as 
adults. 

Being overweight as a child in-
vites risks to physical and emotional 

health, which jeopardize outcomes into 
adulthood. 
 The good news is that child-
hood obesity is a preventable problem – 
one that studies show can be addressed 
effectively at home, school, and in the 
community.  
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