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A national composite index developed by the Foundation for Childhood Develop-
ment indicates that the overall health and well-being of children is 37% lower today
than it was during the mid-1970s. One of the largest contributors to children’s declin-
ing health is obesity.1 Although many of the challenges posed by childhood obesity
are well-known, it is important to be able to separate facts from fiction, as well as to
know the definitions, statistics and key causes of the obesity epidemic.

Below is a list of statements about childhood obesity. Each is identified as either
“fact” or “fiction,” with an explanation of the evidence for the statement.

The U.S. now has the highest percentage of overweight youth
in our nation’s history.2

FACT This is true. Over the past 30 years, the prevalence of childhood obesity
has nearly tripled.3 Today, nearly 15% of American children and adoles-
cents aged 2 to 19 years are considered overweight and an additional
16% are considered obese.2 This amounts to approximately 24 million
children and adolescents who are struggling with unhealthy amounts of
excess weight.4

There are many factors that have contributed to the dramatic
rise in childhood obesity. 

FACT This is true. Changes in the eating and exercise habits of children over the
last several decades are generally considered the major factors contribut-
ing to childhood obesity.5 Increased reliance on vehicles for transportation
and televisions or computers for entertainment has resulted in few children
meeting physical activity guidelines. The increased availability of high
calorie foods with low nutritional value has resulted in even fewer youth
meeting daily dietary guidelines:6

� 65% of high school students do not meet daily physical activity
guidelines, and 10% engage in no physical activity; 

� 35% of high school students watch 3 or more hours of television
each day; 

� 25% of high school students play video games or use a computer
recreationally for more than 3 hours each day; and

� 80% do not eat enough fruits and vegetables.
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Figure 1: How Eating and Exercise Habits Contribute to Obesity

The proportion of overweight and obesity is the same 
regardless of age, gender or ethnicity. 

FICTION This statement is not true. While the prevalence of overweight and 
obesity is nearly equal for boys and girls,2 the prevalence does vary by
age and ethnicity. 

� Childhood obesity is more prevalent among 6-to-19-year-olds (34%)
than 2-to-5-year-olds (24%)2 (Fig. 2). 

� More Mexican-American (38%) and African-American (35%) youth
are overweight than white youth (30.7%)2 (Fig.3). 
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Figure 2: Childhood Obesity by Age2

Figure 3: Childhood Obesity by Race and Gender2
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Childhood obesity is the same no matter where a child lives. 

FICTION This statement is not true. According to a 2009 report prepared by the
Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, childhood obesity varies by state for a
variety of reasons, including differences in the local environment and state
and federal policies. For example, Mississippi has the highest rate of
obese and overweight children (44.4%). Other southern states, including
Georgia, Alabama, Tennessee and Kentucky, also have high rates of
obese and overweight children compared to the rest of the country. 
Minnesota, Utah and Oregon have the lowest rates, with 20%-25% of
children identified as overweight and obese.7

Parents often cannot tell if their child is overweight or obese. 

FACT This is true. Over the course of normal growth and development, a child’s
body weight and height changes, so it is not always easy to tell if a child is
overweight. 

Parents should weigh their children on the bathroom scale to
determine if they are overweight.

FICTION This statement is not true. Weighing a child on a bathroom scale is not a
good idea. A scale does not accurately account for a child’s height, age
or gender. 

The best way to find out if a child (between the ages of 2 and 20 years
old) is overweight is to have a physician measure body mass index-for-
age (BMI-for-age). A child’s BMI is a relative measure of body weight
based upon his or her gender, age and height. 

To calculate BMI-for-age, a doctor will—

1. Obtain height and weight measurements.

2. Calculate BMI.

3. Plot BMI on appropriate BMI-for-Age Growth Charts.

4. Determine the percentile within which the BMI falls.

5. Find the weight category for the percentile.

-OR-

Utilize BMI Calculators Online
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Table 1: Definitions of Body Mass Index (BMI) Percentiles*

IF A CHILD’S BMI IS… IT MEANS THE CHILD… AND IS CONSIDERED…

< 5th Percentile …weighs less than 95 of 100 children Underweight

5th –84th Percentile …weighs less than 84 of 100 children Healthy weight

85th Percentile …weighs more than 85 of 100 children Overweight

>95th Percentile …weighs more than 95 of 100 children Obese

*The BMI weight percentiles have been created by the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention and are
based on a reference population using data from surveys and physical measurements that lag the current population
statistics. 

Source: Age & Gender Specific Reference Population BMI Growth Charts from U.S. Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention (http://www.cdc.gov/growthcharts) 
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Example: An 8-year-old girl who stands 4 feet 2 inches tall and weights 70 pounds
would have a BMI of 19.7. This girl would be in the 91st percentile of all girls
her age. This means she weighs more than 91% of her peers (based upon a
reference population) and is considered overweight. 

Illnesses associated with overweight and obese children
occur in the short- and long-term. 

FACT This is true. Many health conditions once considered adult problems are
now being diagnosed among children. For example, Type II diabetes was
once considered adult-onset diabetes. Today 8%-46% of new pediatric
diabetes cases (Type I and Type II) are Type II.8

In one study, 70% of obese children 5 to 17 years old were already 
diagnosed with at least one cardiovascular risk factor (e.g., high blood
pressure, high cholesterol) and 39% had two or more risk factors.9

Long-term, overweight and obese children and adolescents are at 
increased risk for the following illnesses and conditions: 

� high blood pressure;

� Type II diabetes;

� elevated cholesterol;



� asthma; 

� sleep apnea; 

� menstrual irregularities; 

� polycystic ovarian syndrome; and

� muscle and joint conditions. 

Childhood obesity mainly impacts a child’s physical health. 

FICTION This statement is not true. Overweight and obesity have been shown to
increase depression, anxiety and low self-esteem among children and
adolescents.10 Furthermore, obesity has been found to greatly impact 
the quality of life (QOL) among children. In one study, physical, emotional,
social and school functioning were assessed among obese children,
healthy children and children with cancer. As suspected, obese children
had a lower QOL in all areas compared to healthy children. The QOL for
obese children was found equivalent to that of children undergoing
chemotherapy.11

Childhood obesity is not associated with adult obesity.

FICTION This statement is not true. Childhood obesity is both associated with and 
impacted by adult obesity. 

Overweight and obese children are more likely to become obese adults.
Among overweight and obese children 3 to 5 years old, there is a 40%
chance of becoming an obese adult; overweight and obese adolescents
10 to 17 years old have a 74% chance of becoming an overweight adult.

Adult obesity can also increase the likelihood for child obesity. A child
under the age of 5 is at least 3 times more likely to become an obese
adult if one parent is obese; if both parents are obese, the likelihood 
increases to 13 to 15 times. Among older children, parental obesity can
increase the likelihood of becoming an obese adult by 2 to 5 times.12

School policies and practices have a great impact on 
childhood obesity.

FACT This statement is true. Schools are a powerful force in children’s lives.
Ninety-seven percent of American children between the ages of 5 and 
17 years old are enrolled in school.13 No other institution has as much
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continuous and intensive contact with children during their first two
decades of life. Not only do children spend the majority of their day in
school, 19%-50% of their daily food intake is consumed there.14

Over the last several years, significant improvements have been made to
school nutrition and physical activity policies and practices. However, the
most recent available statistics (2007) leave room for further improvement. 

� 69% of elementary schools require some physical education
classes, as do 84% of middle schools and 95% of high schools;15

but only 4% of elementary schools, 8% of middle schools and 2% of
high schools provide daily physical education for all students.15

� In 13% of elementary schools, 29% of middle schools and 58% of
high schools, students could purchase soda or fruit drinks that are
not 100% juice during lunch.16

� 12% of elementary schools, 25% of middle schools and 48% of
high schools allow students to purchase foods or beverages high in
fat, sodium or added sugars during lunch.16

� 33% of elementary schools, 72% of middle schools and 90% of
high schools have vending machines, snack bars or other sources of
snack foods outside the school meal programs.16

Conclusion

Childhood obesity is a growing problem in the United States, and its causes and
consequences are extensive. Schools, child care facilities, communities and families
have all contributed to the problem and all must contribute to its resolution. Health
care providers and employers also have roles to play as part of a comprehensive
solution. Therefore, it is clear that childhood obesity is everyone’s business!
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