
 
 

 

 
Promoting Healthy Weight for Children  

  Information for Professionals 

 
Definitions 
* Overweight for children: a 
BMI at or above the 95th 
percentile of the CDC growth 
charts. 
 
** At risk of Overweight: a 
BMI between the 85th and 
95th percentile of the CDC 
growth charts.  
 
Body Mass Index (BMI): a 
measurement system used to 
define overweight and 
obesity.   BMI is a measure of 
weight in relation to height. 
 
For children and adolescents 
who are growing, the 
measurement is a function of 
age and sex-specific BMI, 
based on revised Centers for 
Disease Control and 
Prevention (CDC) growth 
charts.  
(www.cdc.gov/growthcharts).   
 
BMI is the recommended 
screening tool for children 
who are overweight or at risk 
of overweight. 
 

 
Overweight and obesity are critical health issues in America, and the trend among 
children is alarming. The number of children aged 6 to11 who are overweight has 
more than doubled in the past twenty years, while the number of overweight 
adolescents has tripled.1  Nationally, between 20-30 percent of children aged 2 to19 
can be classified as overweight* or at risk of overweight.**2  In Michigan, 12 percent 
of students in grades 9 to 12 meet the definition for overweight.3  These statistics are 
disturbing because children who are overweight at age 6 and beyond have a greater 
than 50 percent chance of being obese as adults.4   
 
The Risks 
Being overweight as a child may represent the start of lifelong health problems.  

 Serious health conditions, such as high blood pressure, high cholesterol, early 
maturation and orthopedic problems occur with increased frequency in 
overweight youth.5    

 Type 2 diabetes, once regarded as an adult disease, has increased among children 
and adolescents in the last few decades.5,6    

 Psychosocial issues (i.e., discrimination), low self-esteem, unsafe dieting 
practices, and the potential for eating disorders are also risks faced by overweight 
children.7,8   

 
The Causes 
 Factors that contribute to overweight in children are numerous and complex.  
Body weight is the result of a combination of genetic, behavioral, lifestyle, and 
cultural influences.  Lack of physical activity and unhealthy eating habits play an 
important role in the development of childhood overweight.  
 Children today spend an average of four hours per day––more time than any 
other generation––engaged in sedentary activities such as watching television and 
playing computer and video games.5,9  Opportunities to be physically active in 
schools are often limited with less than 20 percent of Michigan schools requiring 
physical education after 10th grade, and less than 5 percent of the schools requiring it 
at the 12th grade.10 
 Other lifestyle factors contribute to the unhealthy eating habits of children. The 
increased availability of convenience foods, more meals eaten away from home, 
fewer family meals, and greater portion sizes have increased the potential for weight 
gain.11  Many children’s diets do not meet nutrition guidelines.  Only 18 percent of 
Michigan’s high school-aged students meet the guideline of at least five daily 

 
 

Family and
Consumer 
Sciences 
servings of fruits and vegetables.3 Milk consumption has decreased, while the 
consumption of non-diet soft drinks and non-citrus juice has increased.12 
 
Promoting Healthy Weight 
 Various strategies are needed to help prevent children from becoming over-
weight and to increase their physical and emotional well-being.  These strategies for 
all children and their families include:  (1) promoting healthy eating through 
education and by increasing access to healthy foods, and (2) providing opportunities 
for regular physical activity.  Schools play a key role in creating an environment 
where students can improve their food choices and be active.  Foods offered should 
be consistent with guidelines for a healthy childhood weight, and opportunities should 
be provided for physical activity throughout the day.  Healthy eating and physical 
activity during school years will build the foundation for a health-promoting lifestyle. 

http://www.cdc.gov/growthcharts)


  
 Resources are available to professionals and families to help children improve their lifelong eating and physical 
activity habits and to provide schools information on improving their nutrition and physical activity environment.  
Michigan State University Extension county offices can provide educational resources and guidance for children and 
their families related to planning healthy meals and minimizing sedentary habits.  Additional resources, information, and 
links to helpful web sites are available through the Team Nutrition program (www.tn.fcs.msue.msu.edu).   Prevention of 
overweight during childhood requires a collaborative commitment within communities.  Schools, families, health 
professionals, government agencies, profit and non-profit organizations must work together to promote physical activity 
and healthy eating. Strategies recommended in The Role of Michigan Schools in Promoting Healthy Weight13 include:  
 

• 
• 
• 
• 
• 

Create a safe and supportive learning environment respectful of all body shapes and sizes. 
Encourage and promote environments where children can be physically active. 
Strengthen nutrition education and provide opportunities for healthy food selection. 
Work with families to encourage physical activity and healthful food choices. 
Identify community resources that help families with weight concerns. 

 
 
 
 
 

Take action today! Bring a team together to share strategies and resources 
 available in your community to promote healthy weight for children. 

 
References  
1.  National Center for Health Statistics. Health, United States, 2002 With Chartbook on Trends in the Health of Americans. Hyattsville, Maryland:  

2002.   Available online at: www.cdc.gov/nchs/products/pubs/pubd/hus/tables/2002/02hus071.pdf. 
2. Ogden, C.L. , Flegal, K.M., Carroll, M.D., Johnson, C.L. (2002). Prevalence and trends in overweight among US children and adolescents, 

1999-2000. JAMA 288:1728-32.  Available online at http://jama.ama-assn.org/issues/v288n14/rpdf/joc21462.pdf. 
3. 2003 Michigan Youth Risk Behavior Survey:  Detailed Results by Item.  2003 Overview Chart of Data.  Available online at 

www.emc.cmich.edu/yrbs. 
4. Whitaker, R.C., Wright, J.A., Pepe, M.S., Seidel, K.K., Dietz, W.H. (1997). Predicting obesity in young adulthood from childhood and parental 

obesity.  New England Journal of Medicine, 337, 869-873.   
5.  U. S. Department of Health and Human Services. (2001). The Surgeon General’s call to action to prevent and decrease overweight and 

obesity 2001.  Washington, D.C.   Available online at: www.surgeongeneral.gov/topics/obesity/calltoaction/fact_adolescents.htm. 
6.  American Diabetes Association. (2000). Type 2 diabetes in children and adolescents (consensus statement). Diabetes Care, 23(5), 381-389. 
7. Dietz, W.H. (1998). Health consequences of obesity in youth: childhood predictors of adult disease.  Pediatrics. 101(3), 518-525. 
8. Strauss, R.S. (2000). Childhood obesity and self-esteem.  Pediatrics 105(1), e15.  Available online at: 

www.pediatrics.org/cgi/content/full/105/1/e15. 
9. Kaiser Family Foundation. (1999, November). Kids and media at the new millennium. A Kaiser Foundation Report. Menlo Park, CA: Henry J. 

Kaiser Family Foundation. 
10. Michigan State Board of Education. (2001). The Michigan Physical Education Survey, 2000. [Brochure]. Michigan Department of Education. 

Available online in 2003 at: www.mde.state.mi.us/. 
11. Putnam, J. (1999). US food supply providing more food and calories.  Food Review, 22(3), 2-12. USDA, Economic Research Service.  

Available online at: www.ers.usda.gov/publications/foodreview/sep1999/frsept99a.pdf 
12. Cavadini, C., Siega-Riz, A.M., Popkin, B.M. (2000). US adolescent food intake trends from 1965 to 1996.  Archives of Diseases in Childhood. 

83(1), 18-24. 
13. Michigan State Board of Education. (2001). The role of Michigan schools in promoting healthy weight, A consensus paper.  Michigan 

Department of Education. Available online at: www.michigan.gov/documents/healthyweight_13649_7.pdf. 
 

Family and Consumer Sciences program staff at MSU Extension can answer questions or help you learn more about money management, parenting, and food, 
nutrition and health issues. Michigan State University Extension educators integrate university and community resources to provide tools that help families 
succeed. For more information on Family and Consumer Sciences programs in Michigan, call your county MSU Extension office.  Check the government pages of 
your phone book for contact information. 
 
MSU is an affirmative-action, equal-opportunity institution. Michigan State University Extension programs and materials are open to all without regard to race, 
color, national origin, gender, religion, age, disability, political beliefs, sexual orientation, marital status or family status. 
Revised April 2004.  Go to www.fcs.msue.msu.edu to print a copy of this fact sheet.  This fact sheet may be copied for educational purposes with credit given to 
Michigan State University. This information is provided by the MSU Extension Food, Nutrition and Health Area of Expertise team. 
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