As Children’s Overweight Increases So Does Potential for Health Problems

United States Surgeon General and Sandra Bastin


Children and adolescent weight problems are one reason some chronic diseases are escalating among our younger populations.  Overweight is a problem for nearly 15 percent of children ages six through 11 and adolescents ages 12 through 19.  Adolescent overweight nearly  has tripled in the past 20 years.


Overweight and obesity are associated with Type 2 diabetes, breathing problems, psychological disorders, certain types of cancer, arthritis and cardiovascular problems.   Dramatic increases in asthma and Type 2 diabetes, which was previously considered an “adult disease,” are taking place among children.


High cholesterol and high blood pressure occur with increased frequency in overweight children and adolescents, compared to those with healthy weights.    Children perceive social discrimination as a consequence of being overweight.  Others’ intolerance is associated with poor self-esteem and depression in these youth. 


In addition, overweight adolescents have a higher chance (70 percent) of becoming overweight or obese adults.  Just over 60 percent of U.S. adults are either overweight or obese.  Obesity among adults has doubled in the past two decades.


Each year about 300,000 obesity-related deaths take place in the United States. 


A body mass index (BMI) is used to determine whether children, adolescents and adults are overweight or obese.  A BMI is a measure of a person’s weight in relation to his or her height.  Health professionals often use a BMI growth chart to assess whether a child or adolescent is overweight or obese.  A physician also will consider a child or adolescent’s age and growth patterns to determine if the weight is healthy.  A health professional should make the actual diagnosis of overweight or obesity.


“Overweight” in youth ages six to 19 is defined as a gender- and age-specific ratio at or above the 95th percentile on the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention growth charts.  An adult with a BMI from 25 through 29 is considered overweight; an adult BMI above 30 is classified as obese.


A BMI in the overweight or obese range doesn’t necessarily indicate someone is unhealthy.  When assessing one’s overall health, it’s also important to consider other risk factors such as high blood pressure, high cholesterol, smoking, diabetes, and personal and family medical history.   However, the higher a person’s BMI is above his or her normal ratio, the greater the risk of weight-related health problems.


Overweight and obesity in children and adolescents generally is caused by physical inactivity, unhealthy eating habits, or a combination of the two.  Genetics and lifestyle play important roles in determining a child’s weight.


For more information, contact your (County Name) Cooperative Extension Service.

Educational programs of the Kentucky Cooperative Extension Service serve all people regardless of race, color, age, sex, religion, disability or national origin.

Next: What To Do About Overweight and Obesity
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