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NUTRITION
The Southern Rural Development Center addresses...

Eight research studies explore nutrition and obesity 
issues among adults and children in the South
Despite the negative health effects tied to poor nutrition and limited physical activity, the prevalence of obesity and poor 

diets among our nation’s adult and youth population continues to accelerate. Unfortunately, the South leads the nation in 

terms of the percentage of people who are overweight or obese — conditions that contribute to a myriad of health-related 

diseases. In fact, eight of the 10 states with the highest rates of adult obesity are located in the South.1 These startling 

statistics are reason enough for the SRDC to focus RIDGE seed funds on efforts to advance our understanding of the 

factors that shape the nutritional health of adults and children situated in the rural South.

The Incidence of Overweight and Obesity 
in Southern Adolescents

Mellie Warner
Clemson University

Focused on students enrolled in Southern schools, this 

research study examined various personal, family, school 

and community features affecting the risk of overweight 

and obesity in adolescents. Family factors, especially 

the existence of obesity in the mother, have a significant 

impact on a child’s propensity to be overweight or obese. 

Children who are breastfed for three months or more, 

children who play sports or walk to school, and children from 

more affluent households are less likely to be overweight. 

The study indicates that a multi-generational approach to 

educating parents, children and communities on obesity and 

healthy lifestyle choices is needed to stem the rising tide of 

obesity in the United States.

Women, Infants and the Food Environment: 
Influences on Food Security and Obesity

Barbara Laraia, University of California, San Francisco and 
Margaret Bentley, University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill

For this study, researchers in North Carolina interviewed 

postpartum women to identify environmental influences 

on shopping behavior. The study revealed that a variety of 

factors influence women’s food purchasing decisions, 

including the atmosphere of the supermarket, knowledge 

of where items are located in the store, and the idea that 

the quality of stores differs by neighborhood wealth. The 

intent of the study was to help tailor a supermarket survey 

for the central North Carolina area that would explore 

certain issues, such as accessibility, quality and shopping 

frequency, that may explain how supermarkets influence 

diet quality and weight gain.

Effects of Weight History, Resource Cycling 
and Fast Food on Overall Diet Quality and 
Health in Low-Income Louisiana Women

Carol O’Neil, Pamela Monroe and Vicky Tiller
Louisiana State University

The purpose of this study was to examine the weights and 

diets of women in Louisiana receiving food stamps and to 

assess their understanding of diet, health and food choices 

that contribute to obesity. The overall diet quality of each 

of the women interviewed was very poor, and daily levels 

of saturated fat, cholesterol and sodium exceeded the 

recommendations. In addition, there was a very low intake 

of fruits, vegetables and dairy among these women. This 

study reveals how important it is for women to understand 

the relationships between diet, weight and health, and 

underscores the need for more comprehensive nutrition 

education programs for low-income women. 
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The Economic Impact of Obesity in the South: 
Assessing Medical Expenditures Attributable to 
Obesity

Jerome Kolbo, Amal Khoury and Wendy Bounds
University of Southern Mississippi

Researchers at the University of Southern Mississippi 

conducted this study in order to determine the prevalence 

of overweight and obesity among adults in the South and to 

estimate the increase in adult medical expenditures due to 

overweight and obesity. Among other things, the study found 

that the prevalence of overweight and obesity in the South is 

increasing and that rates are highest among those receiving 

public assistance. In addition, the associated medical costs are 

significant. The findings of this study were intended to assist 

policymakers in strengthening food and nutrition assistance 

programs aimed at low-income families and to help estimate 

the cost savings associated with reducing obesity in the South. 

The Economic Burden of Obesity on Rural 
Communities: A Case Study of Kentucky 
Homeplace Counties

Eric Scorsone
Michigan State University

The increasing prevalence of obesity and its subsequent 

economic effects is of great concern to healthcare providers, 

professionals and communities at large. Until this study 

emerged, literature concerning the economic burden of 

overweight and obesity focused on estimating only national and 

state expenditures. The goal of this study was to estimate the 

economic burden of obesity in 59 rural Kentucky counties and 

to develop a method that could be used by those with limited 

data to estimate expenditures at a county or community level. 

The results indicated that the economic burden of obesity, 

which neared $38 million in out-of-pocket expense in the 

counties studied, is significantly higher for obese individuals. 

Prevalance and Predictors of Child Obesity in 
North Carolina: Implications for Head 
Start Programs

Esther Okeiyi
North Carolina Central University

This North Carolina study 

examined a number of Head Start 

centers to assess various issues 

affecting child obesity. Targeting 

such issues as dietary habits, 

exercise and lifestyle habits, and 

parents’ attitudes and perceptions 

regarding obesity, 

the study identifies 

factors that place 

young children at 

risk with regard 

to their weight. It 

also indicates poor 

nutritional knowledge among parents and suggests making 

efforts to deliver nutrition education to students and parents 

through Head Start centers and home visits. 

The Relationship of Child Body Mass Index 
to Parental Child Feeding Practices, 
Weight Perceptions and Personal Eating 
Behaviors Among 3- to 5-Year-Olds Attending 
Head Start

Wendy Bounds, Carol Connell, Mary Frances Nettles 
and Kristi Lofton
University of Southern Mississippi

This study, conducted at Head Start centers in one Southern 

Mississippi county, was conducted to determine the accuracy 

of parents’ perceptions of their children’s weight status and 

to assess the relationship of feeding practices to weight 

status. An important finding was the significant degree to 

which mothers misclassify their children’s weight status. This 

suggests the need for educational intervention to emphasize 

the potential health consequences of overweight children. The 

researchers propose providing assistance in helping mothers 

properly identify when their child’s weigh status is unhealthy.

The Effects of Mothers’ Employment in Early 
Childhood on the Risk of Overweight in 
Adolescence: Regional Comparisons

Atsuko Nonoyama, ETR Associates; Shannon Stokes, 
Pennsylvania State University; Ross Santell, Alcorn State 
University; and Pippa Simpson and Jeffrey Gossett, University 
of Arkansas

This study explored the effects of mothers’ employment 

on children’s odds of becoming overweight. Among other 

things, the study examined factors such as food purchased 

or cooked outside the home, the number of hours mothers 

worked during their child’s adolescence, the mother’s age at 

the time of the child’s birth, and whether or not the mother was 

single. Though the researchers originally hypothesized that a 

mother’s employment was a key factor influencing her child’s 

odds of becoming overweight, the research indicates that in 

some regions of the United States, and with certain factors 

in consideration, the more hours a mother worked actually 

reduced the odds of her child becoming overweight.

1F as in Fat: How Obesity 
Policies are Failing in 
America. Trust for America’s 
Health, Washington, DC. 
August 2006.  
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