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Obesity is a growing problem among U.S. children. Nationwide 2000 data show that an 
estimated 15% of children and adolescents ages 6 – 19 years are overweight. The rate has 
tripled within 30 years. Risk of obesity crosses all socio-economic and ethnic groups, but is 
slightly more prevalent in low-income groups, Native American, Hispanic and African American 
populations. In Virginia, little data exist on the prevalence of overweight or obesity among 
youth populations, particularly Latinos, a growing population in the south. The main purpose of 
this study was to investigate the prevalence of overweight among Latino and non-Latino limited 
resource Virginia youth, while identifying potential contributors as well as alternative methods 
for assessing overweight. Data were gathered through two mechanisms: Latina mothers (Part I) 
and Latino and non-Latino children (Parts II & III). Eighty-five Latina mothers were recruited 
through the Virginia Expanded Food and Nutrition Education Program (EFNEP) and the Special 
Supplemental Nutrition Program for Women, Infants and Children (WIC) program. Demographic 
information, acculturation, and dietary and physical activity patterns were assessed using 
bilingual written survey instruments. The results indicated that the Latinas in this study were 
mainly from Bolivia and El Salvador, and were not highly acculturated and spoke primarily 
Spanish. Almost half of the participants reported being overweight or obese (based on height 
and weight), nearly 50% reached the 5-A-Day goal for fruits and vegetables, and only 15% met 
the recommendations for physical activity. Height, weight, waist circumference data were 
collected from 217 children from five ethnically diverse and limited resource elementary and 
middle schools in rural and urban areas of Virginia, with a sub-sample of this population used to 
evaluate body figure scales developed specifically for Latinos. A short survey instrument 
exploring dietary and physical activity patterns was also administered. Informed consent was 
obtained from all subjects and parents. Fifty-percent of subjects were female, 41.7% white, 
25.0% black, and 20.7% Latino. BMI percentiles, based on age and sex, ranged from 3.6 to 99.9, 
with the mean percentile being 64.9 and the median 68.5. Less than five percent (4.5%) of 
subjects were considered underweight, one-sixth (14.7%) at-risk of overweight, and almost 
one-quarter (22.6%) overweight, based on CDC cut-offs. Girls had significantly higher BMI 
percentiles than boys, with means of 67.4 and 64.5. Based on multivariate regression, an 
interaction was found between rural/urban and ethnicity. White, rural children were 
significantly heavier and had larger waist circumferences than those living in urban areas. 
Conversely, Latino and black children living in urban areas were significantly heavier than those 
living in rural areas. The results from the body figure assessment indicated that BMI was a 
predictor of a person’s figure choice. Findings from that component of the study will help guide 
the refinement and production of body figure scales for further research studies. While the 
results of this study suggest alarming trends among Latino and non-Latino limited resource 
youth and mothers, the subjects of his study comprised a convenience sample, so may not be 
representative of other regions and/or populations. Further research is warranted.  



 


