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ABSTRACT

The majority of US youth are of healthy weight, but the majority of US adults are
overweight or obese. Therefore, a major health challenge for most American
children and adolescents is obesity prevention—today, and as they age into adult-
hood. In this report, we review the most recent evidence regarding many behav-
ioral and practice interventions related to childhood obesity, and we present
recommendations to health care providers. Because of the importance, we also
suggest approaches that clinicians can use to encourage obesity prevention among
children, including specific counseling strategies and practice-based, systems-level
interventions. In addition, we suggest how clinicians may interact with and
promote local and state policy initiatives designed to prevent obesity in their
communities.
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OBESITY THREATENS THE health of today’s children to
such an extent that they may, for the first time in

US history, have a shorter lifespan than their parents.1

The considerable challenges of addressing and treating
obesity throughout the life cycle have led to increasing
interest in preventing obesity altogether.

Recent summaries of evidence on the prevention of
obesity2,3 reviewed comprehensively the body of re-
search in this field. Following those efforts, we have
focused this report on what health care providers can do
to prevent childhood obesity in their clinical practices
and in their communities, on the basis of evidence from
the literature. Current evidence is clearly stronger in
some areas than in others, and we have endeavored to
inform providers about the relative strength of evidence
by classifying available evidence at distinct levels (in
descending order of strength). In addition, the preven-
tion writing group has recommended specific clinical
strategies, on the basis of analysis of available data from
obesity interventions and other medical and behavioral
interventions, as well as from clinical experience.

The goal of this set of recommendations is to enable
children’s health care providers (physicians, nurse prac-
titioners, dieticians, counselors, and others) to find in
one document the latest summary of evidence for pre-
vention opportunities in health care settings and local
communities. The main areas of evidence reviewed for
this report include (1) food and nutrients, (2) eating
behaviors, (3) family interactions around food and
meals, (4) physical activity and sedentary behaviors, and
(5) working with parents to address children’s eating
and activity behaviors. In each of these domains, we
review the evidence; at the end of the report, we present
our recommendations to providers for prevention of
childhood obesity.

We complement our evidence review with a separate
section regarding approaches to obesity prevention,
which details how clinicians can adopt and implement
specific counseling approaches and practice-based inter-
ventions regarding childhood obesity prevention. Our
goal is to provide practitioners with practical strategies
they can readily apply in their clinical work to address
childhood obesity. Finally, we assess opportunities to
interact with and to advocate for local and state policy
initiatives, as a means for clinicians to address childhood
obesity in their communities through coordination with,
and advocacy for, community prevention efforts.

EVIDENCE

Foods, Nutrients, and Childhood Obesity

Total Energy Intake
Total energy intake, as measured by using current di-
etary assessment methods, does not seem to have a
strong association with obesity in children.4 This lack of
association is likely attributable to the difficulty of accu-

rately assessing dietary intake by using current dietary
assessment tools such as dietary recalls and food fre-
quency questionnaires.5 These methods are subject to
the serious and pervasive problem of underreporting,
which worsens as children age6 and is especially preva-
lent among obese adolescent girls.7

An analysis of data from the 1994 to 1996 and 1998
US Department of Agriculture Continuing Surveys of
Food Intakes by Individuals determined that 55% of
children 3 to 19 years of age reported implausible energy
intakes. Reported energy intake was not associated with
BMI percentile in the total sample. In the sample of
children who reported plausible energy intakes, how-
ever, reported energy intake was associated positively
with BMI percentile for boys 6 to 11 years of age and
adolescents 12 to 19 years of age. No relationship was
found for children 3 to 5 years of age or girls 6 to 11
years of age. Therefore, it is important for future studies
to exclude implausible dietary reports to discern dietary
associations with BMI.8

Dietary Fat
Evidence supports an unclear association between di-
etary fat and obesity in children.4 The American Dietetic
Association (ADA) conducted an evidence analysis and
identified 15 longitudinal studies from 12 different co-
horts of children, 3 months to 18 years of age, published
between 1992 and 2003.9–23 Four studies found positive
associations between dietary fat intake and adiposi-
ty.13,17,19,23 Four studies had mixed results and found both
positive associations and nonsignificant associations be-
tween dietary fat intake and adiposity.9–12 The other 7
studies found no significant associations between dietary
fat intake and adiposity.

In a longitudinal study of 70 white children 2 to 8
years of age, mean dietary fat intakes recorded between
the ages of 2 and 8 years were positive predictors of BMI
at 8 years.24 In a tracking study conducted in China, 6- to
13-year-old obese children were monitored for a 2-year
period. Those who remained obese after 2 years had
higher fat intakes (as a percentage of energy), in com-
parison with children who shifted from obese to not
obese.25 There is no evidence in the literature to support
the suggestion that low dietary fat intake is associated
with childhood obesity.4

Calcium and Dairy Products
Recent research from some observational studies sug-
gests that lower intakes of dairy products and/or calcium
are associated with obesity in children.4 Of 7 observa-
tional studies published between 1995 and 2004, 4
found no associations26–29 and 3 found negative associa-
tions between calcium intakes and various measures of
adiposity.13,30,31

In a longitudinal study of 52 white children moni-
tored from 2 months to 8 years of age, dietary calcium
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intake from milk, cheese, and yogurt was associated
with lower percentage of body fat at 8 years of age.30

Other researchers found that children who consumed
cereal with milk were at lower risk of being obese than
were children who ate less cereal.32 Girls 9 to 14 years of
age who consumed diets rich in calcium weighed less
and had less abdominal fat than did girls who consumed
less calcium.33

Numerous intervention trials involving calcium
and/or dairy supplementation and a measure of adipos-
ity were identified in an ADA evidence analysis,4 with
the majority showing no difference between interven-
tion and control groups. Therefore, it is possible that
calcium and dairy products are serving as markers for a
better diet and/or healthier lifestyle in the observational
studies and are not themselves the cause of lower body
fatness in children.

Fruits and Vegetables
An ADA evidence analysis concluded that the evidence
supports a modest effect of fruit and vegetable intake in
protecting against increased adiposity in children.4 Fruits
and vegetables have been promoted for the prevention
of childhood obesity because of their low energy density,
high fiber content, and satiety value.4 Fruits and vege-
tables are most likely, compared with other food groups,
to be consumed in inadequate amounts by children.34

Several studies found no association between fruit and
vegetable intake and childhood adiposity28,29,31,35–44; nev-
ertheless, in none of the 17 studies reviewed in the ADA
evidence analysis was increased fruit and vegetable in-
take related to increased adiposity. The studies that
found a significant inverse relationship between fruit or
fruit and vegetable intake and adiposity tended to have
larger sample sizes, compared with those that found no
relationship. The evidence was stronger for fruits alone
or for fruits and vegetables combined than for vegetables
alone. Part of this disparity may be attributable to the
fact that different fruits and vegetables may have differ-
ent effects on childhood obesity and overweight. For
instance, more than one third of the total daily amount
of vegetables in the US food supply consisted of iceberg
lettuce, frozen potatoes (mostly french fries), and potato
chips.4

Fruit Juice
Intake of 100% fruit juice is not related to adiposity in
children unless it is consumed in unusually large quan-
tities.4 The ADA reviewed 15 studies on the impact of
fruit juice consumption on childhood obesity. Four of 6
longitudinal studies found no association between fruit
juice intake and obesity,16,38,45,46 whereas 2 other longi-
tudinal studies found either no association or an inverse
association.36,47 Neither of 2 nationally representative,
cross-sectional studies found a relationship between
fruit juice consumption and reported BMI.48,49 One case-

control study and 3 other cross-sectional studies found a
positive association between fruit juice intake and a
measure of adiposity.29,39,50,51 In 2 studies of related co-
horts, only large amounts of juice (�12 fl oz/day) were
associated with increased obesity.50,51 The remaining 3
cross-sectional studies found no relationship between
100% fruit juice intake and obesity.44,52,53

Largely on the basis of this evidence, the American
Academy of Pediatrics recommends that intake of fruit
juice should be limited to 4 to 6 oz (1 serving) per day for
children 1 to 6 years of age. For children 7 to 18 years of
age, juice intake should be limited to 8 to 12 oz (2
servings) per day.54

Sugar-Sweetened Beverages, Including Soft Drinks
Evidence strongly supports a positive association be-
tween the intake of calorically sweetened beverages and
adiposity in children.4 A total of 19 observational studies
published between 1999 and 2004 that assessed intake
of sweetened beverages and the association with some
measure of adiposity in children were reviewed, includ-
ing 6 longitudinal studies, 3 nationally representative,
cross-sectional studies, and 10 case-control or other
cross-sectional studies.* The ADA concluded that the
larger, more strongly designed, and higher-quality stud-
ies substantiated that sweetened beverage intake is re-
lated to obesity among children.

Since completion of the ADA evidence analysis, ad-
ditional studies support a positive association between
sugar-sweetened beverages and childhood overweight
and obesity. Nationwide food consumption survey data
collected in the 1999 to 2000 National Health and Nu-
trition Examination Survey demonstrate that soft drinks
and sugar-sweetened fruit drinks are the principal
source of energy in the diets of US male and female
adolescents.64

In a separate sample of 10 904 low-income children 2
to 3 years of age, consumption of sweetened drinks
increased the odds of becoming obese among those who
were at risk for obesity at baseline and of remaining
obese among those who were already obese by �60%.
The authors concluded that reducing sweetened drink
consumption is one strategy to manage the weight of
preschool children.65

Several nutrition policy documents make recommen-
dations regarding sugar-sweetened beverages. The
American Academy of Pediatrics policy statement on soft
drinks in schools recommends that pediatricians should
work to eliminate sweetened drinks in schools.66 The
2005 Dietary Guidelines Advisory Committee stated that
“available prospective studies suggest a positive associa-
tion between the consumption of sweetened beverages
and weight gain. A reduced intake of added sugars (es-
pecially sugar-sweetened beverages) may be helpful in

*Refs 29, 31, 36–38, 40, 44, 46, 48, 53, and 55–63.
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weight control and in achieving recommended intakes
of nutrients.”67 The 2005 Institute of Medicine report
Preventing Childhood Obesity stated that “much remains to
be learned about whether a unique association exists
between intake of sweetened beverages and changes in
BMI. Because of concerns about excessive consumption
of sweetened beverages and the displacement of more
nutrient-rich or lower calorie alternatives, children
should be encouraged to avoid high-calorie, nutrient-
poor beverages.”2

Childhood Eating Behaviors and Obesity

Breakfast Skipping
Evidence supports the view that obese children and ad-
olescents are more likely to skip breakfast than their
leaner counterparts. Obese children also have been re-
ported to eat smaller breakfasts than their nonobese
peers.4

A total of 15 observational studies published between
1994 and 2004 were reviewed, including 2 longitudinal
studies,36,68 2 nationally representative studies,57,69 and
11 other cross-sectional studies.42,60,70–78 The ADA con-
cluded that the preponderance of evidence suggested
that breakfast skipping may be a risk factor for increased
adiposity, particularly among older children or adoles-
cents. However, the strength of the evidence is some-
what limited because what constitutes a breakfast has
not been defined consistently.4

Eating Out, Including Fast Food
Evidence supports the view that consumption of food
away from home, particularly at fast food establish-
ments, may be associated with adiposity, especially
among adolescents.4 A total of 10 observational studies
published between 1996 and 2004 were reviewed, in-
cluding 2 longitudinal studies,36,79 1 nationally represen-
tative, cross-sectional study,57 and 7 other cross-sectional
studies.40,71,74,80–83 Study sample sizes ranged from
�60 00083 to just over 50.80 A limiting factor in these
studies is that “eating out” and “fast food” were not
defined or assessed systematically. However, the evi-
dence that is currently available suggests that frequent
patronage of fast food restaurants may be a risk factor for
obesity in children.4

Portion Sizes
Increased portion sizes may be associated with increased
adiposity in children.4 Of note, appropriate portion sizes
vary according to age, and discussions with parents
about portion sizes should reflect age-specific normative
values, as suggested in the Food and Drug Administra-
tion Food Guide Pyramid (available at www.mypyramid.
gov).

Research indicates that portion sizes may contribute
to the increasing prevalence of overweight among chil-

dren by promoting excessive energy intake. Three- to
5-year-old children consumed 25% more of an entrée
and 15% more energy at lunch when presented with
portions that were twice as large as the age-appropriate
standard size.84 In a nationally representative sample of
1-year-old children, food portions were related posi-
tively to body weight.85

A study of 16 preschool children 4 to 6 years of age
found that the most powerful determinant of the
amount of food consumed at meals was the amount
served. These children displayed poor regulation of en-
ergy intake.86

Other investigators used the 1994–1996 and 1998
Continuing Surveys of Food Intakes by Individuals to
categorize children 3 to 19 years of age according to
plausible and implausible self-reported energy intake.
Among children with plausible reported energy intake,
meal portion size was associated positively with age-
specific BMI percentiles for boys 6 to 11 years of age and
adolescents 12 to 19 years of age.8 Others examined
intakes of 2- to 5-year-old children in the 1994–1996
and 1998 Continuing Surveys of Food Intakes by Indi-
viduals and found that portion size accounted for 17% to
19% of the variance in energy intake.87

Snacking
Snacking frequency or snack food intake is not likely
associated with adiposity in children.4 The majority of
studies that examined snack food intake in a recent ADA
evidence analysis found no association with adiposity.†
The research on snacking is confounded by unclear def-
initions in the literature of what constitutes a snack or
snack food.4 Nevertheless, longitudinal studies demon-
strate that snacking frequency has increased concur-
rently with the prevalence of overweight. Snacks tend to
be higher in energy density and fat content than meals,
and high levels of snack consumption have been associ-
ated with greater intakes of fat, sugars, and energy.4

Since completion of the ADA evidence analysis, ad-
ditional studies of children’s snack behaviors have been
published. In the Growing Up Today study of 9- to
14-year-old girls and boys, there was no relationship
between intake of snack food and subsequent changes in
BMI among the boys; there was a weak inverse associ-
ation with weight change among the girls. The authors
concluded that, although snack foods may have low
nutritional value, they are not an important indepen-
dent determinant of weight gain among children and
adolescents.91 In the Growth and Development Study of
196 nonobese, premenarcheal, 8- to 12-year-old girls,
energy-dense snack food intake did not influence sub-
sequent weight status or fatness change.61 In contrast, an
analysis of data from the Bogalusa Heart Study found
that, among 1562 children 10 years of age, the total

†Refs 29, 36, 37, 44, 60, 61, 70, 76, 78, and 88–90.
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amount of food consumed, specifically from snacks, was
associated positively with overweight status.60

Family Interactions Involving Meals and Nutrition

Family Meals
Evidence supports a positive association between fre-
quency of family meals and dietary quality in adoles-
cents.92,93 Increased frequency of family meals is associ-
ated with greater intakes of fruits, vegetables, and milk
and lower consumption of fried food and soft drinks. It is
also associated with higher nutrient intakes (including
calcium, iron, vitamins, and fiber) and lower intakes of
saturated and trans fats. The Growing Up Today cohort
of 7784 girls and 6647 boys 9 to 14 years of age found
that the frequency of family dinners was associated in-
versely with overweight prevalence at baseline.94

Parental Control of Child Nutrient Intake
Parental control over children’s dietary intake does not
consistently seem to be related to obesity in children.4

Five cross-sectional studies showed no association be-
tween parental control and adiposity.39,95–98 One study
found no association between parental control and adi-
posity among boys but demonstrated an inverse associ-
ation between parental control and adiposity among
girls.99 Another study found a positive significant asso-
ciation of parental control with adiposity among both
boys and girls in the sample.100

Physical Activity and Sedentary Behavior

Measurement of Physical Activity
It is generally accepted that the energy expenditure re-
quired to reduce total mortality rates among originally
sedentary adults is 630 to 1680 kJ/day above habitual
energy expenditure levels.101,102 It is more difficult to
quantify the energy expenditure required to produce
beneficial health effects among children and adolescents.
Ultimately, the prevention of obesity requires a balance
between energy intake and expenditure over time. En-
ergy expenditure includes resting metabolic rate, ther-
mogenesis, and physical activity, but only physical ac-
tivity is amenable to clinical or community prevention
programs for obesity.

Although reviews have identified many benefits of
physical activity in youths, including reduced blood
pressure levels, improved lipid profile, increased bone
mass and density, improved self-esteem, reduction of
anxiety, and reduced symptoms of depression, this re-
port focuses on overweight and obesity prevention.
Physical activity among youths is challenging to measure
because the capacity to understand and to recall the
concepts of time, duration, and intensity of past activity
is associated inversely with age and because the nature,
context, and practice of physical activity vary with age.
Objective measures of physical activity used more com-

monly in recent studies, such as accelerometry, repre-
sent an important improvement in physical activity
measurement.

Longitudinal Trends in Physical Activity
Data from the Youth Risk Behavior Survey (YRBS) sug-
gest decreases in physical activity among US adolescents
over the past decade.103,104 The proportion of adolescents
in grades 9 to 12 defined as inactive increased from
10.9% in 1993 to 14.7% in 2003 for boys, but values
remained stable for girls (20.8% and 22.2%, respec-
tively).104 The odds of being inactive in 2003, compared
with 1993, were increased significantly only for boys
(odds ratio [OR]: 1.41; 95% confidence interval [CI]:
1.16-1.71) and for adolescents in ninth or 10th grade
(ninth grade: OR: 1.63; 95% CI: 1.27-2.09; 10th grade:
OR: 1.32; 95% CI: 1.06-1.63).104 In contrast, surveys
conducted in Canada from 1981 to 1998 reported sub-
stantial increases in leisure time physical activity energy
expenditure among youths 12 to 19 years of age.105 In
addition, the prevalence in the United Kingdom of vig-
orous exercise at least 3 times in the past week increased
from 32% to 53% for boys 12 to 13 years of age and
from 36% to 49% for boys 14 to 15 years of age from
1987 to 2003. Among girls, increases were from 24% to
37% and from 20% to 31%, respectively.106

The YRBS was conducted biannually from 1993 to
2003; in each survey, inactivity increased from grades 9
to 12 and was higher in black youths than in non-
Hispanic white youths and in girls than in boys. Other
reports confirm that girls report less physical activity
than boys, both before107 and during108,109 adolescence.
Differences between girls and boys are particularly ap-
parent for vigorous physical activity, with girls being less
likely than boys to engage in vigorous physical activity
during their free time, in the context of organized phys-
ical activity, during school, and outside of school.109 In
addition, the decline in physical activity with increasing
age103 and with lower socioeconomic status is well doc-
umented.110,111 Longitudinal studies show that only 12%
of youths who originally achieve desirable levels of
physical activity (�5 weekly bouts of moderate or vig-
orous physical activity) remain as active as young
adults.112

Increasing competition for classroom time has put
pressure on physical education (PE) classes in schools in
many countries, including Australia and the United
Kingdom.106 In the United States, the YRBS indicated
that participation in daily PE classes decreased from 42%
in 1991 to 32% in 2001.103 The amount of time spent
being active during PE classes has also decreased.113 Boys
have substantially higher energy expenditures during PE
classes, compared with girls.109,113,114 Although girls and
boys are equally likely to be enrolled in organized phys-
ical activity and lessons outside school,115 girls are less
likely to belong to sports clubs or to participate in unor-
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ganized physical activity or in school sports outside PE
classes.116 Boys and girls differ substantially in their phys-
ical activity preferences117,118 and in their patterns of
physical activity involvement.119–121 Participation in or-
ganized sports has declined in Australia and Sweden but
seems to have remained stable in the United Kingdom.106

Individual and environmental factors do not influ-
ence all children equally.122–124 There is evidence both for
and against genetic effects on sports participation and
leisure time physical activity among youths.125,126 Boys
and girls differ in their attitudes and beliefs regarding
physical activity,127 as well as their motivation for116,128

and barriers to129,130 engaging in physical activity. Peer
and family social support, perceived neighborhood op-
portunities, and physical features of the school environ-
ment are important determinants of children’s physical
activity levels.131–135

Active transport (eg, walking or cycling) can be an
important method of successfully integrating physical
activity into people’s daily lives. However, the frequency
of walking and cycling by US children decreased by 37%
between 1977 and 1995.136 The proportion of schoolchil-
dren who used active transport to or from school de-
creased from 50% in 1969 to 15% in 2003.137,138 Similar
declines have been reported in the United Kingdom.106

Longitudinal Trends in Sedentary Behavior
A review concluded that total media use among youths
in industrialized countries has remained stable in the
past decades.129 The most recent data from an extensive
review of the literature show that boys watch an average
of 137 minutes of television each day, compared with
128 minutes for girls. Boys 0 to 6, 7 to 12, and 13 to 18
years of age watch an average of 126, 135, and 121
minutes of television each day, respectively. Girls of the
same age categories watch television 126, 125, and 106
minutes per day, respectively.139 Approximately 30% of
boys and 25% of girls of all ages watch �4 hours of
television per day. Boys play video games twice as much
as girls (59 and 23 minutes per day, respectively, on
average) and spend more time using computers (38 and
26 minutes per day, respectively).139

Physical Activity and Obesity
The evidence is strong that daily moderate/vigorous
physical activity helps reduce adiposity in overweight/
obese youths. For normal-weight children, the evidence
is inconsistent for an association of physical activity with
prevention of obesity. Nevertheless, there is expert con-
sensus that daily moderate/vigorous physical activity of
�60-minute cumulative duration is likely to have a
beneficial effect for normal-weight youths and is un-
likely to harm them. In the following summary of stud-
ies, we include some studies in the physical activity
section that also included measures of sedentary behav-

ior, and vice versa; they appear in specific sections on the
basis of the primary focus of each study.

Several reviews of observational epidemiologic stud-
ies have summarized the literature on the association
between physical activity and obesity in youths. Most
studies conducted between 1940 and 2000 were cross-
sectional and involved highly selected patient groups,
often of obese and nonobese subjects. Older studies mea-
sured energy expenditure with physical activity ques-
tionnaires only and more recent studies with heart rate
monitoring, double-labeled water testing, or a combina-
tion of the 3 methods.140 The studies reviewed generally
(but not universally) reported significant inverse associ-
ations between physical activity and obesity, with no
significant positive associations. The authors also re-
viewed 2 large, nationally representative surveys, the US
National Children and Youth Fitness Study II, which
recruited children in grades 1 to 4 and found strong
positive associations between activity and reduced skin-
fold thickness,141 and a Finnish survey of 15-year-old
youths, which failed to find any relationship between
physical activity and obesity measures.142 Of the 7 lon-
gitudinal studies reviewed, 4 found significant inverse
associations with physical activity levels measured with
questionnaires or energy expenditure measured with
double-labeled water testing,18,19,143,144 but 3 did not.145–147

A more-recent review (including articles published
between 2000 and 2004) identified 16 new cohort stud-
ies of children (age range: 3–14 years), including 11
studies with follow-up periods of �2 years and 4 studies
with �1000 children.148 Of the 11 studies that used
questionnaires to assess physical activity, 5 found no
association between activity levels and measures of ad-
iposity9,12,149–151 but the other 6 reported that weight gain
was associated inversely with activity levels and associ-
ated positively with sedentary activities.68,152–156 Five
studies used objective measures to assess energy expen-
diture, and all had small sample sizes (26–115 subjects).
The Framingham Children’s Study reported an inverse
association between energy expenditure measured with
heart rate monitoring and changes in BMI after 8 years
of follow-up monitoring for 103 children initially 3 to 5
years of age.157 Another study of 47 subjects 4 to 9 years
of age showed that energy expenditure measured with
double-labeled water testing resulted in changes in fat
mass measured with dual-energy x-ray absorptiometry
after 1.6 years but not after 2.7 years of follow-up mon-
itoring.158 The other 3 studies, with follow-up periods of
1 to 3 years, showed no inverse association between
energy expenditure and change in fat mass.159–161

Another review assessed 11 recent trials intended to
prevent unhealthy weight gain by increasing physical
activity or reducing sedentary behavior in children and
adolescents, including 9 trials consisting of school-based
interventions and 1 trial that measured outcomes �3
months after the end of the intervention.148 Three trials
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showed a small intervention effect on adiposity indices,
including 2 that demonstrated effects only in boys162,163

and 1 in both boys and girls.164 The other trials failed to
show intervention effects on body composition, al-
though several trials reported improvements in physical
activity measures.165–172

Three other reviews of randomized trials have been
published, including 9 studies not previously re-
viewed.129,173,174 Most of those studies were published
before 2000; 8 were conducted in schools and 1 exclu-
sively in the community. All except 3 of the intervention
programs combined nutrition and physical activity com-
ponents175–180; 2 trials focused exclusively on physical
activity promotion181,182 and 1 focused chiefly on reduc-
tion of sedentary activities.183 Significant positive effects
were reported in 5 of the 8 school-based trials,177–179,182,183

including 2 trials that showed positive effects only
among girls.177,179

Finally, a comprehensive review of evidence on phys-
ical activity for school-aged youths, published in 2005,
reported that programs of 30- to 60-minute duration,
performed 3 to 7 days per week, demonstrated reduc-
tions in total body fat and visceral adiposity among obese
children and adolescents but did not influence the per-
centage of body fat in normal-weight children and ado-
lescents.184 The review also cited more-limited evidence
that longer and more-intensive sessions (�80-minute
duration) were more successful in reducing the percent-
age of fatness in normal-weight youths. This led to the
consensus recommendation from the review that
school-aged youths should participate every day in �60
minutes of moderate to vigorous physical activity that is
developmentally appropriate and enjoyable.

Sedentary Behavior and Obesity
Evidence supports a strong association between limiting
sedentary behavior (watching television and playing
video/computer games) and preventing obesity, al-
though the effect size of the association varies across
studies. A review of the literature on the effect of sed-
entary behavior on body composition identified 52 in-
dependent studies on television and adiposity, 39 studies
on television and physical activity, 6 studies on video/
computer games and body weight, and 10 studies on
video/computer games and physical activity. The au-
thors concluded that, although television and video/
computer games have a positive relationship with BMI
and a negative impact on physical activity, these effects
are small and are unlikely to be of clinical relevance.185

In contrast, more-recent cross-sectional studies report
significant associations between sedentary activities and
body fat. Stettler et al186 reported that, among 922 Swiss
children in grades 1 to 3, use of electronic games (OR:
2.0; 95% CI: 1.6–2.6), television (OR: 2.8; 95% CI:
2.1–3.9), and physical activity (OR: 0.80; 95% CI: 0.72–
0.88) were associated independently with obesity.

Among a nationally representative sample of Finnish
adolescents 14, 16, and 18 years of age, the ORs of being
overweight were 1.4 and 2.0 for girls watching 1 to 3
hours or �4 hours of television, respectively, compared
with girls who watched �1 hour per day.187 The use of
computer games for �1 hour (compared with �1 hour)
increased the OR by 1.5. Similar results were found for
boys but did not reach statistical significance. Finally,
analysis of the 1999 YRBS data indicated that watching
�2 hours of television per day was associated with being
overweight among white male and female youths and
among Hispanic female youths.188

Three recent reports from cohorts of children and
adolescents support a relationship between sedentary
behavior and excess weight. A report from the 1970
British Birth Cohort, involving �11 000 subjects moni-
tored for 30 years, showed that the mean number of
hours spent in front of a television set at 5 years of age
predicted higher BMI z scores 25 years later, even when
adjusted for television viewing at 10 years of age, birth
weight, parental BMI, gender, and socioeconomic sta-
tus.189 Each additional 1 hour of television watched dur-
ing weekends increased the risk of adult BMI of �30
kg/m2 by 7% (OR: 1.07; 95% CI: 1.01–1.13).

Other studies that included measures of sedentary
behavior as well as physical activity found, in a cohort of
�150 children initially 3 to 4 years of age who were
monitored from 1986 to 1989, that physical activity and
sedentary behavior (television viewing) were the only
significant predictors of BMI (other than baseline
BMI).119 Finally, a cohort of 355 adolescents in grade 7 in
Wales were monitored for 4 years.190 Multivariate re-
gression analysis showed that sedentary behavior and
physical activity predicted BMI measured in follow-up
assessments, after adjustment for several sociodemo-
graphic variables.

APPROACHES TO OBESITY PREVENTION

Basis of Suggestions
In this section, we endeavor to present practitioners with
helpful insights about addressing obesity prevention in
clinical practice and in their communities. Given the
state of the science in obesity prevention in the clinical
setting, this section is based on a combination of best
available evidence and consensus opinion and on expert
opinion when the former are lacking.

PartneringWith Parents to Prevent Childhood Obesity

Family Health Promotion
Families have a critical role in influencing children’s
health,191 and health is a de facto characteristic of the
family lifestyle.192 Interventions in the parent-child dy-
namic have evolved from traditional psychotherapeutic
models to direct coaching of parents as they interact with
their children and to the current view of parenting
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through the lens of social learning theory. Social learn-
ing theory is based on the premise that changing a
parent’s behavior leads to a change in a child’s behav-
ior.193 Including parents as active participants with their
children in lifestyle changes has produced positive long-
term improvement in weight control.194 Two major re-
views of obesity prevention in children by the Institute
of Medicine2,3 delineated and emphasized the pivotal
role of parents in obesity prevention. Specifically, par-
ents can have a strong influence on obesity prevention
in their children through direct support, such as playing
with their children, paying fees for programs that pro-
mote physical activity, and transporting their children to
locations in their communities where they can be ac-
tive.195

Parenting Styles
“Parenting styles” describe parent-child interactions
across a wide range of situations and apply to the inter-
actions independent of content.196 The relationship be-
tween parents and children may be reflected in and
affected by parenting style.197 One classification of par-
enting style includes the categories of authoritarian, au-
thoritative, permissive, and disengaged. Authoritarian
parents are described as valuing obedience, favoring pu-
nitive forceful measures, and not encouraging verbal
“give and take.”198 Authoritative parenting values both
“self-will and disciplined conformity,” using a reason as
well as authority to discipline a child.199 A permissive
parent allows a child to regulate his or her own activities
and is accepting, nonpunitive, and affirmative.198 A dis-
engaged style has been described as neglectful.199 An
authoritative parenting style has been associated with
reduced smoking initiation200 and increased physical ac-
tivity and reduced sedentary behavior in girls.201 Parental
acceptance and behavioral control are 2 dimensions that
can frame these 4 parenting styles (Table 1).202

Child Developmental Stages and Obesity Prevention

Prenatal Environment
The association of particular risk factors with childhood
obesity manifests in very different ways, depending on a
child’s developmental stage. Maternal health status can
have a direct impact on the risk for childhood obesity
and obesity-related comorbidities.203 Exposure to mater-
nal diabetes mellitus increases an infant’s risk of future

diabetes and obesity.204 Infants born small for gestational
age are also at increased risk for obesity, diabetes, and
hypertension, further suggesting the vulnerability of the
child to the intrauterine environment,205,206 although
postnatal parenting factors may also play a role.

Infancy
Parent-child interactions regarding food and activity
start at birth. There is evidence to suggest that breast-
feeding has a small protective effect on later obesity.207

The mechanism of action is unclear but may involve
enhancement of the infants’ ability to regulate intake
and the effect of mother-infant feeding interactions. As-
sociations with parental weight, socioeconomic status,
and smoking may be confounders.208 Practitioners’ sup-
port of breastfeeding is recommended for obesity pre-
vention by the American Academy of Pediatrics.209

Preschool Age
Parents are responsible for the type of food presented to
young children, the portion sizes offered, and the emo-
tional context in which food is eaten. Transitional diets
of toddlers often mirror the problem areas found in
parents’ diets.210,211 A majority of 1- to 2-year-old chil-
dren consume dessert, ice cream, and/or candy once per
day, and up to one half consume sweetened beverages
daily; in contrast, only 1 of 10 consume a dark green
vegetable daily.212 Advice to parents to “provide a
healthy array of foods in the correct portion size and
allow children to decide what and how much to eat from
what they are offered” has been suggested as an appro-
priate parental approach to feeding.213

Parents’ activity level can also influence activity in
children.214 Moreover, television viewing and having a
television in the bedroom both have been associated
with overweight in 1- to 5-year-old children.215

School Age
School age is a time when parents and children are
focused on development of competence, where “rules
channel behavior into productive activities.”216 Although
parents are transitioning self-care skills to children, par-
ents need to recognize their continuing enormous influ-
ence over nutrition and activity. Overweight in school-
aged girls has been associated with their fathers’ energy
intake and enjoyment of activity and their mothers’
BMI.12 Parental exercise has been associated with in-
creased fitness and extracurricular sports participation in
children.217 Reduction in television viewing in the
school-aged population has been associated with obesity
prevention and treatment,183,218 emphasizing the con-
tinuing role of parents in managing a child’s energy
environment.

Adolescence
Adolescent sedentary behavior is correlated with paren-
tal sedentary behavior.219 Parental support of adoles-

TABLE 1 Acceptance and Behavioral Control as Determinants of
Parenting Style

Parenting Style

High Acceptance Low Acceptance

High control Authoritative Authoritarian
Low control Indulgent Disengaged

Adapted from the work of Chassin et al.202
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cents’ activity was a stronger predictor of child activity
than was parental activity. Parental support was thought
to act by increasing adolescent self-advocacy, by provid-
ing resources and motivation.220

Supporting parents through their children’s adoles-
cence is important for helping them maintain efficacy in
influencing and supporting their adolescents’ positive
lifestyle behaviors. Before the 1980s, theories on adoles-
cent development were based on a conflict-oriented
model221; since then, a more-positive approach has em-
phasized continuity in the adolescent-parent relation-
ship and continued acceptance of parental values,222

with adolescents looking to adults for support and con-
trol.223

Parenting Interventions for Obesity
Each family and child is at a unique point in their
readiness to accomplish lifestyle changes. Evaluating the
stage of change has been recommended as a way of
tailoring intervention to the family’s needs. In a study of
parents of obese and overweight children, 44% were in
the precontemplation stage, 17% in the contemplation
stage, and 38% in the preparation/action stage of
change. Parents of overweight children and parents who
thought that they themselves were overweight were
more likely to be in the precontemplation stage. Parents
of older and obese children were more likely to be in the
preparation/action stage. Significantly, parents who
were worried about their child’s weight in the context of
a health problem were more likely to be in the prepara-
tion/action stage. This effect was increased when the
child’s physician had commented about the effect of the
child’s weight on his or her health.224

In a study comparing parent-only versus child-only
interventions, children in the parent-only intervention
group had greater initial weight loss and follow-up
weight loss at 7 years, compared with the child-only
intervention group. Two patients in the child-only inter-
vention group developed eating disorder symptoms dur-
ing long-term follow-up monitoring, compared with no
children in the parent-only intervention group. Weight
change in the parent-only intervention group was hy-
pothesized to be mediated through better control of the
nutritional environment and possibly change toward the
authoritative parenting style, which was emphasized in
the intervention.225

Clinician Counseling Skills
In this section, we address ways in which clinicians can
intervene in the dietary and activity behaviors discussed
above, providing a concrete set of suggested strategies
and approaches for obesity prevention in practice set-
tings. Counseling in medical practice can be reduced to 4
essential skills, that is, (1) asking, (2) informing, (3)
advising, and (4) listening. A framework for understand-
ing how these skills are used in client-centered counsel-

ing was proposed by Rollnick et al.226 The framework
delineates how these 4 skills manifest as 3 styles of
communication, namely, following, guiding, and direct-
ing. These styles are differentiated by the skills used and
the phase of the counseling encounter. The early phase
is predominantly characterized by following. In the fol-
lowing phase, by using reflective listening and open-
ended questions, the counselor gathers information
from the patient to determine the position of the patient
with respect to the behavior or health issue in question.
The clinician establishes the basic facts of the story, often
with a discussion of the behavioral history and the ad-
vantages and disadvantages of change. During this
phase, the patient and counselor identify collaboratively
what behaviors can be addressed. The emphasis is on
building rapport and communicating that the clinician is
not going to push the client to change. In the opening
phase, the counselor often simply reflects what is being
said; during later phases of the consultation, more-chal-
lenging reflections, which perhaps build discrepancy and
move the patient toward an action plan, are used.

Once the clinician has obtained the basic story, the
transition to discussing and planning change can begin.
This is the hallmark of the guiding phase. In this phase,
specific strategies (discussed below) to elicit change talk,
such as the 0 to 10 importance/confidence rulers and a
values clarification activity, are often used. The coun-
selor gently helps guide the patient toward a behavioral
decision.

Directing, the third phase, generally occurs after a
patient has made a behavioral decision. The focus may
shift to helping the client make concrete plans, such as
setting goals and delineating an action plan. As the en-
counter moves from following to guiding and directing,
there is generally a shift from simply listening and asking
to informing, advising, problem-solving, and goal-set-
ting.

Action reflections are key tools during the guiding
and directing phases. This type of reflection involves
moving the patient forward by incorporating into the
reflective statements possible solutions to barriers or po-
tential action steps. Unlike unsolicited advice and direct
persuasion, action reflections use words or solutions ei-
ther mentioned directly or alluded to by the patient.
Reflections can involve reframing a barrier into a possi-
ble action step or listing a possible plan that the client
mentioned directly or that developed logically from the
discussion. The tone of the reflection often “undersells”
the action step or solution, with words such as “could
work” or “might consider.”

When practitioners over-rely on a directing style,
they overuse questions, information, and advice. This
can take the form of informing patients about what the
clinician thinks they should do and why they should do
it. Traditional anticipatory guidance can take this form.
The clinician may adopt the role of an “expert” who is
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attempting to persuade the patient, and the clinician
overcontrols the flow of the encounter, doing the ma-
jority of talking. Conversely, when practitioners use the
following and guiding styles, they rely less on persuasion
and devote more time and effort to listening. Excessive
directing can lead to a passive patient; when clinicians
use more following and guiding modes, patients are
more active and autonomous, exploring their ambiva-
lence, motivation, and potential plans for change. The
following and guiding styles are reflected strongly in
patient-centered communication methods such as moti-
vational interviewing (MI) and autonomy-supportive
counseling.227–230

Each of the 3 styles can be appropriate, depending on
the needs, preferences, and personalities of patients and
their readiness for change. For example, although many
patients report high satisfaction and improved outcomes
with patient-centered communication approaches,231–233

such as MI, some individuals, particularly older patients
and perhaps immigrant groups, may prefer a more-di-
rective, educational style.234 With regard to pediatric
practice, whereas younger children may be more re-
sponsive to the guiding/directing styles, adolescents,
who often express resistance, may be particularly re-
sponsive to the following/guiding styles. Similarly, par-
ents who do not see a strong need to change the diet and
activity habits of their children (or themselves) may be
more responsive to a less-directive mode of counseling.
Because of the vast research base on MI, we use it as the
model to describe and to implement patient-centered
obesity prevention.

MI has been used extensively in the addiction
field.235–238 Numerous randomized trials have demon-
strated its clinical efficacy for addictive behaviors.239,240 In
the past decade, there has been considerable interest
from public health, medical, and dietetic practitioners in
adapting MI to address various chronic disease behav-
iors.240–251 Although MI has been used to modify diet and
physical activity behaviors in adults, the evidence base
for obesity prevention and treatment in children is just
beginning to emerge.252 In the current absence of health
care-based interventions for childhood obesity preven-
tion, using MI is an interim step clinicians can take that
has some basis in evidence.

Overview of MI
MI is a patient-centered style of counseling that relies
heavily on strategies such as reflective listening, shared
decision-making, and agenda-setting. A key element of
MI is that ambivalence is considered a normal phase in
the behavior change process, rather than an obstacle to
change. Patients are encouraged to express their ambiv-
alence, while clinicians subtly place greater emphasis on
exploring the potential benefits of change without dis-
missing or counter-arguing the barriers to change. MI

seems to be particularly effective for individuals who are
initially less ready to change.237,249,253,254

The tone of MI is nonjudgmental, empathetic, and
encouraging. Clinicians establish a nonconfrontational
and supportive climate in which patients feel comfort-
able expressing both positive and negative aspects of
their current behavior. Many counseling models rely
heavily on therapist insight, whereas traditional patient
and nutrition education emphasizes information ex-
change. In contrast, a MI approach requires patients
themselves to do much of the psychological work. MI
counselors generally make no direct attempts to disman-
tle denial, to confront irrational or maladaptive beliefs,
or to convince or to persuade patients. Instead, clinicians
help patients think about and verbally express their own
reasons for and against change, as well as how their
current behavior or health status affects their ability to
achieve their life goals or to fulfill core values. MI en-
courages patients to make fully informed and deeply
contemplated life choices, even if the decision is not to
change.

MI assumes that behavior change is affected more by
motivation than by information. Although the essence
of MI lies in its spirit, there are specific techniques and
strategies that, when used effectively, help ensure that
such a spirit is evoked. To achieve these ends, MI coun-
selors rely heavily on reflective listening.

Reflective listening can be conceptualized as a form of
hypothesis testing. The hypothesis can be stated in ge-
neric terms as “If I heard you correctly, this is what I
think you are saying . . .” or “Where you are going with
this is . . . .” Reflections, particularly by counselors who
are new to the technique, often begin with the phrase,
“It sounds like . . . .” More-skilled counselors often
phrase their reflections as more-direct statements, such
as, “You are having trouble with . . .,” omitting the as-
sumed, “It sounds like . . . .” The goals of reflecting in-
clude demonstrating that the counselor has heard and is
trying to understand the client, affirming the client’s
thoughts and feelings, and helping the client continue
the process of self-discovery. One of the most-important
elements of mastering MI is suppressing the instinct to
respond with questions or advice. Questions can be bi-
ased by what the counselor may be interested in hearing
about, rather than what the client wants or needs to
explore.

Reflecting helps ensure that the direction of the en-
counter remains client-driven. Reflections involve sev-
eral levels of complexity or depth. The simplest level
tests whether the counselor understood the content of
the client’s statement. Deeper levels of reflection explore
the meaning or feeling behind what was said. Effective
deeper-level reflections can be thought of as the next
sentence or next paragraph in the story, that is, “where
the client is going with it.” A high level of reflective
listening involves selectively reinforcing positive change
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talk that may be embedded in a litany of barriers. Sim-
ilarly, skilled MI counselors selectively reflect statements
that build efficacy, by focusing on previous successful
efforts or reframing past unsuccessful attempts as prac-
tice rather than failure.

In the directing style, practitioners often provide in-
formation about the risks of continuing a behavior or the
benefits of change with the intent of persuasion. For the
parent of an overweight child, a traditional counseling
statement might be, “It is very important that your child
get control of his/her weight now, before it becomes a
bigger problem.” In this style of communication, the
practitioner often attempts to “push” motivation by in-
creasing perceived risk. In contrast, information is pre-
sented through MI by first eliciting the client’s under-
standing and information needs, providing new
information in a more-neutral manner, and then elicit-
ing what this means for the client with a question such
as, “How do you make sense of all this?” MI practitioners
avoid persuasion with “predigested” health messages
and instead allow clients to process information and to
find their own personal relevance. To this end, the
guideline elicit-provide-elicit has been proposed as a
framework for exchanging information in the spirit of
MI. An outline of a patient-centered obesity prevention
counseling session using these techniques is provided in
the Appendix.

Confronting patients can lead to defensiveness, rap-
port breakage, and, ultimately, poor outcomes. There-
fore, MI counselors avoid argumentation and instead
“roll with resistance.” A MI encounter resembles a dance
more than a wrestling match.255 For example, a parent
may raise doubts that the child’s weight is a problem or
may suggest that the child’s weight will improve on its
own as the child ages. Rather than stating facts to
counter such beliefs or to persuade the parent, a MI
practitioner reflects the parent’s doubt and then provides
opportunities for the parent to voice any concerns he or
she may have about the child remaining overweight or
gaining weight. In cases in which a parent’s resistance is
severe, the practitioner may use an amplified negative
reflection, such as, “It appears that you see no real
problem with your child’s weight,” or “Having your
child watch television most of the afternoon really works
for you and your family.” This potentially risky strategy
is designed to “unstick” the entrenched client by short-
circuiting the “yes-but” cycle.

A core principle of MI is that individuals are more
likely to accept and to act on opinions that they voice
themselves.256 Patients are therefore encouraged to ex-
press their own reasons and plans for change (or lack
thereof). This process is referred to as eliciting change
talk. One technique to elicit change talk is the use of
importance/confidence rulers.253,255,257 This strategy be-
gins with 2 questions. (1) “On a scale from 0 to 10, with
10 being the highest, how important is it to you to

change your child’s/family’s (insert target behavior)?”
(2) “On a scale from 0 to 10, with 10 being the highest,
assuming you wanted to change this behavior in your
child/family, how confident are you that you could (in-
sert target behavior)?” These 2 questions assess the cli-
ent’s importance and confidence for change, respective-
ly.235,257 Clinicians follow each of these questions with 2
probes. If the client answered “5,” for example, then the
counselor would probe first with the question, “Why did
you not choose a lower number, like a 3 or a 4?” and
then with the question, “What would it take to get you
to a 6 or a 7?” These probes elicit positive change talk
and ideas for potential solutions from the client.

Another strategy to elicit change talk is to help build
discrepancy between the patient’s personally held values
and goals and his or her current health practices. The
strategy can be used for counseling parents or working
directly with older children or adolescents. To execute
this strategy, patients select 2 or 3 values from a list
provided by clinicians (Tables 2 and 3). Practitioners
then probe how, if at all, changing the behavior in
question can help patients achieve their goals. Con-
versely, practitioners can understand how, if patients do
not or cannot change, such values and goals may be
impeded.

Other Specific Cognitive and Behavioral Strategies

Use of Other Strategies
Whereas MI represents a style of communication, a
framework for how to talk with families about diet and
physical activity, specific cognitive and behavioral strat-
egies may be helpful to assist families in achieving their
health goals. Relevant behavioral strategies include goal-
setting, positive reinforcement, and self-monitoring.
Cognitive strategies include counteracting “all-or-noth-
ing” thinking and exaggerating negative consequences
or “worsting.” Some examples of how clinicians can
incorporate these strategies into obesity prevention
counseling are presented below.

Goal-Setting
Clearly defined behavioral goals for the target behaviors
identified through the prevention assessment should be
elicited from parents and children. Generally, initial
goals should entail relatively modest changes. For exam-
ple, goals could include adding 1 serving of fruits and
vegetables or 15 minutes of physical activity each day or
reducing 1 serving of sweetened beverages or 30 to 60
minutes of television viewing each day. Setting and
achieving smaller, attainable goals may lead to increased
feelings of self-efficacy, which in turn may spur addi-
tional persistence and continued progress while reduc-
ing disappointment and perceptions of failure. Having
parents and/or children verbally express the behavioral
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goal may help solidify the behavioral contract and in-
crease ownership over the proposed goals.

Positive Reinforcement
Children’s efforts should be recognized and encouraged.
Reinforcement may take the form of verbal praise for
changes made or simply recognition of attempts at
change. Tangible reinforcement, including financial in-
centives, can be considered, although there is some de-
bate regarding whether such “extrinsic” motivation
decreases long-term behavioral persistence.

Monitoring
Both clinicians and family members can monitor chil-
dren’s progress toward their agreed-on goals. For clini-
cians, this may entail inquiring about progress at subse-
quent visits, with simple prompts such as, “How have
things gone with your eating or activity plan since we
met a few months back?” If specific goals were set at a
previous visit, then the clinician should refer to those
goals. A more-detailed monitoring plan that entails daily
charting of the child’s behavioral progress can also be

considered, particularly for children with BMI of 85th to
95th percentile without health complications. Generally,
for healthy children following a prevention protocol (ie,
BMI of �85th percentile or BMI of �85th to �95th
percentile without obesity-associated complications),
frequent monitoring of weight is not recommended.

Cognitive Restructuring
How children internally define their progress and inter-
pret their actions can affect behavioral persistence sig-
nificantly. One common maladaptive pattern of which
clinicians should be aware is all-or-nothing thinking.
All-or-nothing thinking, which is also referred to in the
addiction field as abstinence-violation syndrome, entails
exaggerated negative interpretation of small lapses or
failures to adhere perfectly to a behavioral plan. For a
child attempting dietary changes, this may take the form
of “I failed at it” or “I can’t do this,” when in fact the
child might have been successful on most days. This
faulty thinking pattern tends to arise from expectations
of perfect adherence, which can be anticipated and de-
fused by clinicians and/or parents. This may entail pre-

TABLE 2 Current Procedural Terminology and International Classification of Diseases, Ninth Edition, Coding for Obesity-Related Preventive Care

Code Designation/Situation

Preventive medicine visita

99384–99385 New patient, preventive medicine visit; patient is 12–18 y of age
99394–99395 Established patient, preventive medicine visit; patient is 12–18 y of age
WN016-WN019 or WR016-WR019 Health check under Medicaid

Evaluation and management codes
99201–99205 New patient, office or other outpatient visit
99212–99215 Established patient, office or other outpatient visit
99241–99245 Consultation, office, or other outpatient visit

Health and behavior assessment or interventionb

96150 Health and behavior assessment (eg, health-focused clinical interview, behavioral observations,
psychophysiological monitoring, health-oriented questionnaires)

96151 Reassessment
96152 Health and behavior intervention
96153 Health and behavior intervention with �2 patients
96154 Health and behavior intervention with family, with patient present
96155 Health and behavior intervention with family, without patient present

Medical nutrition therapyb

97802 Medical nutrition therapy, initial assessment and intervention, individual, face to face with
patient; each 15 min

97803 Medical nutrition therapy, reassessment and intervention, individual, face to face with patient;
each 15 min

97804 Medical nutrition therapy, group, individual, face to face with patient; each 15 min
Other codesb

S9445 Patient education, not otherwise classified, nonphysician provider, individual, per session
S9446 Patient education, not otherwise classified, nonphysician provider, group, per session
S9449 Weight management classes, nonphysician provider, per session
S9452 Nutrition class, nonphysician provider, per sessionc

S9455 Diabetic management program, nurse visit
S9465 Nutritional counseling, dietician visitc

No counseling provided (measurement only or
pedometer download)b

99211 Minimal visit, established patient (nurse visit)
a Counseling is included in the preventive medicine visit codes. The total time spent with the patient and the amount of counseling time must be documented, and discussion items must be
delineated in the medical record.
b These codes can be used for subsequent visits, including those with a nurse, counselor, or dietician.
c For nutritional therapy assessment and/or intervention performed by the physician, the evaluation and management codes should be used.
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paring children to expect “imperfect” adherence and
providing them with alternative thinking patterns, such
as, “I did great most of the time, which shows I can do
this.” A related faulty thinking pattern that clinicians
may encounter is exaggerating the negative conse-
quences of a single event. Clinicians and parents should
reinforce the child’s effort and focus on successes rather
than failures.

Training in Patient-Centered Communication
Extensive training in communication skills of any kind is
uncommon in pregraduate and postgraduate medical
training. Therefore, it is often necessary for clinicians to
obtain advanced training in counseling as part of their
continuing medical education. Although autodidactic re-
sources exist (eg, DVD- and Internet-based teaching
products), clinicians are encouraged to obtain “hands-
on” training that includes supervised clinical practice
and real and/or simulated patient encounters. Such
workshops are often available at regional and national
medical and behavioral health conferences.

Framework for Practice-Based Interventions

Basis of Changes
Practice-based interventions recommended to prevent
obesity in children are changes to be made at the system
level in the health care providers’ practice and are ex-
trapolated from experience with the National Health
Disparities Collaboratives on asthma, diabetes, and de-
pression.258–262 There is indirect evidence from these col-

laboratives to suggest that the following practice changes
may improve care to prevent obesity in children.

Recommended Changes
Recommended practice-level changes include staff de-
velopment in assessing and documenting BMI, practice-
level self-assessment regarding obtaining BMI data and
counseling families on appropriate interventions, quality
control/quality improvement processes to evaluate prac-
tice performance, and disease management strategies
adopted from the chronic care model. The chronic care
model includes recommendations for self-management
support, decision support, delivery-system redesign, and
clinical information systems. The final issue to be ad-
dressed is reimbursement for obesity prevention visits.

Staff Development Skills
The health care provider involves the practice staff mem-
bers in addressing the problem of preventing obesity in
children by delegating the accurate measurement and doc-
umentation of BMI to them and by training them to
perform these tasks. The Centers for Disease Control
and Prevention and the US Department of Health Re-
sources and Services Administration have established
guidelines for accurate measurement and provide teaching
modules on accurate measurement and BMI calculation
(available at www.cdc.gov/nccdphp/dnpa/growthcharts/
training/modules/index.htm and www.mchb.hrsa.gov/
mchirc/dataspeak). The practice needs to obtain a reliable
scale for infants and older children; regular calibration of
the equipment should be assigned to a staff member. Re-
cumbent length boards should be used for all children �2
years of age. Wall-mounted height stadiometers should be
used to measure height for children �2 years of age. Staff
members need to be trained and annually updated on
accurate measurement techniques. Among physicians and
nurse practitioners, staff development should include
training for the motivational and behavioral counseling
strategies described above.

Practice Self-assessment
The practice needs to establish a mechanism to evaluate
its current procedures for assessing and addressing chil-
dren at risk for overweight/obesity. A chart audit is
suggested for evaluation of whether BMI is being mea-
sured, calculated, and documented on the growth
charts. Children who meet the criteria for overweight or
obesity should have growth documented on the problem
list. The chart audit would reveal whether blood pres-
sure, Tanner stage, and family history of overweight/
obesity and cardiovascular risk factors are being docu-
mented on the charts. An initial chart audit can provide
the practice staff with baseline data regarding the cur-
rent status of the practice in addressing the needs of
children at risk of overweight/obesity and can be used to
evaluate the practice after changes are implemented.

TABLE 3 Diagnosis Codes for Obesity-Related Visits

Code Diagnosis

Primary diagnoses for initial visit
278.0 Obesity, unspecified
401.9 Essential hypertension, unspecified
611.1 Hypertrophy of breast
701.2 Acquired acanthosis nigricans
783.1 Abnormal weight gain
V18.0 Family history of diabetes mellitus
V18.1 Family history of endocrine or

metabolic diseases
V61.20 Counseling for parent-child problem,

unspecified
V62.89 Other psychological or physical stress,

not elsewhere classified
V62.9 Unspecified psychosocial

circumstances
V69.0 Lack of physical exercise
V69.1 Inappropriate diet and eating habits
V69.8 Other problems related to lifestyle;

self-damaging behavior
V69.9 Problem related to lifestyle,

unspecified
Primary diagnoses for subsequent visits
V65.3 Dietary surveillance and counseling
V65.41 Exercise counseling
V65.49 Other specified counseling
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Self-assessment measures regarding initiation of motiva-
tional and behavioral counseling strategies may also be
considered.

Quality Control/Quality Improvement
Indirect evidence from the quality improvement litera-
ture suggests that the use of the rapid-cycle improve-
ment model results in improved processes of change to
improve practice.263,264 The rapid-cycle improvement
model, built on the work of Langley et al,265 suggests that
the practice needs to have a specific aim that is measur-
able and then needs to develop a plan to make practice
changes by using the plan-do-study-act model (includ-
ing assessment, documentation, and addressing of chil-
dren at risk of becoming overweight). The plan-do-
study-act model starts with the plan; the practice plans
for the changes that need to occur to improve the pre-
vention of overweight in youths and plans the method
of measuring whether those changes are occurring. Do
refers to implementing the changes that have been cre-
ated to improve care for youths at risk of becoming
overweight. Study refers to collecting the data on the
current status of the practice and assessing the changes
over time. The data are reviewed by the practice to
monitor its progress. Act refers to modifying or changing
the plan if the goals have not been achieved or cannot be
implemented as planned. The cycle is repeated until the
goals have been met; at that point, the next step is to
disseminate the successful changes throughout the prac-
tice and to other practices.

Disease Management With the Chronic Care Model

Components of the Model
We propose approaching the issue of prevention of over-
weight/obesity in children with the disease management
techniques outlined in the chronic care model. The
chronic care model is a synthesis of evidence-based sys-
tem changes that organizations can use to guide quality
improvement and disease management activities. The
model includes practice changes to provide self-manage-
ment support for patients and family members, decision
support for providers, delivery-system redesigns to pro-
mote better care, and clinical information systems to
provide data for evaluation of the progress the practice is
making in meeting its goals. Indirect evidence from the
National Health Disparities Collaboratives on asthma,
diabetes, and depression suggests that improved pa-
tient outcomes result from use of the chronic care
model.258,260–262

Self-management Support
Self-management support empowers and prepares pa-
tients to manage their health and health care. We pro-
pose collaborative goal-setting between the patient and
family and the provider, development of an action plan

with the patient and family, and provision of education
to the patient and family that gives them the necessary
tools to monitor changes and addresses lifestyle changes
needed to improve weight status.

Decision Support
Decision support refers to education for providers and
support staff members regarding the latest evidence on
preventing overweight in youths, assessment and mon-
itoring of weight in children, counseling in effective
techniques for behavior change, and rapid-cycle im-
provement to monitor practice improvement strategies.
Decision support promotes clinical care that is consistent
with scientific evidence and patient preferences.

One strategy is to embed available evidence-based
guidelines or best-practice recommendations into daily
clinical practice. We suggest ongoing continuing educa-
tion for providers that updates them on recent literature
and future clinical practice guidelines to promote effec-
tive care of children at risk of overweight. Support staff
members may need training in calculating and docu-
menting BMI. Primary care providers may need training
in tracking the child’s BMI and discussing the findings
with the child and family. Another aspect of decision
support is the integration of specialty expertise with
primary care. Providers need to establish referral criteria
so that providers know when to send patients for spe-
cialist care.

Indirect evidence from the National Health Dispar-
ities Collaboratives on diabetes suggests that ongoing
provider education using interactive education strate-
gies with case studies improves providers’ knowledge
and management skills. Similarly, embedding the BMI
into daily practice by including the information in the
daily routine and encounter forms helps to achieve
the practice changes necessary to improve care.

Delivery-System Redesign
Delivery-system redesign ensures the delivery of effec-
tive, efficient, clinical care and self-management sup-
port. Indirect evidence from the National Health Dispar-
ities Collaboratives on asthma, diabetes, and depression
shows improved outcomes with changes in the delivery-
system design, such as planned visits that include regular
patient assessment, review of the action plan, and rou-
tine updating of self-management goals.258,260–262 Deliv-
ery-system redesign strategies that may be used to pro-
vide the care include group visits, case management, and
the use of primary care teams.

Indirect evidence on the use of group visits259,266 sug-
gests that it is a cost-effective and efficient way to deliver
care. The group setting allows the provider to offer in-
formation to larger groups of individuals at one time and
allows family members to interact with others who are
facing the same challenges.

Indirect evidence also suggests the value of case man-
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agement techniques.259,262 We suggest flagging charts to
identify those who are at risk of overweight or are gain-
ing weight at an accelerated rate, so that future providers
can address the effects of weight gain on the child’s
health. Practice changes may be needed to provide on-
going support to clients in the at-risk category. The
chronic care model also suggests that providers identify
community resources and make referrals to specialists
when appropriate.

Another aspect of practice redesign is implementation
of primary care teams.261 These are interdisciplinary
teams created within the practice that include physi-
cians, nurses, dieticians, behavioral health clinicians,
and support staff members who provide the education
and create tools to give patients and family members the
information needed to implement changes. Each mem-
ber of the team has an assigned role and duties specific to
that team role. The primary care team incorporates the
patient action plan into the routine clinic flow sheets, to
ensure that the provider addresses the plan at each visit.

Clinical Information Systems
Clinical information systems organize patient and pop-
ulation data to facilitate efficient effective care.258,260,261

Clinical information systems provide timely reminders
and feedback for providers and patients. Patient regis-
tries can be developed to identify subpopulations for
proactive care and to facilitate individual patient care
planning.

The electronic medical chart is an effective tool that
practice staff members have available to facilitate the
identification of children at risk for overweight and to
monitor practice changes in the identification and care
of overweight children. Electronic medical charts are
available to calculate BMI values and to graph them on
the BMI growth charts.267 Some electronic medical
charts can also provide “red flags” to providers regarding
patients with BMI of �85th percentile or �95th percen-
tile. Some electronic medical charts also generate ap-
pointment cards as reminders to patients. The use of
electronic medical charts also facilitates the practice of
self-monitoring and use of data to evaluate progress, as
part of quality improvement.267

Reimbursement
A challenge to health care providers in delivering ade-
quate care and support to children at risk of overweight/
obesity is the issue of reimbursement for health care
visits. Coding for care of children at risk for obesity and
related comorbidities is straightforward. The Current Pro-
cedural Terminology and International Classification of Dis-
eases, Ninth Edition, codes (Table 2) are available for
reporting of the services provided for management of
pediatric overweight. However, the American Academy
of Pediatrics advises practitioners that obtaining appro-
priate reimbursement is more complicated.265 Many in-

surance carriers deny claims submitted with “obesity”
codes. The American Academy of Pediatrics suggests that
coding for obesity-related care is a 2-step process. The
first step is to submit claims with appropriate codes (Table
2); the second step involves practice-level issues of denial
management and contract negotiation. The American
Academy of Pediatrics has developed a strategy and a tem-
plate letter to be used by practices that are in negotiation
regarding denial management (available at www.aap.org/
moc/loadsecure.cfm/reimburse/denialtemplateltr.pdf). Di-
agnostic codes that may be appropriate for the initial and
recurring assessments performed by the provider are pre-
sented in Table 3.

OPPORTUNITIES FOR OBESITY PREVENTION IN THE
COMMUNITY AND ENVIRONMENT

Collaborative Opportunities for Health Care Providers

Need for Coordination
One of the greatest obstacles to effective obesity preven-
tion at the community level is the lack of coordination of
efforts across different sectors, that is, from the clini-
cian’s office to schools and day care settings, to parks and
playgrounds, and to grocery stores and restaurants.
Therefore, an important step for health care providers in
addressing childhood obesity is to become aware of the
status of ongoing obesity prevention initiatives in their
communities and to interact with leaders of those initi-
atives to express and to offer their support. Where ini-
tiatives do not yet exist, health care providers are in
positions of natural leadership and can help other com-
munity leaders shape prevention efforts, on the basis of
the growing body of evidence regarding what works in
other settings.

School-Based Initiatives
School-based obesity prevention efforts take 3 primary
forms, that is, promotion of healthy foods and restric-
tion/discouragement of less-healthy foods in the cafete-
ria and from vending machines, expanded and intensi-
fied health curricula regarding the importance of
nutrition and physical activity, and availability of oppor-
tunities for exercise through PE and recess programs.
The challenge of school-based efforts is that studies of
their effects have generally demonstrated increases in
program participation and improvements in desirable
eating and activity behaviors but have less consistently
demonstrated changes in body weight or fatness.269

Promoting healthy foods and discouraging less-
healthy foods during the school day is an area of intense
debate and mixed success in previous research. Some
studies have demonstrated that it is possible to influence
consumption strongly by limiting access to “competitive”
foods (compared with school meal plans) during school
hours, by enhancing availability of healthier alternative
foods in vending machines, and by pricing healthier
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alternative foods more favorably than less-healthy foods
in the a la carte setting.269 There are instructive instances
in which schools have negotiated successfully with bev-
erage distributors to place healthier alternatives in vend-
ing machines.270

The majority of states specify that diet and activity/
fitness must be components of the health education
curriculum in schools, but �10 hours/year are spent on
these subjects together, on average.269 Therefore, provid-
ing expanded and enhanced health curricula regarding
nutrition and physical activity in schools may help stu-
dents consider, adopt, and maintain healthier diets and
more physically active habits.2 Behavior-oriented, rather
than solely information-focused, curricula are effective
in promoting healthful food choices and physical activ-
ity. The Institute of Medicine report on childhood obe-
sity prevention recommends �30 minutes of activity
during each school day, as either PE classes or recess.2

The National Association for Sport and Physical Educa-
tion recommends 150 minutes of PE per week for chil-
dren in elementary school and 225 minutes of PE per
week for children in middle or secondary school.271

Health care providers can support efforts to prioritize
physical activity during the school day by asking about
children’s participation during routine office visits and
then providing feedback to schools and school systems
regarding physical activity as a central priority for health
and wellness. An opportunity exists for providers to play
a concrete role in the establishment and refinement of
school wellness policies within their local districts and
state educational systems.

Schools have been the central focus of most studies
on nutrition and PE in childhood, and similar issues in
child care settings for preschool-aged children and
school-aged children (after school) have received in-
creasing attention. As summarized recently, studies us-
ing accelerometers have demonstrated the importance of
planned physical activity in the daily preschool schedule,
organized as structured activity sessions that emphasize
a wide variety of movements.272 Nutrition programs in
child care settings, particularly for school-aged children
after the end of the regular school day, are also potential
opportunities to prevent obesity and should be a topic of
conversation with children and their families for health
care providers.

Community-Based Initiatives
The “built environment” in the United States has at-
tracted increasing attention as a contributor to the child-
hood obesity epidemic and as a growing threat to effec-
tive prevention of obesity.273 Children with less access to
opportunities for physical activity in their neighbor-
hoods are more likely to be obese, and such access is
more limited in lower-income communities of color. The
movement of populations out of inner cities and into
suburbs has generally created a greater dependence on

automobile transportation and has left behind inner-city
neighborhoods that used to offer superb connectivity
and direct routes for pedestrians from point to point but
that today (if perceived as unsafe by parents) no longer
offer appealing options for regular physical activity for
children through walking or riding bicycles. To address
these challenges, children’s health care providers can
support efforts to preserve and to enhance parks as areas
for physical activity, inform local development initiatives
regarding the inclusion of walking and bicycle paths, and
promote families’ use of local physical activity options by
making information and suggestions about physical ac-
tivity alternatives available in their offices.

Obesity Policy Advocacy Opportunities for Health Care
Providers
Children’s health care providers will have opportunities
to promote and to enhance child obesity prevention
policies in their communities, states, regions, and the
nation, as they have in recent policy efforts on tobacco
and alcohol control and firearms and traffic safety. Al-
though obesity prevention has much in common with
those efforts, a key distinction is that eating is essential to
life, whereas tobacco, alcohol, firearms, and automobiles
are not. Therefore, the ways in which childhood obesity
policy efforts evolve, particularly with respect to the role
of the food industry, will need to strike a balance regard-
ing food consumption; this is fundamentally more chal-
lenging than seeking blanket bans on cigarette sales and
advertising to minors.274

A key role for health care providers will be to help
childhood obesity efforts focus on a limited set of specific
messages to the public regarding nutrition and activity
and on a related set of specific policy goals that can be
pursued at the local (eg, school and community), state,
and national levels. Policy researchers at the University
of Baltimore have developed a state “obesity policy re-
port card” that assigns grades to states on the basis of the
legislation they have passed and considered.275 Providers
can use this report card as a source of information about
their own states and as a comparative tool to see what
other states have done.

Another role for providers related to advocacy is fol-
lowing up state and local policy initiatives within the
office setting. For example, a few states now require
schools to measure height and weight and to report BMI
values to students and their families, with encourage-
ment to follow up with their health care providers.269

Such programs are intended to raise general awareness
about the challenges of the obesity epidemic and to alert
children and their families regarding individual oppor-
tunities to address obesity when it can be reversed more
easily, during the childhood and adolescent years.
Health care providers can play a central role in helping
children and families interpret and respond to these
“BMI report cards,” which also help providers detect
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children whose BMI values are in the overweight or
obese ranges. Providers can also play critical roles in
helping children, families, and communities address is-
sues of stigma and low self-esteem that can result from
detection and information programs.

RECOMMENDATIONS FOR PREVENTION OF CHILDHOOD
OBESITY

Patient-Level Interventions

1. The expert committee recommends that physicians
and allied health care providers counsel the following
for children 2 to 18 years of age whose BMI is 5th to
84th percentile: (a) limiting consumption of sugar-
sweetened beverages (consistent evidence); (b) en-
couraging diets with recommended quantities of
fruits and vegetables (mixed evidence); (c) limiting
television and other screen time by allowing no more
than 2 hours per day, as advised by the American
Academy of Pediatrics (consistent evidence), and re-
moving television and computer screens from chil-
dren’s primary sleeping areas (consistent evidence);
(d) eating breakfast daily (consistent evidence); (e)
limiting eating at restaurants, particularly fast food
restaurants (consistent evidence); (f) encouraging
family meals in which parents and children eat to-
gether (consistent evidence); and (g) limiting portion
sizes (consistent evidence).

2. The expert committee also suggests that providers
counsel families to engage in the following behaviors:
(a) eating a diet rich in calcium; (b) eating a diet high
in fiber; (c) eating a diet with balanced macronutri-
ents (energy from fat, carbohydrates, and protein in
proportions appropriate for age, as recommended by
Dietary Reference Intakes); (d) initiating and main-
taining breastfeeding; (e) participating in 60 minutes
of moderate to vigorous physical activity per day for
children of healthy weight (the 60 minutes can be
accumulated throughout the day, rather than in sin-
gle or long bouts; ideally, such activity should be
enjoyable to the child); and (f) limiting consumption
of energy-dense foods.

Practice- and Community-Level Interventions

1. The expert committee recommends that physicians,
allied health care professionals, and professional or-
ganizations (a) advocate for the federal government
to increase physical activity at schools through inter-
vention programs from grade 1 through the end of
high school and college and through the creation of
school environments that support physical activity in
general and (b) support efforts to preserve and to
enhance parks as areas for physical activity, inform
local development initiatives regarding the inclusion
of walking and bicycle paths, and promote families’

use of local physical options by making information
and suggestions about physical activity alternatives
available in doctors’ offices.

2. The expert committee recommends the use of the
following techniques to aid physicians and allied
health care providers who may wish to support obe-
sity prevention in clinical, school, and community
settings: (a) actively engaging families with parental
obesity or maternal diabetes, because these children
are at increased risk for developing obesity even if
they currently have normal BMI; (b) encouraging an
authoritative parenting style (authoritative parents
are both demanding and responsive) in support of
increased physical activity and reduced sedentary be-
havior, providing tangible and motivational support
for children; (c) discouraging a restrictive parenting
style (restrictive parenting involves heavy monitoring
and controlling of a child’s behavior) regarding child
eating; (d) encouraging parents to model healthy di-
ets and portions sizes, physical activity, and limited
television time; and (e) promoting physical activity at
school and in child care settings (including after-
school programs) by asking children and parents
about activity in these settings during routine office
visits.

APPENDIX: 15-MINUTE OBESITY PREVENTION PROTOCOL

Step 1: Assess

Weight/Height
Explain what you are assessing and why. Convert
weight and height data to BMI percentile. Provide BMI
percentile. Elicit and probe parent/child reactions. Re-
flect and probe.

Diet
Assess intake of fruit and vegetables (suggested measure:
2 items on daily usual intake; measure can be provided
in handout), sweetened beverages (suggested measure:
2 items on daily usual intake; measure can be provided
in handout), and fast food (suggested measure: 1 item on
weekly average of meals at fast food establishments).

Activity
Assess sedentary time/screen time (suggested measure: 2
items on hours per day of television/video games/mov-
ies/computer; measure can be provided in handout) and
daily activity (at least 60 minutes/day of moderate-to-
vigorous activity).

Optional Behaviors to Assess
Consider assessing breakfast consumption (suggested
measure not established), portion sizes (suggested mea-
sure not established), and family meals (suggested mea-
sure not established).
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Provide/Elicit
Provide positive feedback for behavior(s) in optimal
range. Elicit response. Reflect and probe. Provide behav-
ior(s) not in optimal range. Elicit response. Reflect and
probe.

Step 2: Set Agenda
Query which, if any, of the target behaviors not in the
optimal range the parent/child/adolescent may be inter-
ested in changing or may be easiest to change. Sample
language is as follows. Which, if any, of these might you
and your child be able to change? Which of these might
be a good place to start? Which of these do you think
might be the easiest one to start with? Agree on possible
target behaviors.

Step 3: Assess Motivation and Confidence

Willingness/Importance
Assess willingness and importance, as follows. On a scale
of 0 to 10, with 10 being very important, how important
is it for you/child/family to change (insert target behav-
ior) or to lose weight?

Confidence
Assess confidence, as follows. On a scale of 0 to 10, with
10 being very confident, assuming you decided to
change (insert target behavior) or weight, how confident
are you that you/she/he could succeed?

Probes
Explore importance and confidence ratings with the fol-
lowing probes. Why did you not choose a lower number
(benefits)? Why did you not choose a higher number
(barriers)? What would it take to move you to a higher
number (solutions)? Use reflective statements to explore
the advantages and disadvantages of changing.

Step 4: Summarize and Probe Possible Changes
Summarize the advantages and disadvantages of change.
Query possible next steps. Sample language is as follows.
So where does that leave you? From what you men-
tioned, it sounds like (insert target step) may be a good
first step. How are you feeling about making a change?
If change is indicated, probe the plan of attack. Sample
language is as follows. What might be a good first step
for you and your child? What might you do in the next
week or even day to help move things along? What ideas
do you have for making this happen? From our discus-
sion, it sounds like (insert possible suggestions raised in
session) might be a good place to start. If the patient has
trouble generating ideas, consider offering the following:
If it’s okay with you, I’d like to suggest a few things that
have worked for some of my patients. Summarize the
change plan. Provide positive feedback.

Step 5: Schedule Follow-up Visit
If a change plan emerges, agree to follow up within x
weeks/months. Sample language is as follows. Let’s
schedule a visit in the next few weeks/months to see
how things went. If no change plan emerges, agree to
revisit the topic within x weeks/months. Sample lan-
guage is as follows. Sounds like you aren’t quite ready to
commit to making any changes now. How about we
follow up with you at your next visit? Although you (or
your family) do not sound ready to make any changes,
between now and our next visit you might want to think
about (insert discussion point raised in session).
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