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Obesity

Obesity
During the spring of 2009, the Kentucky Department for Public Health conducted community forums throughout the State of Kentucky. Obesity was one of the topics that were discussed in all of the eleven forum locations. Qualitative analysis of the data was performed to identify major issues in each topic. The following fact sheet contains information that was obtained from the forum participants as it pertains to this topic.

Major Issues Identified

There were four major issues that emerged in this topic: cultural issues and social norms, access to nutrition and physical activity, need for increase in education and awareness about nutrition, and lack of transportation. 

Cultural Issues and Social Norms

Participants discussed some cultural norms that may be causing an increase in overweight and obesity in children. Parent’s behavior came up as a salient issue that influences children’s behavior. According to the participants there seems to be a lack of motivation on parents’ part to help the children develop good eating habits. As cited by the participants,

“….Parents don't plan ahead, pick up quick, easy food.”

Young mothers have poor eating habits that transfer to their children. The easy and affordable availability of unhealthy foods was suggested as another factor contributing towards rise in obesity in Kentucky. Bowling Green was cited as a city in Kentucky that has the highest per capita restaurants. Some quotes from participants:

“…lots of unhealthy choices convenient fast foods, cheap large portions.”  

“...less home cooking increased processed foods and take out”

Access to Nutrition and Physical Activity

The participants during their discussions across all the sites expressed a need for access to better nutrition and physical activity. In this issue lack of physical education in schools was most frequently discussed and was ranked highest as a priority by forum participants. Several participants across all forum sites said that there is a lack of physical education, physical activity and/ or structured recess in schools. They also said that there is a lack of teachers who can teach physical education. Some participants also discussed a lack of after-school activities or programs especially for children of working parents.
Another area that was discussed was the affordability and availability of healthy foods. Most of the participants said that the healthy foods are costly. In some areas there is existence of food deserts. There is a lack of restaurants that offer healthy food options. Stores at times do not have healthy alternatives. Safety issues in a community were cited as a barrier for outside activity of kids. Participants also said that there was a lack of availability of nutrition counselors and qualified exercise trainers.

Need for Increase in Education and Awareness about Nutrition 

The need that emerged from these discussions was that there should be an increase in the awareness and education of parents and children about portion sizes, making healthy choices, ability to read nutrition labels, awareness of health issues, gaining cooking skills, and knowledge about availability of nutritional and physical activity services. As one of the participant said,

“….Parents lack education to help guide choices of food for kids -- offer peas more than once”

Current Capacity/Resources

The participants cited many common current services which focus on obesity in Kentucky. These programs include: wellness programs in community/work; church/after-school programs; Women, Infants and Children (WIC); parks and recreation; Pennyrile Allied Community Services Nutritional Outreach and Wholeness (PACS NOW); fruit and vegetable grants in schools; Farmer’s Market; walking paths and bike lanes; food stamps; Ways to Enhance Children’s Activity and Nutrition (WE CAN) Program;  safe routes to school; Extension Offices involvement in community and weight loss programs in work setting. The services that were ranked as best varied in each community. 

Suggested Steps to Address the Issue

The main suggestions that were salient in the participants’ list of how they would like to address this issue were:

1) Development of a school policy for regular physical activity and education in the school system, the participants’ said,

“…mandated 60 minutes structured physical activity in schools Pre k -12 and child cares in full day programs, integrated throughout day, utilize partnership for fit KY to draft letter, sent list of politicians.”

2) Increased community collaboration to make communities exercise friendly, 

“…cooperation between agencies for a common goal”

3) Government assistance programs to make nutrition education mandatory and impose restrictions on buying unhealthy foods 

“….Should be in some sort of good health to participate in State program. Get the ability to progress to a healthy lifestyle. The concept is similar to Habitat for Humanity,…we build you a house if you put in so many hours. People should enroll in the program to participate towards good health.”

The suggested action steps for the development of school policy included having a local champion for leading change in school policy. State-level coordination of the collaborative effort to make communities exercise friendly was suggested. Lastly, it was suggested that communities contact the legislature to address this problem and help in changing the policy for the government assisted programs. 
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