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Introduction
Rates of overweight and obesity in the United States have more than tripled in the
last three decades, and rates for lower-income communities and certain racial/ethnic
minority groups—including Latinos—are higher than for the general population.1
Thirty-eight percent of Latino youth aged 2 to19 years are overweight or obese,
1
compared with 32 percent of all children in this age group. Insufficient physical
2
activity is associated with the development of obesity. Mexican-American children
tend to have lower-than-average levels of physical activity, with most not meeting
the federal government’s 2008 Physical Activity Guidelines for Americans of 60
3,4, 5
minutes a day of moderate-to-vigorous physical activity.
In addition, Latinos’
6
7
cultural perceptions of ideal body size, and of what is considered overweight, may
contribute to their higher rates of overweight/obesity and physical inactivity.
PRELIMINARY RESEARCH RESULTS

Our Salud America! pilot research project, “Body Image Perceptions Among
Latinos,” has two primary aims: to examine body image perceptions across three
generations of low-income Latinos, and to study the association between body image
and physical activity in the same population. The subjects of our study are residents
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of colonias in Texas’ Lower Rio Grande Valley on the U.S.-Mexico border, a region
8
that faces high rates of obesity as well as other health problems. Colonias are
unincorporated settlements where Latinos live in impoverished conditions: 56
percent live below the federal poverty line and lack basic services (including potable
9
water, sewer systems, and/or paved roads).
For our project, we ask members of colonia familes (including the child, parent, and,
if possible, grandparent) to view sketches of body shapes and body sizes and to select
images they perceive as healthy, as well as the image that most resembles their own
10 11
body.
Parents and grandparents also select the image that resembles their
child/grandchild. All participants also complete a brief survey on demographics,
acculturation, and health behaviors. Additionally, height, sitting height, weight, and
percent body fat measurements are obtained for all child participants. Grandparent
results are not reported here because very few grandparents have participated thus far
in the study. Through grassroots community groups and churches, we have recruited
85 families (81 child-parent pairs and 4 sets including a child, parent, and
grandparent) of our goal of 210 families, as of this writing. The children are mostly
girls (57 %) with an average age of 11. The parents are mostly mothers (83%) with
an average age of 39. Preliminary results from the body image portion of the study
are below:
■

Most youth in this group believe they have a weight problem: that they are
either underweight or overweight. About 26 percent of the children we surveyed
see themselves as having a normal weight, 42 percent see themselves as being
underweight, and 32 percent see themselves as overweight or obese. However,
most view smaller body shape and body size as ideal. About 82 percent of
children selected an underweight image as their preferred body shape and body
size. No differences were observed between boys’ and girls’ perceptions of their
own wieght, or of the ideal body shape and size.
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How Children See Themselves
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Most parents in this group do not believe their children have a weight
problem. About 76 percent of parents surveyed reported that their child was
underweight, and 9 percent reported that their child was of normal weight. Only
15 percent see their child as overweight or obese. These findings are preliminary,
and gender differences in parent/grandparent perceptions will be explored when
data collection is complete. Females may be more likely to be concerned about
weight than males.6,7
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Conclusion and Policy Implications
Our preliminary results demonstrate that the Mexican-American youth in our study
population have very different perceptions of overweight and obesity than their
parents. This finding suggests that there may be generational differences in
perceptions of ideal body size, and in what is considered overweight in low-income
Latino families.
These results may be partly explained by the a recent study, which found that lowincome adolescent African-Americans and Latinos reported that their elders, parents,
12
and grandparents perceive large body size to be healthy. Low-income communities
with a family history of food scarcity and insecurity may be likelier to have health
12
beliefs and behaviors that are contrary to active living and healthy eating. Our
results support the finding that children and parents from low-income communities
perceive body size differently. However, it is still unknown if or how body image
perceptions influence activity and eating behaviors in low-income communities, and
6,7
this question warrants ongoing research.
Once complete, our project has the potential to fuel the development and tailoring of
policies and physical activity interventions with an understanding of beliefs and
perceived norms regarding body shape and body size in low-income Latinos. For
example, our research team is sharing our results with a local church-based
grassroots organization to help them modify their health programs and policies to
promote active living and healthy eating for the colonia population along the TexasMexico border. Furthermore, representatives from our team, a local advocacy group,
and the church-based grassroots organization have the opportunity to further impact
new policy development by participating on a local Community Advisory Board
(CAB). The CAB, consisting of city and county public officials as well as
community members (school administrators and personnel, local business owners,
religious leaders, and others), has been receptive to reviewing our results and has
actively solicited our advice in policy development regarding active living and health
eating. When our study is completed the results will be shared with community
leaders, but at this time our findings are too preliminary to immediately impact local
policy.
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