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Prevalence of obesity in Irish adolescents
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Obesity is a serious and complex public health issue that can have a significant detrimental effect on health(1). In adults the BMI cut-offs
of ‡ 25 kg/m2 and 30 kg/m2 are widely accepted definitions of overweight and obesity respectively. However, in adolescents there is no
standard method; thus highlighting the difficulty posed when making comparisons. BMI has been recommended for use in children and
adolescents; however, as BMI varies with age and gender during adolescence, it is essential that age- and gender-specific BMI cut-offs be
used in defining overweight and obesity(1–4).

Data for the present investigation are from the National Teens’ Food Survey (NTFS), for which weight and height were measured in
223 males and 217 females aged 13–17 years who were randomly selected throughout the Republic of Ireland(5). BMI was determined by
weight (kg) divided by height2 (m2). As there are currently no BMI v. age reference curves for an Irish reference population, the UK 1990
BMI-for-age growth charts(4) were used to identify the overweight and obese adolescent(6).

% Fold increase in
obesity 1990*–2007†n Normal Overweight Obese

All teens 440 81.6 10.9 7.5 3.7
Males 223 80.7 10.8 8.5 12.6
Females 217 82.5 11.1 6.5 2.2

*1990 Irish National Nutrition Survey(7).
†2007 NTFS(5).

It is evident from the Table that the prevalence of overweight and obesity in Irish adolescents is high. The trend in obesity in Irish
adolescents over the last decade was assessed by comparing the raw data from the NTFS with that of adolescents aged 13–17 years from
the 1990 Irish National Nutrition Survey(7), using the UK 1990 BMI-for-age growth charts to define obesity in both samples. Between the
1990 and the 2007 surveys there was a 13-fold increase in obesity in males and a 2-fold increase in obesity in females.

The findings show a high prevalence of obesity in Irish adolescents, and the increase in the prevalence of obesity over the last 17 years,
especially in males, highlights obesity in adolescents as a growing public health issue in Ireland. In light of the current levels of obesity
and the serious economic and health consequences of the disease, identifying the underlying factors associated with the aetiology of
obesity is vital for the development of effective treatment and prevention programmes.

This project was funded by the Irish Government under the National Development Plan 2000–2006.

1. World Health Organization (1998) Obesity: Preventing and Managing the Global Epidemic. Report of a WHO Consultation, WHO Technical Report
Series no. 894. Geneva: WHO.

2. Field AE, Laird N, Steinberg E, Fallon E, Semega-Janneh M & Yanovski JA (2003) Obes Res 11, 1345–1352.
3. Widhalm K, Schonegger K, Huemer C & Auterith A (2001) Int J Obes (Lond) 25, 279–285.
4. Cole TJ, Freeman JV & Preece MA (1995) Arch Dis Child 73, 25–29.
5. Irish Universities Nutrition Alliance (2007) The National Teens’ Food Survey database. www.iuna.net
6. O’Neill JL, McCarthy SN, Burke SJ, Hannon EM, Kiely M, Flynn A, Flynn MAT & Gibney MJ (2006) Eur J Clin Nutr 61, 743–751; Epublication

20 December 2006.
7. Lee P & Cunningham K (1990) The Irish National Nutrition Survey 1990. Dublin: Irish Nutrition and Dietetic Institute.

Proceedings of the Nutrition Society (2009), 67 (OCE7), E288 doi:10.1017/S0029665108009518

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0029665108009518 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1017/S0029665108009518

