
 

Working mums and overweight kids: is there
a link?

November 22 2007

New research from the University of Bristol shows that children aged
between 5 and 7, whose mothers work full time, are more likely to be
overweight at age 16. The impact on their weight is not immediate;
rather, children become more obese as they get older. There is no
evidence that children younger than 5 or older than 7 are more likely to
be overweight at age 16 if their mothers work either part time or full
time.

The findings, by Stephanie von Hinke Kessler Scholder, are summarised
in the autumn issue of Research in Public Policy from the Centre for
Market and Public Organisation.

Based on the body mass index (BMI), a standard measure of people’s
weight-to-height ratio, UK obesity rates for boys aged between 2 and 10
increased from 10 per cent in 1995 to 15 per cent in 2003. Over the
same period, obesity rates for girls in the same age group increased from
10 per cent to 13 per cent. The rise in weight problems among children
coincided with significant increases in the number of mothers going out
to work. The number of women aged 16 to 59 in employment rose from
59 per cent in 1971 to 74 per cent in 2007.

Previous US research has examined whether there is a link between
working mothers and childhood obesity and concluded that children of
full-time working mothers are more likely to be overweight. This new
study investigates whether a child's age when its mother goes out to work
affects the child’s weight later in life. It uses data from two British birth
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cohorts: the 1958 National Child Development Study and the 1970
British Cohort Survey.

The analysis suggests that:

-- Children aged 5 to 7, whose mothers are in full-time employment, are
5 to 8 percentage points more likely to be overweight

-- This is significantly higher than the overall proportion of children that
are overweight at age 16: 10% of children born in 1958 and 12% of
those born in 1970

-- The effect of working mothers on the probability of their children
being overweight is the same for boys and girls.

Previous research suggested different ways in which women working
might affect children’s weight. When a mother works outside the home,
changes in the household can affect both children’s and parents’ eating
habits and expenditure.

-- Less time is spent on housework, including cooking. Families eat out
more or purchase more ready-made meals

-- Children spend more time with other carers, who may make different
choices about their care, including their diet, than their parents would

-- Without parental supervision, children may make poor nutritional
choices. Unsupervised children may be more likely to stay indoors
watching TV or playing computer games rather than playing outside.

Possible reasons why obesity patterns are established between the ages of
five and seven could be that children’s food preferences and habits
develop around this time; it could relate to the natural growth pattern in
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children; or it could be linked to the fact that this coincides with when
children start school.

Source: University of Bristol
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