
 

Color-coded chart improves parents'
understanding of body mass index

September 16 2009

  
 

  

This is Eliana Perrin, M.D., M.P.H., of the University of North Carolina School
of Medicine. Credit: UNC-Chapel Hill School of Medicine

A new study shows that parents are more likely to understand a body
mass index (BMI) chart if it's color-coded, like a traffic light, than the
standard charts currently in use.

"We think that better communication of BMI from doctor to parent
could lead to parents earlier awareness of their child's weight status in
time to help them make important lifestyle changes," says Eliana Perrin,
M.D., M.P.H., senior and corresponding author of the study and assistant
professor of pediatrics at the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill
School of Medicine.
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In the study, published in the September/October 2009 issue of journal 
Academic Pediatrics, a sample of 163 parents of children seen at
pediatric clinics at UNC and Vanderbilt University were tested to assess
their understanding of BMI, their health literacy and their math abilities.

"Childhood obesity is an American epidemic that bears enormous health
and economic costs to everyone," says Perrin, also a Research Fellow at
the UNC Center for Health Promotion and Disease Prevention. "Health
professionals need more effective ways of communicating our messages
to parents if we want to stem this tide. We have to keep trying to help
people understand the concerns their children face now and in the
future."

The BMI portion of the test included some questions that parents were
asked to answer using a standard BMI chart and other questions in which
they were asked to use a color-coded BMI chart. While the standard
chart expresses BMI only in terms of percentiles and their ranges (for
example, it shows that a 6-year-old boy with a BMI of 20 falls above the
95th percentile for weight), the color-coded chart uses familiar stop light
colors. Green indicates the healthiest zone for BMI, yellow indicates
more risk, and red indicates unhealthy BMI zones.

Parents were more than four times as likely to answer the same questions
correctly when using color-coded BMI charts than when using standard
charts. The color-coded charts were most helpful to parents with the
lowest math abilities (those at the kindergarten through 5th grade level).
In this group correct answers increased from 51 percent to 81 percent
when they used color-coded charts. The study concluded that parents
consistently performed better with color-coded charts than standard BMI
charts, with those of lowest math skills reaping the largest benefit.

"This study shows the value of simplified communication tools. It's
important that parents — all parents — understand what their doctors
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are telling them. It's one step in a long road to preventing obesity, but
parents often don't know when their children are overweight or gaining
weight too fast, and they don't want a complicated chart," Perrin said.

Source: University of North Carolina School of Medicine (news : web)
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