
 

Kids gain weight when new convenience
stores open nearby
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At all distances and time periods examined, children exposed to additional
convenience stores increased BMI relative to other children of the same age and
sex; those exposed to additional small grocery stores decreased BMI. Credit: 
Journal of the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics

A new study in the Journal of the Academy of Nutrition and Dietetics
found that changes in the food environment around low-income and high-
ethnic/racial minority populations over time impact childhood obesity.

1/4



 

Increased availability of small grocery stores selling a selection of
healthy items in close proximity to children's homes improves their
weight status over time, whereas increased availability of convenience
stores selling predominantly unhealthy foods is likely to be detrimental.

"Childhood obesity has a complex multifaceted etiology. In this study we
found that community food environment, particularly small
neighborhood stores, can significantly influence children's weight status.
Our findings are useful for designing future interventions and public
policies," explained lead author and co-director of the research, Punam
Ohri-Vachaspati, Ph.D., RD, Professor, College of Health Solutions,
Arizona State University, Phoenix, AZ, USA.

One of the few prospective longitudinal studies examining the influence
of key elements of a comprehensive set of food outlets, both large and
small, the study followed two groups of 3 to 15 year-old children in four
New Jersey cities—Camden, New Brunswick, Newark, and Trenton.
These cities were known to be initiating policy and environmental
changes aimed at childhood obesity prevention. The first group was
studied from 2009-10 to 2014-15, the second from 2014 to 2016-17.

"Our research design allowed us to examine the patterns of relationship
between changes in children's weight status and changes in the food
environment over several meaningful distances and lengths of exposure.
We found that community food environment in urban neighborhoods
matters for children's weight outcomes, especially as it relates to small
stores located near children's homes," commented Michael Yedidia,
senior author and co-director of the study, Professor, Center for State
Health Policy, Institute for Health, Health Care Policy and Aging
Research, Rutgers University, New Brunswick, NJ, USA.

Children's exposure to changes in the food environment in each city was
calculated for every month during the study. The researchers looked at
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changes in the number of food outlets across various proximities
(quarter mile, half mile, and one mile around a child's home) over
different lengths of time (12 months, 18 months, and 24 months before
the final interview). Changes included store openings and closings,
family moves from one neighborhood to another, and upgrades to
existing food stores, fostered by community initiatives to improve
offerings at convenience stores.

Food outlets were categorized as supermarkets, small grocery stores,
convenience stores, pharmacies, full-service restaurants, or limited
service restaurants. Stores were classified as small grocery stores if they
sold a specific selection of healthy items such as five different types of
fruits, five different types of vegetables, lower fat milk, and fresh or
frozen meat. Convenience stores participating in "healthy corner store"
initiatives were classified as upgraded convenience stores.

Less healthy changes were found in children when their exposure to
convenience stores increased over time. For example, exposure to an
additional convenience store within a mile of a child's home over 24
months resulted in 11.7 percent greater likelihood of a child being in a
higher body mass index range compared to other children of the same
sex and age at the end of the study. In contrast, exposure to an additional
small grocery store within a mile over 24 months resulted in 37.3 percent
lower odds of being in a higher body mass index category. No consistent
patterns were found for changes in exposure to supermarkets,
restaurants, or pharmacies.

"While we found no consistent results for supermarkets, our findings do
not suggest that large stores are not an important feature of the food
environment. Rather, most of our sample living in dense urban cities had
access to supermarkets at baseline and did not experience significant
change in access to supermarkets over time," observed Dr. Ohri-
Vachaspati.
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Investigators suggest that elevating the healthfulness of food offered at
upgraded convenience stores to levels similar to that of small grocery
stores through community initiatives has the potential to improve
children's weight status.

The researchers noted that the study design allowed for consideration of
a child's experience growing up in a community where the food
environment is dynamic and multiple changes occur simultaneously. Dr.
Yedidia observed, "The need for a more refined understanding of the
impact of local food environments on children's weight status and health
has become more evident during the COVID-19 pandemic, which has
been accompanied by increased food insecurity among low-income
populations."

  More information: "Evidence That Changes in Community Food
Environments Lead to Changes in Children's Weight: Results from a
Longitudinal Prospective Cohort Study," Journal of the Academy of
Nutrition and Dietetics (2020). DOI: 10.1016/j.jand.2020.10.016
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