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Impact of Childhood Obesity and 
Type 2 Diabetes on Child Health 

Introduction 
Obesity and type 2 diabetes, which often originate in childhood, can impact health and well-being during the 
early years and can also have long-term impacts that lead to serious health concerns like heart disease and other 
life-threatening conditions in adulthood. There are many factors, including diet, physical activity, and genetics, 
that can contribute to children developing type 2 diabetes and obesity. These can be infuenced by external 
factors like access to nutritious, afordable food and safe places to run and play. With rates of childhood obesity 
and type 2 diabetes increasing, there is an ongoing opportunity to mitigate the root causes of these chronic 
diseases during childhood. 

This backgrounder provides key stakeholders with an evidence-based overview of the short- and long-term 
impacts of childhood obesity on health outcomes and healthcare costs, as well as the impact of type 2 diabetes 
on health outcomes. It also discusses how interventions that promote nutritious eating and physical activity can 
help prevent the onset of obesity and type 2 diabetes and help children with these conditions manage them. 

Key Takeaways 

• Obesity and type 2 diabetes often originate in childhood and can 
lead to lifelong health concerns, like heart disease and respiratory 
conditions. 

• Access to nutritious food and opportunities for physical activity can 
help children maintain a healthy weight and avoid developing type 2 
diabetes, but many children do not have access to nutritious food and do 
not engage in regular physical activity. 

• Interventions that promote healthy lifestyles in early care and education and schools can help 
children develop healthy habits, which can promote lifelong health. 

Impact of Childhood Obesity and Diabetes 
In the U.S., approximately 1 in 5 children — more than 14 million children total — ages 2–19 are considered obese, 
which can negatively afect their health and well-being and increase their risk for developing long-term chronic 
conditions. During childhood, obesity increases the risk of respiratory conditions (e.g., asthma and sleep apnea), 
joint problems, gall stones and gallbladder disease, and mental health conditions such as eating disorders, 
anxiety, and depression. Childhood obesity can also increase the risk of cardiovascular conditions (e.g., high 
blood pressure, high cholesterol), which can lead to heart disease and stroke in adulthood. Some impacts of 
childhood obesity that appear in adulthood include fertility problems, insulin resistance, hypertension, and 
several types of cancer. 

https://kidshealth.org/en/parents/overweight-obesity.html
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/type-2-diabetes-in-children/symptoms-causes/syc-20355318
https://nap.nationalacademies.org/read/27835/chapter/3
https://health.clevelandclinic.org/long-term-effects-of-childhood-obesity
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC7783927/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK278977/
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41598-024-74108-x
https://news.harvard.edu/gazette/story/2025/11/why-childhood-obesity-endures-grows/?utm_source=SilverpopMailing
https://www.tfah.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/10/TFAH-2025-ObesityReport-Fnl.pdf
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0140673624015484
https://diabetesjournals.org/care/article/46/3/490/148482/Youth-Onset-Type-2-Diabetes-The-Epidemiology-of-an
https://www.cdc.gov/obesity/childhood-obesity-facts/childhood-obesity-facts.html#:~:text=At a glance,percentile for age and sex.
https://health.clevelandclinic.org/long-term-effects-of-childhood-obesity
https://health.clevelandclinic.org/long-term-effects-of-childhood-obesity
https://www.cdc.gov/obesity/php/about/consequences.html?CDC_AAref_Val=https://www.cdc.gov/obesity/basics/consequences.html
https://www.cdc.gov/obesity/php/about/consequences.html?CDC_AAref_Val=https://www.cdc.gov/obesity/basics/consequences.html
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/childhood-obesity/symptoms-causes/syc-20354827
https://kidshealth.org/en/parents/overweight-obesity.html
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/23200634/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC4274579/
https://kidshealth.org/en/parents/overweight-obesity.html
https://kidshealth.org/en/parents/overweight-obesity.html
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC4408699/
https://health.clevelandclinic.org/long-term-effects-of-childhood-obesity
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Health outcomes related to obesity can also increase the strain on the healthcare system. According to the 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), “obesity costs the U.S. healthcare system almost $173 billion 
a year.” Children who are considered obese are more likely to be considered obese as adults. Consequently, 
preventing childhood obesity could also help prevent future obesity-related healthcare costs. 

Like obesity, type 2 diabetes among children can have long-term impacts, and as of 2021, approximately 48,000 
children under age 20 had type 2 diabetes. During childhood, type 2 diabetes can lead to health concerns 
ranging from high blood pressure, high cholesterol, and depression to acute conditions related to blood sugar 
levels (e.g., diabetic ketoacidosis and hyperosmolar hyperglycemic state). Moreover, in the long-term, high blood 
sugar can damage blood vessels and the nerves that control the heart, leading to heart disease, including stroke 
and heart attack. Managing blood sugar levels can help to mitigate these risks. 

Opportunities to Promote Nutrition and Physical Activity 
During Childhood 
There is an opportunity to address the health impacts of type 2 diabetes and childhood obesity through healthy 
lifestyles that include physical activity and a nutritious diet. Evidence suggests that American children typically 
do not meet physical activity or diet recommendations from the Physical Activity Guidelines for Americans 
or the Dietary Guidelines for Americans, 2020-2025, respectively, putting them at risk for obesity and type 2 
diabetes. Lacking access to nutritious food or safe places to play may contribute to children falling short of these 
recommendations. Programs and initiatives that help children access nutritious food and physical 
activity or promote healthy behaviors can help children grow into healthy adults. 

Physical Activity 

Regular physical activity has many physical and mental health 
benefts for children, including helping children maintain a 
healthy weight, reducing the risk of type 2 diabetes, and 
building strong muscles and bones. For children who are 
considered overweight or obese, regular physical activity 
can improve cardiometabolic health, including blood 
pressure. Regular physical activity can also increase 
insulin sensitivity, which can lower blood sugar levels, 
helping to manage type 2 diabetes. Additionally, 
regular physical activity can support children by 
improving their sleep quality, benefting their self-
esteem and mental health, and enhancing memory 
and attention, which can help them in school. In the 
long-term, regular physical activity can also reduce the 
risk of health concerns later in life, such as high blood 
pressure, heart disease, stroke, some types of cancer, 
and osteoporosis. 
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https://www.cdc.gov/obesity/php/about/index.html
https://www.nejm.org/doi/10.1056/NEJMoa1703860
https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article?id=10.1371/journal.pone.0247307
https://www.nature.com/articles/d41586-021-02074-9
https://www.cdc.gov/diabetes/php/data-research/index.html#:~:text=Incidence among children and adolescents,years with type 2 diabetes
https://www.cdc.gov/diabetes/php/data-research/index.html#:~:text=Incidence among children and adolescents,years with type 2 diabetes
https://www.hopkinsmedicine.org/health/conditions-and-diseases/diabetes/type-2-diabetes-in-children
https://kidshealth.org/en/parents/diabetic-ketoacidosis.html
https://my.clevelandclinic.org/health/diseases/21147-hyperosmolar-hyperglycemic-state
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/type-2-diabetes-in-children/symptoms-causes/syc-20355318
https://www.cdc.gov/diabetes/diabetes-complications/diabetes-and-your-heart.html
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/type-2-diabetes-in-children/symptoms-causes/syc-20355318
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/type-2-diabetes-in-children/symptoms-causes/syc-20355318
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC6887808/
https://www.ajpmonline.org/article/S0749-3797(20)30232-4/abstract
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC4698034/
https://odphp.health.gov/sites/default/files/2019-09/Physical_Activity_Guidelines_2nd_edition.pdf
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC6887808/
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/type-2-diabetes-in-children/symptoms-causes/syc-20355318
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/type-2-diabetes-in-children/symptoms-causes/syc-20355318
https://publications.aap.org/pediatrics/article/144/4/e20190824/38458/Food-Insecurity-Health-and-Development-in-Children
https://paamovewithus.org/resource/full-report-2024-us-report-card-on-physical-activity-for-children-and-youth/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK201497/
https://www.cdc.gov/healthy-weight-growth/physical-activity/index.html#:~:text=More physical activity increases the,loss occurs from decreasing calories.
https://kidshealth.org/en/parents/overweight-obesity.html
https://www.cdc.gov/healthy-weight-growth/physical-activity/index.html#:~:text=More physical activity increases the,loss occurs from decreasing calories.
https://www.apa.org/topics/children/healthy-eating
https://journals.lww.com/acsm-esm/fulltext/2025/01001/exploring_the_effects_of_exercise_on_overall.7.aspx
https://www.uptodate.com/contents/exercise-and-medical-care-for-people-with-type-2-diabetes-beyond-the-basics/print
https://kidshealth.org/en/parents/type2.html
https://www.cdc.gov/healthy-weight-growth/physical-activity/index.html#:~:text=More physical activity increases the,loss occurs from decreasing calories.
https://www.apa.org/topics/children/healthy-eating
https://www.apa.org/topics/children/healthy-eating
https://www.cdc.gov/physical-activity-basics/health-benefits/children.html
https://www.cdc.gov/physical-activity-basics/health-benefits/children.html
https://journals.lww.com/acsm-esm/fulltext/2025/01001/exploring_the_effects_of_exercise_on_overall.7.aspx
https://www.cdc.gov/healthy-weight-growth/physical-activity/index.html#:~:text=More physical activity increases the,loss occurs from decreasing calories.
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Despite the benefts of physical activity, in the U.S., many children do not have the opportunity for regular 
physical activity. The CDC’s Youth Risk Behavior Survey found that in 2023, only about 25% of high school 
students were physically active for at least 60 minutes a day, meeting the federal guidelines for aerobic activity. 
Factors such as access to indoor or outdoor recreation facilities and neighborhood safety, access to and 
afordability of physical activity programs, and other family commitments (e.g., parents’ work schedules, 
homework, caring for siblings) may limit children’s opportunities to meet recommendations for 
physical activity. 

Nutritious Diets 

In addition to regular physical activity, nutritious diets are critical to children’s 
health. For children, eating a nutritious diet can lead to physical and mental 
health benefts, including reducing the risk of type 2 diabetes and obesity 
and managing or losing weight. Additionally, since blood sugar levels can 
improve with weight loss, losing weight can help children manage type 2 
diabetes. Moreover, following a healthy diet can help children with type 
2 diabetes maintain a target blood sugar range, mitigating the risk of 
dangerously high or low blood sugar, which can lead to adverse health 
outcomes. Other important benefts of a nutritious diet include healthy 
growth and development; protection against illness; and reduced risk of 
cavities, malnutrition, and unhealthy eating behaviors (i.e., eating disorders). 

Access to nutritious food impacts children’s diets. Lack of access may 
be due to inadequate transportation or distance from a grocery store — 
especially in rural areas. Additionally, whole foods (e.g., fruits, vegetables, whole 
grains, healthy fats and proteins) can be expensive, and preparing them can be 
time consuming, which can push families to buy cheaper, highly processed foods that lead 
to weight gain. In 2023, nearly 18% of households with children had times during the year when they were 
uncertain of having enough or did not have enough food to meet the needs of their family.1 

Addressing Obesity and Type 2 Diabetes in Early Care and Education and School Settings 

There is an opportunity to promote healthy behaviors, like eating nutritious food and physical activity, in 
early care and education and school settings. Evidence suggests the importance of developing healthy eating 
and physical activity patterns during childhood. These habits often start at home with family, and there is 
also opportunity for early care and education programs and schools to promote healthy behaviors. Evidence 
suggests that high quality early care and education programs that include a focus on nutrition and physical 
activity can help children and families lead healthy lifestyles. Studies also show that high quality early care and 
education programs and other community health programs can lead to improved health outcomes, including 
reduced body mass index and additional adult health benefts like better cardiovascular and metabolic measures. 
One study showed that children ages 3–5 who were considered overweight or obese and who were enrolled in 
Head Start, on average, reduced their BMI over the course of the academic year. 

Moreover, K–12 schools can help children meet CDC recommendations for physical activity through physical 
education classes, after school clubs, and sports. Evidence suggests that school-based interventions can 
help improve obesity outcomes, as well as generally increase levels of physical activity and ftness. A number 
of federal programs can also help support access to nutritious food and physical activity in early care and 
education, at schools, at home, and in the community.2 

https://www.cdc.gov/yrbs/dstr/pdf/DSTR-Dietary-PhysicalActivity-SleepBehavior2013-2023-508.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/pcd/issues/2017/17_0111.htm
https://bmcpublichealth.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12889-017-4756-z
https://www.cdc.gov/nutrition/php/resources/healthy-eating-benefits-for-children.html
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC6939706/#:~:text=Meanwhile%2C an adequate nutritional intake,INTERVENTION COMPONENTS AFFECTING CHILDHOOD OBESITY
https://www.apa.org/topics/children/healthy-eating
https://www.apa.org/topics/children/healthy-eating
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/type-2-diabetes-in-children/symptoms-causes/syc-20355318#:~:text=Prevention,sports team or dance lessons.
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC6939706/
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/type-2-diabetes-in-children/diagnosis-treatment/drc-20355324#:~:text=Healthy eating,-Food is a&text=Blood sugar levels can improve,in front of the TV
https://www.mayoclinic.org/diseases-conditions/type-2-diabetes-in-children/diagnosis-treatment/drc-20355324#:~:text=Healthy eating,-Food is a&text=Blood sugar levels can improve,in front of the TV
https://www.apa.org/topics/children/healthy-eating
https://odphp.health.gov/healthypeople/priority-areas/social-determinants-health/literature-summaries/food-insecurity#:~:text=Residents are at risk for,and there are fewer supermarkets.
https://ers.usda.gov/sites/default/files/_laserfiche/publications/42711/12701_ap036b_1_.pdf?v=50128
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S2214140523001482
https://news.harvard.edu/gazette/story/2025/11/why-childhood-obesity-endures-grows/?utm_source=SilverpopMailing
https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/food-nutrition-assistance/food-security-in-the-us/key-statistics-graphics
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC4183902/
https://www.cdc.gov/obesity/family-action/index.html#:~:text=Eating a variety of vegetables,adults up for optimal health.
https://www.cdc.gov/family-healthy-weight/php/recognized-programs/index.html#:~:text=FHWPs are comprehensive%2C family%2Dbased,and their families or caregivers.
https://www.cdc.gov/early-care-education/about/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC9557174/
https://www.cdc.gov/early-care/treatment/index.html
https://journals.lww.com/co-pediatrics/abstract/2023/02000/improving_child_care_through_healthy_eating_and.3.aspx
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/15248399251320977
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/10.1177/15248399251320977
https://journals.lww.com/co-pediatrics/pages/articleviewer.aspx?year=2023&issue=02000&article=00003&type=Fulltext
https://journals.lww.com/co-pediatrics/pages/articleviewer.aspx?year=2023&issue=02000&article=00003&type=Fulltext
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC6389251/
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/00178969221081805
https://www.science.org/doi/abs/10.1126/science.1248429
https://local.psy.miami.edu/faculty/dmessinger/c_c/rsrcs/rdgs/emot/1478.full.pdf
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/00178969221081805
https://www.cdc.gov/physical-activity/php/strategies/school-and-youth-programs.html
https://www.cdc.gov/physical-activity-basics/guidelines/children.html
https://www.cdc.gov/physical-activity/php/strategies/school-and-youth-programs.html
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC11698265/
https://www.mdpi.com/1660-4601/17/1/347
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Conclusion 
Obesity and type 2 diabetes can impact children’s health and well-being in the short-term and into adulthood. 
While these chronic conditions can afect children’s day-to-day health when they are young, the risks 
associated with obesity and type 2 diabetes become more signifcant as children mature. Moreover, these 
chronic conditions are costly to the American healthcare system. If supported at scale, policies and initiatives 
that promote healthy behaviors in early care and education programs, schools, and communities can improve 
children’s health and well-being and lay the foundation for a healthier adulthood. 

AUTHORS: 

Hannah Jacobson, MPH, Program and Policy Analyst I, Nemours Children’s Health 

Hannah Wagner, MPP, Senior Advisor, Policy Development & Partnership, Nemours Children's Health 

REVIEWERS: 

Allison Gertel-Rosenberg, MS, Vice President, Chief Policy and Prevention Ofcer, Nemours Children’s Health 

Daniella Gratale, MA, Associate Vice President, Federal Afairs, Nemours Children's Health 

Roshelle Payes, MPH, Project Director, Early Childhood & Health, Nemours Children’s Health 

Hannah Press, MPH, Senior Program and Policy Analyst, Nemours Children’s Health 

Julie Sloane, Executive Content Manager & Senior Speech Writer, Nemours Children’s Health 

Karen T. Trewin, MBA, Director, Executive Engagement, Nemours Children’s Health 

The authors would like to thank the members of the Nemours Children’s Health internal policy workgroups for 
reviewing this issue brief. 

Endnotes 
1 In some of these households only the adults lacked sufcient food. 

2 Examples include the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program, the Women, Infants and Children Program, the Child and Adult Care 
Food Program, the National School Lunch Program, Head Start, Safe Routes to School, the National Early Child Care Collaboratives Program, 
and others. 
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