
 
 

 
Public Opinions on Obesity and Possible Policy Options to Address Childhood 

Obesity 
 
 
 
Across the nation the rates of overweight and obese adults are on the rise. In general, the 
Southeast has some of the highest rates of obesity in the country and Georgia is no 
exception. In total, 60 percent of the adult population in Georgia is above normal weight.1  
These rates of obesity have implications not only for an individual’s health but the overall 
economic health of the state of Georgia. As a result of the toll that extra weight exacts on 
a person’s health, there are direct economic costs from adult overweight and obesity. 
 
Despite Georgians’ ever-increasing waistlines, the public does not rank obesity very 
highly as a health priority when compared with other pressing public health issues.  
Among the issues given (see Figure 1), only cigarette smoking ranked lower in terms of 
priority. The exception to this lack of concern over obesity appears to be when discussing 
childhood obesity, which 30 percent of Georgians believe should be a top priority for the 
state. In comparison, only 20 percent feel the same way about obesity in general.   
 
The concern about childhood obesity is not limited to parents; adults without school-aged 
children equally see it as a top or high priority health issue. When examined for possible 
differences by race, education level, region of the state, political affiliation, or income, 
responses showed no relationship of any of these factors to a respondent’s likelihood of 
wanting the state to place childhood obesity as top or high priority. What we do find, 
however, is that those who list other health concerns as top or high priority are also likely 
to list childhood obesity as a top or high priority.  In other words, concern about 
childhood obesity is highest among those who are also concerned about other public 
health issues. 
 

                                                 
1 These numbers are based on an adult’s Body Mass Index, or BMI. BMI is a tool used to indicate weight 
status in adults. It is a measure of weight for height and is generally only used for adults. The BMI 
calculation places an individual in one of four categories. In adults, an individual with a BMI score below 
18.5 is underweight, 18.5–24.9 is normal, 25–29.9 is overweight, and 30 or higher is considered obese. 
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Figure 1. Percent Who Rank ___ as A Top or High Health Priority  
for the State of Georgia2 
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Public perception in Georgia is that obesity is more a problem of poor nutrition and 
lifestyle than it is a disease. When asked to choose between the two, an overwhelming 
majority (80 percent) of Georgians chose the former (see Figure 2). On the whole, 
Georgians feel that marketers and producers of unhealthy foods bear some of the 
responsibility for an individual’s weight issues but that the lion’s share of responsibility 
falls upon the individual (see Figure 3). 
 

                                                 
2 Respondents were given the eight public health issues in the figure above one by one in random order and 
asked, “Please tell me if this should be a top priority, a high priority, a medium priority, or a low priority 
for the state of Georgia.”  
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Figure 2. Public Perception of Obesity3 
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Figure 3. Public Perceptions of Those Responsible for an Individual's Weight4 
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3 The exact wording of the question was, “Which comes closer to your view about obesity—that 
 obesity is a disease or that obesity is more a problem of bad eating and bad lifestyle habits?” 
4 This chart represents two separate questions. The exact wording for the first question was, “How much 
responsibility does the individual bear when it comes to being overweight—all of the responsibility, a great 
deal, some of the responsibility, hardly any, or none at all?” The exact wording for the second question 
was, “How much responsibility do the marketers and producers of unhealthy foods bear when it comes to 
being overweight—all of the responsibility, a great deal, some of the responsibility, hardly any, or none at 
all?” 



Carl Vinson Institute of Government · 201 North Milledge Avenue · Athens, Georgia 30602 · (706) 542-2736 

 

 4

In general, Republicans are less likely than Democrats to place responsibility for an 
individual’s weight on marketers and producers of unhealthy foods5 (see Figure 4). Forty-
two percent of Democrats place all or a great deal of the responsibility of obesity onto the 
shoulders of the makers and marketers of junk food, as opposed to only 27 percent of 
Republicans who share this view on responsibility.   
 

Figure 4. Public Perception of Responsibility for Marketers and  
Producers of Unhealthy Foods by Political Party 
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Despite the tendency to favor individual responsibility, Georgians are nearly evenly 
divided in their opinions on whether the state government should become involved in 
addressing issues of general obesity, with a slim majority of Georgians (53 percent) 
opposing government involvement (see Figure 5). However, those who believe that 
childhood obesity should be a top or high priority for the state are more likely than those 
who see it as a medium or low priority to feel that the government should address the 
issue of obesity6 (see Figure 6). 

                                                 
5 Cramer’s V = .194; p < .000. If we exclude Independents from our analysis and only focus on the 
differences between Democrats and Republicans, the strength of the relationship increases substantially  
(Cramer's V = .264, p < .001).  
6 Cramer’s V = .244; p < .000). 
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Figure 5. Public Perceptions on Government Involvement with Obesity Issues7 
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Figure 6. Public Perceptions on Government Involvement with Obesity Issues  
by Belief in Priority of Childhood Obesity 
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7 The exact question wording was, “Should state Government become involved in addressing the issue of 
obesity, or is this an area where government does not belong?” This question was intended to measure 
general issues of being overweight and obese. We did not specify the difference to the respondent between 
overweight and obesity, so there exists the possibility that the respondent focused solely on obesity and not 
overweight and obesity when answering this question. Considering the fact that the term “obesity” is often 
used to describe the national overweight and obesity epidemic, we feel the chances that the respondent 
focused only on obesity, and not overweight, are minimal but worthy of caution. 
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Adelle Davis, world famous nutritionist and pioneer of the nutrition revolution, believed 
that “to say that obesity is caused by merely consuming too many calories is like saying 
that the only cause of the American Revolution was the Boston Tea Party.”8 Obesity is 
generally recognized as a multifaceted problem, and therefore any attempt to address it 
must also have many components. The Peach State Poll queried respondents on a number 
of possible policy options for addressing obesity in general and childhood obesity in 
particular for the state of Georgia. Some of these policy options center on education, 
some on direct intervention, and some on both education and intervention. No single 
policy option would provide the answer for Georgia’s obesity epidemic, but consideration 
of several options provides a platform for discussion as Georgians look to the future. 
 
In general, Georgians are concerned about the weight of Georgia’s children and are 
interested in policies that could assist them either through education or intervention. By 
and large, Georgians support policies that would provide more information to the 
individual, such as requiring all fast-food and chain restaurants to list nutritional 
information. They oppose legislation that is financially punitive, such as taxing junk 
foods and other activities and products sometimes associated with sedentary lifestyles.  
 
Currently, many restaurants provide nutritional information, but it is not always readily 
accessible. The overwhelming majority of Georgians (80 percent) support policies that 
would require all fast-food and chain restaurants to list nutritional information on menus 
and menu boards (see Figure 7).   
 

Figure 7. Support and Opposition for Requiring Restaurants to  
List Nutritional Information 
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8 Quote obtained from http://en.thinkexist.com/quotes/adelle_davis/. 
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Georgians have strong opposition to policies that would add a special tax to junk foods 
(such as chips, candy, and soda) or other activities and products sometimes associated 
with sedentary activities9 (such as movies, dvds, video and computer games) and use the 
funds for programs to fight obesity. While Georgians are slightly less opposed to taxing 
junk food than they are to taxing other products, the majority oppose taxing both types of 
items (see Figure 8). 
 

Figure 8. Support and Opposition for Taxing ___ and Using Money  
for Programs to Fight Obesity 
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While Georgians may be closely divided on state government involvement in issues of 
obesity in general, they are much more unified when asked about the public school 
system’s responsibility in addressing childhood obesity. Seven in 10 Georgians feel that 
it is incumbent on the public school system to make parents of overweight children aware 
of the possible health consequences of their child’s weight (see Figure 9).  

                                                 
9 The authors make no judgment or implication about movies, dvds, or video or computer games. The term 
“sedentary” is used simply because these activities typically do not involve physical activity.  
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Figure 9. Perceptions Regarding Public School's Responsibility to  

Notify Parents of Health Consequences of Child's Weight 
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Various policy initiatives have been enacted across the United States in an attempt to 
address childhood obesity through education and intervention. Some of these actions are 
voluntary, while others are required by legislation. California has some of the nation’s 
most progressive policies aimed at addressing childhood obesity.  In August 2005, the 
California State Assembly approved a bill that virtually bans all junk food from being 
sold on school campuses (K–12) throughout the state as well as legislation that bans the 
sale of all sugared beverages.  
 
Arkansas has also taken dramatic, albeit controversial, steps to address childhood obesity. 
In 2002, the state of Arkansas passed Act 1220, which, among other things, provides for 
the Body Mass Index Initiative. This initiative requires that every child be weighed and 
measured at the start of each school year. The information is then used to calculate a 
body mass index (BMI) score for each child. BMI for children, also known as BMI-for-
age, differs from adult BMI in that it accounts for age and gender. BMI-for-age provides 
a way to determine if a child is underweight, at normal weight, at risk for becoming 
overweight, or overweight. Once the BMI is calculated, parents are sent a confidential 
letter detailing their child’s BMI as well as suggestions for healthy eating and exercise. 
 
The Peach State Poll asked respondents about several policy options that have been 
implemented in other states— namely, BMI reporting similar to that in the Arkansas 
program and the restriction of high-calorie, high-sugar foods and beverages in public 
schools in general and elementary schools in particular.  
 
A majority of Georgians—both parents and nonparents alike—support BMI reporting for 
public school children. Respondents were provided information about the Arkansas BMI 
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initiative10 and asked if they support or oppose such a measure being used in Georgia’s 
public school system. A plurality of Georgians (37 percent) strongly support such a 
policy, and an additional 22 percent somewhat support it (see Figure 10).  Not 
surprisingly, support for BMI reporting is higher among those who see childhood obesity 
as a high or top priority for the state of Georgia than those who see it as a medium or low 
priority.11 
 

Figure 10. Support and Opposition for Height/Weight  
Reporting in Georgia Public Schools 
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It is important to note that among those who initially supported BMI reporting (N = 472), 
85 percent said that they would continue to support the plan even if a majority of parents 
opposed it (see Figure 11).  Among those who initially opposed the BMI reporting (N = 
307), 48 percent said that they would change their minds and support the plan if parents 
were allowed to choose whether or not their child participated (see Figure 12).  
 
This response is particularly significant for future policy proposals because it informs 
legislatures that those who support the plan will continue their support even in the face of 
opposition and that those who oppose the plan are likely to change their minds if parents 
are given the option to choose to participate. Allowing parents to choose if their child 
participates takes some of the governmental control and puts it back into the hands of the 
individual citizens, a move that may be comforting to many Georgians. 
 
 
 
                                                 
10 Respondents were given the following information: "The state of Arkansas requires that students be 
measured for both height and weight every academic year. The school then sends a confidential letter home 
to notify the parents if the student is underweight or normal weight, at risk of becoming overweight, or 
overweight.” Respondents were then asked the following question: “Would you support or oppose this sort 
of confidential height/weight reporting for students in Georgia’s school system?” 
11 Cramer’s V = .212; p < .000. 
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Figure 11.  Continued Support for BMI Reporting in the  
Face of Parental Opposition12 
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Figure 12. Change in Support for BMI Reporting13  
if Parents Given Choice 
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12 The question was asked only of those who stated some level of support for BMI reporting in Georgia’s 
public schools (N = 472). The exact question wording was, "Would you continue to support this plan 
[confidential height/weight reporting] if a majority of parents opposed it?" 
13 Asked only of those who stated some level of opposition to BMI reporting in Georgia’s public schools. 
(N = 307). The exact wording of the question was, “If parents were allowed to choose whether or not their 
child would be measured and weighed, would you then support it?” 
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School boards around the state have been grappling with the trade-off between health and 
economic incentives particularly when it concerns vending machines, which more often 
than not sell high-sugar carbonated beverages and high-sugar, high-fat snacks. Many 
schools feel that removing these machines, or even limiting their selections, would take 
much needed money from the school budget—a difficult sell given the current budget 
crisis. However, there are some indications that school systems can pull in necessary 
revenue from vending machines without such a trade-off. In 2001, California enacted the 
Model Nutrition Standards Pilot Program, which showed that middle and high schools 
could implement nutrition standards without any loss of revenue. In fact, some schools 
even saw an increase in revenue by selling healthy foods rather than unhealthy foods.  
 
For the most part, Georgians favor banning the sale of soda and other high-sugar 
beverages from public schools and elementary schools in the state of Georgia.14 
Respondents were randomly assigned to receive the questions about either public 
schools15 or elementary schools.16 A plurality of Georgians, 44 percent, strongly supports 
a ban on high-sugar, high-calorie beverages in vending machines in public schools in 
general. When asked about banning these beverages from elementary schools, support 
was only slightly higher (see Figure 13). While the overall levels were close, respondents 
displayed somewhat more intense opposition to banning soda in elementary schools: 24 
percent strongly oppose banning soda in elementary schools in particular, while only 19 
percent strongly oppose such a ban in public schools in general. 
 
When asked about banning high-sugar, high-fat snack foods from vending machines, 
support remained steady with the exception of a slight increase in support for banning 
these foods in elementary schools. Forty-two percent of Georgians say that they strongly 
support a ban on junk foods in public schools, and a majority, 52 percent, strongly 
support such a ban in elementary schools (see Figure 14). 
 

                                                 
14 A split sample design was used to ask about banning soda and junk foods in public schools in general and 
elementary schools in particular. For partial samples, the margin of error at the 95 percent confidence level 
is roughly +/- 5 percent.  
15 The exact wording for the public school questions was, “Would you support or oppose legislation that 
would ban the sale of soda and other high-sugar beverages in public schools?" and “Would you support or 
oppose legislation that would ban high-fat, high-sugar snack foods from school vending machines?" 
16 The exact wording for the elementary school questions was, "Would you support or oppose legislation 
that would ban the sale of soda and other high-sugar beverages in public elementary schools?" and "Would 
you support or oppose legislation that would ban high-fat, high-sugar snack foods from school vending 
machines in elementary schools?" 



Carl Vinson Institute of Government · 201 North Milledge Avenue · Athens, Georgia 30602 · (706) 542-2736 

 

 12

Figure 13. Support for Banning Soda and Other High-Sugar Beverages in  
Public School and Elementary School Vending Machines 
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Figure 4. Support for Banning High-Sugar, High-Fat Junk Foods in  
Public School and Elementary School Vending Machines 
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The data presented in this report are taken from a Peach State Poll conducted by the Carl 
Vinson Institute of Government between July 25 and August 5, 2005. The poll included 
803 telephone interviews of randomly selected adults in Georgia. For a sample of this 
size, the margin of error at the 95 percent confidence level is +/- 3.5 percent for questions 
reporting the full sample. Some of the questions reported above used a partial sample; 
these instances are noted in the text, and the sampling error is roughly +/- 5 percent. 
Although sampling error is only one source of potential survey error, precautions have 
been taken to minimize other sources of error for this survey.  
 
The Carl Vinson Institute of Government, a public service and outreach unit of the 
University of Georgia, as part of its mission seeks to provide policymakers with 
systematic, objective research to inform policy decisions. In accordance with that 
mission, the Peach State Poll aims to give voice to the public on important policy matters 
and issues pertaining to political, social, and economic life in Georgia. 
 
For more information, contact Kelly Foster at kfoster@cviog.uga.edu or 706-542-2736.  
 
 
 


