NLSY79 Child/Young Adult Data Brief

Obesity Data in the NLSY79
Child/Young Adult Surveys

The NLSY79 Child/Young Adult surveys provide researchers with the opportunity to study the effects of family transitions on child
development across the lifespan. The NLSY79 Child/YA data can be used to investigate the connections between economic or
employment instability, changes in family structure, or residential mobility on a variety of cognitive, educational, socio-emotional,
health, and behavioral outcomes from childhood through adolescence into adulthood.

Birthweight and growth during childhood. The height and weight of children in the NLSY79 surveys have been
recorded in every round of the NLSY79 child survey. Mothers also report each child’s birthweight, whether the child was breastfed,
when the child first began eating solid food, and whether he or she experienced serious feeding problems during the first year of
life. The child file includes a series of questions, for younger children, about the degree to which the child is allowed choice in
breakfast and lunch foods, how often the child eats with both parents, and whether the child eats what he or she is told. Children
aged 10 and older report on television viewing habits, the amount of time spent playing video games, and whether they engage in
sports or a physical activity after school.

When were the children measured? In the child interviews conducted from 1986 to 2014, the child’s height and body weight
were measured by the interviewer or recorded as reported by the mother. Mother reports of child height and weight are also
available in 2016 and 2018.

How were the children measured? The method of report, tape measure, scale, mother, or child, was also recorded. Starting in
2006, children also self-reported their weight in the Child Self-Administered Supplement when they reached age 10-14.

Body weight, nutrition, sleep and self-image in young adulthood. NLSY79 children who have reached
young adult age (15 years and older through 2014; 12 and older beginning in 2016) are asked their height and weight in each survey
round. Starting in 2004, young adult respondents have provided information on possible factors in obesity, such as their vegetable
and fruit consumption, exercise, computer and video game usage, and amount of sleep. Young adults report any eating disorder
when asked if they have received psychological treatment in the past year. Questions about self-perception of weight and what
respondents plan to do about their weight (also found in the NLSY97) were introduced into the survey beginning in 2006. Young
adult mothers report about weight gain or loss during pregnancy, as well as the birth weight and length of their children. Beginning
in 2010, male respondents are also asked about the birth weight of their children. Starting in 2010, all young adult parents are asked
the current height and weight of their children with whom they have contact.

Mothers' weight history. NLSY79 respondents first reported their weight in 1981 and then in the majority of the
subsequent survey rounds, including the latest round. Height was first reported in 1981 and then in several later rounds, in a variety
of formats, including the latest round. In recent years, respondents are asked whether they are trying to lose weight, gain weight, or
maintain the same weight (also asked of the Young Adult children). Female respondents with children have given information on
their weight before pregnancy and their weight at the time of delivery. Recent survey years also include information on NLSY79
respondents’ reported activity level and behavior related to nutrition.
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The National Longitudinal Surveys are sponsored by the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) with data collection and user services
provided, under contract, by CHRR at The Ohio State University and NORC at the University of Chicago. Funding for the NLSY79
Child/Young Adult surveys is provided by the Eunice Kennedy Shriver National Institute of Child Health and Human Development
(NICHD). For information on NLS data or documentation visit www.nlsinfo.org or contact NLS User Services (usersvc@chrr.osu.edu
or 614-442-7366).

NLS data and documentation are publicly available for search and download at: http://www.nlsinfo.org

The annotated, searchable NLS bibliography can be accessed at: http://www.nlsbibliography.org
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