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       r e s e a r c h  B R I E F

Does Summertime Weight Gain Undermine 
Youth Obesity Prevention Efforts? 

Introduction

For many children, summer vacation is a three-month hiatus from the daily 
responsibilities and scheduled demands they experience during the nine-month 
school year. Yet the freedoms many adults may remember from their childhood 
summers — riding bikes to the corner store, walking to the local swimming hole, 
playing active games with neighborhood friends every day — have become less 
common among today’s youth. Many parents are becoming increasingly concerned 
about neighborhood safety, and limiting children’s outdoor play.1,2 
	 Only recently has it been suggested that the change in summer freedoms  
may have a potentially negative impact on children’s physical activity levels, and that 
this shift may be contributing to a larger problem of disproportionate summertime 
weight gain among children. Emerging evidence shows that children gain more weight 
during their summer vacation than they do during the entire school year,3-5 and some 
studies also find that the fitness gains children achieve during the school year are 
erased over the summer months.6,7
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F i g u r e  1   Differences in weight change during the summer  
vs. school in 3,588 elementary-age children16
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Conclusions and Policy Implications

Conclusions

The problem is clear —children weigh more and are less  
fit at the end of summer than they were before summer started. 
This is surprising because children should have more free 
time to be physically active, and fresh fruits and vegetables 
are in season during the summer. Although youth obesity and 
associated health behaviors have received significant attention 
in recent years, very limited attention has been given to the 
effects of summer vacation. 

Recommendations

Promising efforts to achieve healthy eating and physical activity 
standards in summer programs are underway, but it will require 
additional time before the impact of these interventions is fully 
known.14 Given the existing information regarding youth and 
summer vacation, the following recommendations are provided:

■■ In 2011, healthy eating and physical activity standards 
endorsed by the National Afterschool Association included 
standards for day-long summer programs.15 These 
standards call for increases in the amount of fruits and 
vegetables children eat and the amount of moderate-to-
vigorous physical activity they should accumulate while 
attending summer programs. These standards should be 
implemented by the settings many youth frequent during  
the summer, such as YMCA, Boys and Girls Clubs, and 
Parks and Recreation-operated summer day camps.

■■ Existing approaches, such as professional development 
trainings, should be tailored to staff employed in locations 
youth frequent during the summer.

	 There is limited information about children’s diets and 
opportunities to be physically active during the summer 
months; research investigating the “how,” “why,” and “what  
to do” about summer weight gain is in its infancy, but growing.  
As policymakers, practitioners, and researchers continue to 
work toward reversing the childhood obesity epidemic and 
ensuring our children grow up at a healthy weight, learning 
more about what occurs during summer vacation may be 
critical for informing their efforts. This research brief synthesizes 
what is known about summer weight gain, and how physical 
activity and diet during the summer may contribute. 

The Evidence

Weight Gain During Summer

■■ Two recent systematic reviews concluded that during 
summer vacation, children gain up to three times as much 
weight as during the entire school year.3,4

■■ While all youth tend to gain weight over the summer, 
youth from African-American and non-White Hispanic 
backgrounds, and youth who are already overweight, may 
be especially at risk for excessive summertime weight gain.4,5

Fitness and Physical Activity Decreases

■■ Studies of children participating in two types of school-
based fitness interventions showed that the children lost 
the cardiovascular fitness improvements they had gained 
during the school year by the time they returned from the 
subsequent summer vacation.6-8

■■ There appears to be a “Goldilocks Zone” of optimal 
temperature for youth physical activity, and hot summer 
days may not fall into that category. Studies show that 
children are less active on very cold or hot days.9

Poor Dietary Habits

■■ A study on the types of foods and beverages children bring 
to summer day camps for lunch and snacks found that 
almost half of the children brought both sugar-sweetened 
beverages (such as non-100% juice drinks) and chips.  
Only a third of children brought fruits, and almost none 
brought vegetables.10,11

Summer Program Leaders Recognize Health as Important

■■ Summer programs, such as summer day camps, serve 
14 million youth annually.12 In a 2011 national study, the 
American Camp Association reported that summer day 
camp leaders identified “healthy eating and physical activity 
of the children attending” as the third most important  
issue facing summer day camps, behind “financial security 
of the camp” and “communication to parents.”13
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Given the emerging evidence about weight gain during 
summer, there is a clear need for more research on youth 
physical activity and eating patterns during the summer, and 
how these factors ultimately influence weight gain. Further, 
more research is needed to determine how such behaviors 
differ between summer and the school year. These types of 
studies should be funded and undertaken, as they can help us 
identify the most effective strategies to slow down the excessive 
weight gains currently observed during summer so our children 
can maintain a healthy weight, and live long, healthy lives.

This research brief was written by Michael W. Beets, M.Ed., M.P.H., Ph.D., 
Associate Professor, Department of Exercise Science, Division of Health 
Aspects of Physical Activity, Arnold School of Public Health University of 
South Carolina. Peer review by Aaron E. Beighle, Ph.D., University of 
Kentucky; Russell L. Carson, Ph.D., University of Northern Colorado.
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