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Health Indicators
Healthy Eating and Active Living

Good nutrition and physical 
activity are essential to good 
health. Benefits associated 
with a healthy diet and regular 
exercise include:

▪ decreased risk of chronic 
diseases such as type 2 
diabetes, hypertension, and 
certain cancers. 

▪ decreased risk of 
overweight and obesity.

▪ decreased risk of vitamin 
and mineral deficiencies.1

A healthful diet includes a 
variety of nutrient-dense 
foods within and across the 
food groups, especially whole 
grains, fruits, vegetables, low-
fat or fat-free dairy products, 
and lean protein sources. A 
healthful diet also limits the 
intake of saturated and trans 

fats, cholesterol, added sugars, 
sodium, and alcohol. 

Physical activity reduces risks 
of cardiovascular disease and 
diabetes beyond that produced 
by weight reduction alone. In 
addition, physical activity helps 
to:

▪ reduce high blood pressure. 
▪ reduce risk for type 2 

diabetes, heart attack, 
stroke, and several forms of 
cancer.

▪ reduce arthritis pain and 
associated disability.

▪ reduce risk for osteoporosis 
and falls.

▪ reduce symptoms of 
depression and anxiety.2

Expending calories through 
physical activity, combined 

with reducing the number of 
calories consumed, creates a 
“calorie deficit” that results in 
weight loss. Most weight loss 
occurs because of decreased 
caloric intake. However, 
evidence shows weight loss is 
best maintained by engaging in 
regular physical activity.2 

In 2008, the United States 
Department of Health and 
Human Services released 
guidelines for physical activity.3 
Adults ages 18 to 64 years 
should engage in two hours 
and 30 minutes of moderate-
intensity, or one hour and 15 
minutes of vigorous-intensity, 
aerobic physical activity 
each week. Children and 
adolescents (ages 6 to 17 years) 
should engage in one hour of 

Figure 1. Percent of adults 18 years and older who are obese (BMI ≥30), 
1995 to 2010
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physical activity every day. 
Both age groups are advised 
to participate in muscle-
strengthening activities at least 
twice weekly. 

How is it measured?
Diet is measured in a variety 
of ways, and one indicator of a 
healthy diet is reported fruit and 
vegetable consumption. Barriers 
that restrict access to healthier 
food exist for some populations 
related to geography, income, 
and education levels. Measuring 
the locations of neighborhood 
grocery stores and farmers’ 
markets compared to the 
density of fast food restaurants 
may explain patterns of 
food consumption and the 
availability of more or less 
nutritional foods in a particular 
setting. 

Perhaps the most telling 
indicators of diet and physical 
activity are the outcome 
measures for overweight and 
obesity, high cholesterol, 

hypertension, and diabetes. 
Overweight and obesity are 
labels for ranges of weight 
that are greater than what is 
generally considered healthy 
for a given height, and have 
been linked to increased risk of 
certain health problems. 

For estimating prevalence 
of unhealthy weight at the 
population level, measures of 
weight and height are used to 
calculate “body mass index” 
(BMI). BMI is used because, for 
most people, it correlates with 
their amount of body fat.

▪ An adult who has a BMI 
between 25 and 29.9 is 
considered overweight. 

▪ An adult who has a BMI of 
30 or higher is considered 
obese. 

A common source of adult BMI 
data is the Behavioral Risk 
Factor Surveillance System 
which is a state-based health 
survey of adults 18 years and 
older. For adolescents and 

children, BMI calculations are 
compared to percentiles of BMI-
for-age ranges. The percentile 
indicates the relative position of 
the child’s BMI among children 
of the same sex and age in the 
United States. Adolescent BMI 
data is extracted from the state-
based Youth Risk Behavior 
Survey of high school students. 
For younger children, BMI data 
is derived from the Colorado 
Child Health survey. Data for 
overweight and obese children 
and adolescents are available at 
the state level.

Physical activity is measured 
by quantifying the duration 
and relative intensity levels 
of various activities in 
which people engage. At the 
population level, these measures 
are commonly obtained from 
the aforementioned health 
surveys. 

Figure 2. Percent of population with unhealthy weight, 
El Paso County and Colorado 2008 to 2010 “An estimated 
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How are we doing in El 
Paso County?
Although Colorado continues to 
rank as one of the leanest states 
in terms of weight indicators, 
it has not escaped the national 
obesity epidemic. The 
proportion of Colorado adults 
who are obese has more than 
doubled in the past 15 years—
from 10.1 percent in 1995 to 21.4 
percent in 2010—meaning more 
than one of every five Colorado 
adults are obese (Figure 1).4,5 
An estimated 37.1 percent of 
the adult population in El Paso 
County were overweight and 
21.2 percent were obese in 2009 
to 2010 (Figure 2).6 

Disparities exist for people who 
are overweight and obese based 
on income, education, gender, 
and race (Figure 3). There is a 
trend, although not statistically 
significant, for black adults 
to have higher prevalence of 
obesity as compared to white or 
Hispanic adults. Also, obesity 
is more common among people 
in households earning less 
than $25,000 per year and, 
interestingly, is higher in people 
who graduated high school or 
have a more advanced degree.6 

People who are overweight 
or obese are at risk for poor 
health outcomes including 
hypertension, high cholesterol, 
and non-gestational diabetes. 
In El Paso County, the number 
of adults with these conditions 
has increased substantially in 
the past decade, paralleling 
trends in obesity. Between 
2003 and 2009, hypertension 
among adults has risen from 
14.7 percent to 19.2 percent, 
and high cholesterol rose from 
25.5 percent to 34.5 percent 
among those who had their 

cholesterol levels checked.5 The 
prevalence of non-gestational  
diabetes increased from 3.8 
percent among adults in 
2003-2004 to 5.4 percent in 
2009-2010, representing a 42 
percent increase overall. Figure 
4 illustrates that people with 
unhealthy BMI are substantially 
more likely to suffer from 
hypertension, high cholesterol, 
and non-gestational diabetes.7

As shown in Figure 2, 28.5 
percent of El Paso County 
children ages 2 to 14 years were 
of excessive weight, which is not 
significantly different than the 
state average of 25.8 percent 
(2008 to 2010).8  Additionally, 
almost one in five Colorado 
high school students were at an 
unhealthy weight in 2009.9 

Eating, physical activity, and 
sedentary behaviors of children 
and youth impact the risk of 
being overweight and obese. 

Statewide, nearly two-thirds of 
children under 14 years of age 
regularly eat fast food and a 
substantial proportion engage 
in sedentary activities for two or 
more hours per average school 
day (Table 1).10 

The United States Preventive 
Services Task Force presented 
evidence that breastfeeding 
provides substantial health 
benefits for children, with 
improved health outcomes 
related to the duration and 
exclusivity of breastfeeding.11 
For example, children who were 
not breastfed were more likely 
to have asthma, type 2 diabetes, 
and obesity. Interestingly, data 
shows that in El Paso County 
nearly 90 percent of new 
mothers initiate breastfeeding 
after birth, although nearly  
one-third of those mothers 
do not continue breastfeeding 
beyond 2 months (Figure 5).12  

Figure 3. Percent of adults 18 years and older who are obese  
(BMI ≥30), by selected characteristics, 

El Paso County 2009 to 2010

Note: Error bars represent the 95% margin of error for each value.
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Physical activity measures 
indicate that many adults 
are meeting recommended 
guidelines. In El Paso County 
in 2009, 57.0 percent of 
adults reported engaging in 
two hours and 30 minutes of 
moderate physical activity (e.g., 
brisk walking) or one hour of 
vigorous physical activity (e.g., 
running) per week.13 In contrast, 
fewer children and youth are 
meeting the recommendation 
for daily physical activity. 
Only 38.0 percent of Colorado 

children ages 5 to 14 met the 
recommended weekly amount 
of moderate physical activity in 
2010.10 Just over one-quarter of 
Colorado high school students 
met the recommended weekly 
amounts of exercise in 2009 
(Table 1).9

Geographic characteristics of a 
community may have barriers 
for healthy eating. For example, 
where people live impacts the 
availability of nearby full-service 

Table 1. Percent of children and adolescents engaging in selected eating and 
recreational behaviors, Colorado 2009 and 2010

Figure 4. Percent of adults 18 years and older with co-existing conditions 
based on weight status, El Paso County 2009

Note: Error bars represent the 95% margin of error for each value.

grocery stores with fresh fruits 
and vegetables, which can then 
influence food choices. In 2008, 
only 44 percent of zip codes in 
El Paso County had some form 
of healthy food outlet (defined 
as a grocery store, produce 
stand, or farmer’s market). 
This value was below the range 
found in neighboring Colorado 
counties and the state average 
of 59 percent, and well below 
the national benchmark of 92 
percent (Table 2).14  ■
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Ages 1-14 years
(2010)

Ages 15-19 years
(2009)

Consuming less than recommended daily amount of fruit 
and vegetablesa 81.3% 75.6%

Eating fast food one or more times per weekb

63.3% n/a

Engaging in recommended daily physical activityc
38.0%

(ages 5-14) 26.9%

Watching TV or videos two or more hours on average 
school dayd

34.1%
(ages 5-14) 45.6%

Playing video games or using computer two or more 
hours on average school dayd

11.0%
(ages 5-14) 35.2%

a Five or more servings per day.
b Food is paid for at a counter or drive thru, before being eaten.
c 60 minutes of physical activity per day.
d Unrelated to school
n/a: Measure unavailable for age group 
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Figure 5. Percent of new mothers who breastfed their infant and duration of 
breastfeeding, 2008 to 2010
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Place Percent of zip codes with 
access to at least one 
healthy food  outlet*

Colorado 59%
Adams County 83%
Arapahoe County 83%
Denver County 70%
Douglas County 69%
El Paso County 44%
Jefferson County 83%
Larimer County 73%
Pueblo County 82%
Weld County 52%
National Benchmark 92%

* Healthy food outlet is defined as a grocery store or produce 
stand/farmers’ market

Table 2. Accessibility of healthy food outlets based on zip code in selected 
Colorado counties, 2008

Note: Error bars represent the 95% margin of error for each value.
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