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VERSION 1 - REVIEW 

REVIEWER Dr Robert Levitan 
University of Toronto, Canada 

REVIEW RETURNED 19-Apr-2016 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS This is an important paper demonstrating a marked and consistent 
gender difference in the rate of increase in obesity in Chinese 
School-aged children. The authors make use of a large database to 
accomplish their goal and the paper is well written overall. A few 
minor points are as follows:  
 
1. It is not clear what methods were used to rule out medical and 
psychiatric disorders and how exactly were children with these 
disorders dealt with in the analyses ? One would expect at least 
some children to have one or both of these problems.  
 
2. Table 1 is not particularly helpful and could be eliminated.  
 
3. Table 2 is rather dense and it is not clear which data are 
significant here.  
 
4. Although this is purely a descriptive study and not focused on 
mechanisms, it would be of interest to know what variables are 
available in these cohorts that might be used for future research by 
this group. Are there any instruments that might allow a test of the 
parental attitudes that differ across genders ?  

 

REVIEWER John Broom 
Robert Gordon University, Aberdeen  
United Kingdom 

REVIEW RETURNED 29-Apr-2016 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS This paper is well written, with minimal errors in English language 
usage. It neatly synthesises the data from various National Surveys 
of Children from 1985 to 2010, using this data to investigate the 
temporal association of overweight and obesity in children from 7 - 
18 years. The paper clearly delineates a gender difference in both 
the absolute and relative rate of weight gain over this time period. 
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The nature of the gender difference in obesity prevalence and the 
ethnic and regional differences across the world are well discussed 
in the introduction. The results of this study are then are then placed 
in context in the light of this introduction.  
The tables are appropriate to supplement the text, but where there is 
a requirement for units, eg %, this is missing from the table's 
structure. Why was the table nomenclature changed from numerate 
to alphabetical, ie Tables 1- 4, and then Tables S1 and S2? Fig.1 is 
both confusing and unnecessary as it adds no further information 
than can be gleaned from Table 4.  
Although the strengths and limitations of the study are well 
discussed in the body of the paper, the section (p4) where these 
were delineated only mention the strengths of the study. The 
limitations have not been highlighted here - this needs correcting. It 
is interesting to note that the sample numbers after 1985 were 50% 
of the 1985 survey, but this is not mentioned in the text, nor any 
explanation for the sudden drop in sample numbers. Other than this, 
the methodology and statistical analyses appear appropriate, 
although it would have been interesting to look at the effect of 
socioeconomic class This information had been gathered, but not 
independently used other than to take this factor into account in the 
overall statistical analyses. Such an independent analyses of the 
association between socioeconomic class and overweight and 
obesity prevalence, including possible gender difference, would 
have been useful, both in comparison with other regions globally, but 
also in providing information allowing the appropriate targeting of 
Public Health interventions within the Chinese population.  
Overall, with minor alterations, I would recommend this paper for 
publication.  
 
Specific Comments:  
1. Abstract(p4,l29) -dozens of times- is inappropriate and should be 
replaced with a more scientific phrase, preferably numeric  
2. p7,l14 accounted should read account  
3. p8,l6 were the measurements carried out at the same time of day  
4. p8, l39-41 was the training course for anthropometric 
measurements based on the International Standards for 
Anthropometric Assessment (ISAK) manual?  
5. p9, l26 replace dozens of times  
6. p10, l4 should read -increasing trend with time-  
7. p10, l22-24 Furthermore the gender disparity..... This sentence is 
nonsensical and clearly has a missing clause or two.  
8. p10 l36-42 There are no significance values quoted here, or in 
Table 4, or were the data non-significant?  
9. p11, l4 Do the authors mean 1995 or should this read 1985  

 

REVIEWER Adela Hruby 
Jean Mayer USDA Human Nutrition Research Center on Aging at 
Tufts University, USA 

REVIEW RETURNED 11-May-2016 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS Although the authors present an attempted "universalization" of 
overweight/obesity trends in Chinese children by including WHO and 
IOTF definitions, as opposed to the typically used WOGC definitions, 
this reviewer does not find the manuscript sufficiently novel given 
that this data has been presented many times already (including 
IOTF definitions, if not WHO definitions - see Ying-Xiu, J Public 
Health, 2012).  
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Additional comments:  
- It's unclear why 1991 survey data was not included in the present 
analysis.  
- Annualized prevalence in Table S1 is incorrectly calculated for 
1985-1995 years (e.g., 0.27 for obesity in boys is the division of the 
difference by 5, when it should be divided by 10 - it should be 0.14, 
not 0.27).  
- Table 1 should be a supplemental table since the authors give it as 
part of the methods, and/or survey N should be incorporated into the 
current Table 2.  
- Regarding prevalence estimates - it's unclear whether these 
estimates are adjusted for the covariates that are not of primary 
interest (e.g., if year is regressed on prevalence as in Table 2, is 
prevalence adjusted for rural/urban, sex [in total population], age 
group, SES, etc.).  
- Related, please note the adjustments in each table footnote - and if 
adjustments in the total population differed from the subgroup 
adjustments.  
- Table 2 does not currently include any P trends for year despite the 
footnote.  
- Table 4 and Figure 1 are redundant. If the authors prefer the figure 
to the table in the main manuscript, they should move the data for 
the figure to the supplemental material.  
- Table S2 title should not indicate "between adjacent years" but 
"between adjacent surveys".  
- What is the added value of including both annuazlized difference 
and survey ratio estimates in Tables S1 and S2, respectively? What 
additional information is gained by including both? The authors 
should probably select one of the two.  
- Although, in broad terms, the manuscript is reasonably well-written, 
there are many misspellings and typos that need correction (e.g., 
"ration" for "ratio", and so on).  
- The Abstract at this time doesn't include any empirical results: 
"dozens of times" is insufficient for readers looking for summary 
estimates from start to end of the study. Please give more empirical 
information to the reader.  
- In the Discussion, although the authors suggest that different 
strategies are needed for urban vs. rural children, could it not be that 
the overall rapid and widespread increase in income, urbanization, 
etc., is leading to rural children simply "catching up" to urban 
children, and that given this context, it is not surprising to see that 
rates of urban and rural obesity will eventually match each other? 
This reviewer thinks the emphasis on the differential rates between 
urban/rural areas is inflated and not necessarily warranted, and this 
reviewer isn't sure why wholly different strategies would be needed 
in one area vs. another. The absolute burden is still considerably 
higher in urban areas given the prevalence as well as the population 
distribution.  
- The gender differences have been noted time and again, and thus 
are also not particularly novel.  

 

REVIEWER Chuanbo Xie 
Sun Yat-sen University Cancer Center, China 

REVIEW RETURNED 15-May-2016 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS This large multiple-cross-sectional study reports the secular trend in 
prevalence of overweight and obesity among Chinese children. They 
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found that the prevalence of overweight and obesity dramatically 
increased during the past decades in China; and boys were more 
vulnerable than girls and urban areas are much higher than rural 
area in China. This study is well written and the conclusions are 
straightforward. The results of this study can be used as the 
reference data for future research. Below are my point by point 
comments.  
 
 
Major Comments:  
In the subjects and methods section, the authors mentioned that the 
research staff of the CNSSCH study selected the children by 
stratified sampling method. Specifically, first they selected 26 
mainland provinces and 4 municipalities as the target regions. Then 
they randomly selected the schools and classes from the target 
regions. Lastly, for the selected classes, they measured all the 
students’ weight and height. Therefore, there are at least four levels 
generated during the sampling process (i.e., student level, class 
level, school level, and region level). For this kind of data, it would 
be much better to use multi-level models instead of traditional 
models to compare the obesity and overweight prevalence 
differences across different genders, areas, and time periods.  
 
ABSTRACT  
1.In the methods section, it’s better for the authors to give out the full 
names of “WHO” and “IOTF”, since it was their first time to appear in 
the manuscript. Although the abstract has word limits, it would be 
much better for the authors give relative more details about the 
CNSSCH study.  
 
INTRODUCTION  
2.The introduction part is well organized. One or two sentences 
regarding the implications of this study are expected to add into this 
section (e.g., “this study had implications in XXX”).  
3.Minor comment: Lines 36-37 “16.2% to 22.6% of girls” should be 
corrected as “16.2% to 22.6% in girls”.  
 
SUBJECTS AND METHODS  
4.In this study the authors only included children/adolescents with 
complete data on age, sex, areas, weight, and height information 
into analysis (Page 7, Lines 49-53). Therefore, a flow chart as 
supplemental Figure might be very helpful for readers to gauge the 
potential selection bias, since the deletion might break up the 
randomization.  
5.In page 8 lines 34-37, the authors stated that they also used IOTF 
reference to define overweight and obesity. But they didn’t show the 
criteria used to define overweight or obesity by using IOTF method. 
Did they also use BMI-Zscore above 1 SD or 2 SD to define 
overweight or obesity? If so, please add here. Otherwise, please 
specify.  
6.Minor comment: In page 8 lines 31-32, “thinness :< -2SD” should 
be changed as “underweight: < -2 SD”.  
RESULTS  
7. The results part is well written, despite the numbers are a little bit 
distracting. If possible, could the authors use Figures to replace 
some tables? It’s better for the authors to add the percentages of 
each cell account for into table 1.  
DISCUSSION  
8. Except for the food policy, the reduced physical activity level 
might contribute to the endemic of overweight and obesity among 
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Chinese children and adolescents. Please add this point into the 
discussion part.  
9. In the conclusion part the authors mentioned that the China 
government had developed some some guidelines to control the 
endemic of childhood overweight and obesity. In my opinion, this 
part should not be included into the conclusion part. It’s better to 
remove this sentence(s) into the discussion part.   

 

VERSION 1 – AUTHOR RESPONSE 

Reviewer: 1  

Reviewer Name: Dr Robert Levitan  

Institution and Country: University of Toronto, Canada  

Competing Interests: none declared  

 

This is an important paper demonstrating a marked and consistent gender difference in the rate of 

increase in obesity in Chinese School-aged children. The authors make use of a large database to 

accomplish their goal and the paper is well written overall. A few minor points are as follows:  

Response: Thank you for your comments.  

1. It is not clear what methods were used to rule out medical and psychiatric disorders and how 

exactly were children with these disorders dealt with in the analyses? One would expect at least some 

children to have one or both of these problems.  

Response: At each survey, the participants would recieve medical examination by physicians before 

measurements, and some of them would be excluded from the survey according to following criterion: 

1) Children with serious organ diseases (Heart, lung, liver, kidney); 2) Children with abnormal physical 

development, for example, pygmyism and gigantism; 3) Children with physical impairment or 

deformity, such as severe scoliosis, chicken breast, limp, obvious O leg and X leg; 4) Children with 

acute diseases or suffered from high fever, diarrhea and other acute diseases during the past month, 

but not yet recovered. The students having at least one of these problems had been excluded. We 

have described the methods in detail as below.  

Please see page 8-9, “All eligible participants had lived in the same area for at least one year and 

received a medical examination by physicians before measurement, and some of them would be 

exclued from the survey according to following criterion: 1) Children with serious organ diseases 

(Heart, lung, liver, kidney); 2) Children with abnormal physical development, for example, pygmyism 

and gigantism; 3) Children with physical impairment or deformity, such as severe scoliosis, chicken 

breast, limp, obvious O leg and X leg; 4) Children with acute diseases or suffered from high fever, 

diarrhea and other acute diseases during the past month, but not yet recovered. The students having 

at least one of these problems had been excluded.”  

 

2. Table 1 is not particularly helpful and could be eliminated.  

Response: Thank you for your suggestion. We have removed it to supplementary material (now Table 

S1).  

 

3. Table 2 is rather dense and it is not clear which data are significant here.  

Response: Thank you for your careful review, and we have added the P trends in Table 2 (now Table 

1).  

Please see Table 1.  

 

4. Although this is purely a descriptive study and not focused on mechanisms, it would be of interest 

to know what variables are available in these cohorts that might be used for future research by this 

group. Are there any instruments that might allow a test of the parental attitudes that differ across 

genders?  

Response: It would be of interest to analyze the mechanism of gender disparity. We did not collect the 
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information of parental attitudes regarding to obesity in the large-scaled national survey and could not 

make a test. However, we had cited a reference (ref.25) in “Discussion”, which indicated the potential 

mechanism. The local study in China used quesitonnaire, in which perceptions of weight status were 

used the question — whether the child was perceived as obese, overweight, underweight or normal 

weight, to access the parental perceptions of a child’s weight status (ref.25).  

 

Reviewer: 2  

Reviewer Name: John Broom  

Institution and Country: Robert Gordon University, Aberdeen, United Kingdom  

Competing Interests: No competing interests  

 

This paper is well written, with minimal errors in English language usage. It neatly synthesises the 

data from various National Surveys of Children from 1985 to 2010, using this data to investigate the 

temporal association of overweight and obesity in children from 7 - 18 years. The paper clearly 

delineates a gender difference in both the absolute and relative rate of weight gain over this time 

period. The nature of the gender difference in obesity prevalence and the ethnic and regional 

differences across the world are well discussed in the introduction. The results of this study are then 

are then placed in context in the light of this introduction.  

Response: Thank you for the comments.  

 

The tables are appropriate to supplement the text, but where there is a requirement for units, eg %, 

this is missing from the table's structure. Why was the table nomenclature changed from numerate to 

alphabetical, ie Tables 1- 4, and then Tables S1 and S2?  

Response: Thank you very much. We have added the units in Table 2 and 3 (now Table 1 and 2) as 

you suggested. We numbered tables in the published paper according to numerate order (Table 1, 2), 

but numbered supplementary Tables according to alphabetical order, such as Table S1 and S2.  

 

Fig.1 is both confusing and unnecessary as it adds no further information than can be gleaned from 

Table 4.  

Response: We thought Fig.1 is more intuitive to readers, so we kept it. However, because Table 4 

had more information than Fig. 1, which might be interesting for some readers, we have removed 

Table 4 to supplementary material (now Table S3).  

 

Although the strengths and limitations of the study are well discussed in the body of the paper, the 

section (p4) where these were delineated only mention the strengths of the study. The limitations 

have not been highlighted here - this needs correcting. It is interesting to note that the sample 

numbers after 1985 were 50% of the 1985 survey, but this is not mentioned in the text, nor any 

explanation for the sudden drop in sample numbers. Other than this, the methodology and statistical 

analyses appear appropriate, although it would have been interesting to look at the effect of 

socioeconomic class. This information had been gathered, but not independently used other than to 

take this factor into account in the overall statistical analyses. Such an independent analyses of the 

association between socioeconomic class and overweight and obesity prevalence, including possible 

gender difference, would have been useful, both in comparison with other regions globally, but also in 

providing information allowing the appropriate targeting of Public Health interventions within the 

Chinese population.  

Response: Thanks for the comments. We have added limitation in the section (p5) and explained the 

reason of sudden drop in sample numbers after 1985.  

Please see page 5, “The study has two limitations. Some 15- to 18-year-old adolescents who could 

not enter senior high school were not investigated in the school-based national survey. In addition, 

some risk factors, such as family income, parents’ BMI and number of siblings……”  

Please see page 8, “The sample size in each subgroup was larger in 1985 than in the subsequent 

years, because the Chinese government consulted relevant experts after the 1985 survey and 
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consequently revised the sample size which is sufficient for statistical analyses.”  

 

Because we did not collect the data of individual socioeconomic status, it is not possible to analyze 

the independent effect of socioeconomic status on obesity. However, we had the data of the regional 

socioeconomic class and then performed the stratified analyses by socioeconomic class. The 

temporal trends of POR in 3 different regions (‘upper’, ‘moderate’ and ‘low’) were similar to that in the 

total sample. Please see the following Table 1:  

Table 1 Prevalence odds ratio (POR) with 95% confidence interval (CI) for overweight and obesity 

among boys compared with girls for each CNSSCH survey year stratified by socioeconomic class  

socioeconomic class WHO definition IOTF definition  

Obesity Overweight + obesity Obesity Overweight + obesity  

Upper  

1985 3.91(2.60-5.88) 1.06(0.96-1.17) 2.11(1.22-3.64) 0.79(0.71-0.89)  

1995 3.42(2.94-3.98) 1.72(1.62-1.82) 2.24(1.87-2.69) 1.53(1.44-1.64)  

2000 3.55(3.18-3.98) 2.04(1.94-2.15) 2.79(2.43-3.20) 1.76(1.67-1.86)  

2005 3.65(3.67-3.95) 2.12(2.04-2.21) 2.77(2.51-3.05) 1.92(1.84-2.01)  

2010 4.17(3.85-4.52) 2.19(2.10-2.28) 3.34(3.03-3.67) 2.01(1.93-2.10)  

moderate  

1985 2.38(1.64-3.46) 0.95(0.86-1.05) 1.21(0.70-2.07) 0.73(0.65-0.82)  

1995 2.90(2.40-3.50) 1.54(1.43-1.65) 2.03(1.60-2.58) 1.34(1.24-1.45)  

2000 3.29(2.94-3.68) 1.89(1.80-2.00) 2.40(2.10-2.75) 1.68(1.59-1.78)  

2005 3.72(3.35-4.12) 2.06(1.96-2.16) 2.63(2.33-2.98) 1.83(1.74-1.93)  

2010 4.00(3.65-4.39) 2.08(1.99-2.17) 3.07(2.75-3.43) 1.86(1.77-1.95)  

Low  

1985 2.27(1.57-3.30) 0.83(0.75-0.92) 1.08(0.63-1.86) 0.61(0.54-0.69)  

1995 2.57(2.09-3.16) 1.53(1.1-1.65) 1.71(1.31-2.25) 1.35(1.24-1.47)  

2000 3.18(2.79-3.62) 1.83(1.72-1.94) 2.55(2.17-3.00) 1.59(1.50-1.70)  

2005 3.49(3.14-3.87) 1.96(1.86-2.05) 2.65(2.33-3.02) 1.73(1.64-1.82)  

2010 3.64(3.32-4.00) 2.09(2.00-2.19) 2.66(2.38-2.97) 1.87(1.79-1.97)  

 

For we could not present many tables in the paper, we have added one sentence in the Result 

section.  

Please see page 12-13, “In the analyses stratified by socioeconomic class, the temporal trends of 

POR in 3 different regions (‘upper’, ‘moderate’ and ‘low’) were similar to that in the total sample (data 

not shown).”  

 

Overall, with minor alterations, I would recommend this paper for publication.  

Specific Comments:  

1. Abstract(p4,l29) -dozens of times- is inappropriate and should be replaced with a more scientific 

phrase, preferably numeric  

Response: Thanks for the suggestion. We have revised as followed: “The prevalence of obesity 

increased (WHO definition: from 0.10% to 4.3%; IOTF definition: from 0.03% to 2.2%) over the past 

25 years ……” Please see page 3.  

 

2. p7,l14 accounted should read account  

Response: We have revised it. Please see page 8.  

 

3. p8,l6 were the measurements carried out at the same time of day  

Response: Yes, the measurements in present study were generally carried out at the same time of 

the day during the survey. We have added it in the revised manuscript.  

Please see page 10, “The measurements were generally carried out at the same time of the day 

during the survey.”  
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4. p8, l39-41 was the training course for anthropometric measurements based on the International 

Standards for Anthropometric Assessment (ISAK) manual?  

Response: Our training course which was developed in 1985 was not based on ISAK manual. But the 

anthropometric measurements of height and weight were the same as that in International Standards 

for Anthropometric Assessment (ISAK) manual.  

 

5. p9, l26 replace dozens of times  

Response: We have deleted “dozens of times”.  

 

6. p10, l4 should read -increasing trend with time-  

Response: Thank you. We have revised it according to your suggestion. Please see page 12.  

 

7. p10, l22-24 Furthermore the gender disparity..... This sentence is nonsensical and clearly has a 

missing clause or two.  

Response: Thank you for the careful review. We have deleted it from the manuscript.  

 

8. p10 l36-42 There are no significance values quoted here, or in Table 4, or were the data non-

significant?  

Response: We have added marks for significance in Table 4 (now Table S3).  

 

9. p11, l4 Do the authors mean 1995 or should this read 1985  

Response: Thanks. It should be 1985. We have revised it.  

Please see page 13, “This study indicated that prevalence of obesity and overweight increased 

dramatically between 1985 and 2010.”  

 

Reviewer: 3  

Reviewer Name: Adela Hruby  

Institution and Country: Jean Mayer USDA Human Nutrition Research Center on Aging at Tufts 

University, USA  

Competing Interests: None declared  

 

Although the authors present an attempted "universalization" of overweight/obesity trends in Chinese 

children by including WHO and IOTF definitions, as opposed to the typically used WOGC definitions, 

this reviewer does not find the manuscript sufficiently novel given that this data has been presented 

many times already (including IOTF definitions, if not WHO definitions - see Ying-Xiu, J Public Health, 

2012).  

Response: The published paper by Ying-Xiu Zhang which you mentioned above, used the data in 

Shandong (one of 26 provinces in China), which could not represent the whole China. Our manuscript 

used the CNSSCH from 26 provinces and 4 municipalities of China, which is, so far, the largest 

nationally representative sample of school-age children and adolescents in China. Although there are 

some publications regarding to childhood obesity in China, most of them were studies in one or some 

provinces. The rest of previous publications did not analyze the temporal change in gender disparity 

of obesity prevalence in both Chinese urban and rural areas. So we did the study to provide new 

evidence in this research field. Furthermore, in order to make the international comparison for 

childhood obesity and overweight available, we used WHO and IOTF definitions, instead of using 

WOGC definition.  

 

Additional comments:  

- It's unclear why 1991 survey data was not included in the present analysis.  

Response: The CNSSCH has been conducted every five years since 1985. But the 1991 CNSSCH 

collected samples from the capital city in each province, which was different from surveys in other 
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years (3 cities in one province). So we did not include the data in 1991 in the present study.  

 

- Annualized prevalence in Table S1 is incorrectly calculated for 1985-1995 years (e.g., 0.27 for 

obesity in boys is the division of the difference by 5, when it should be divided by 10 - it should be 

0.14, not 0.27).  

Response: Thank you for your careful review. We have revised them.  

 

- Table 1 should be a supplemental table since the authors give it as part of the methods, and/or 

survey N should be incorporated into the current Table 2.  

Response: Thanks for your suggestion, and we have revised Tables 1 as supplementary material 

(now Table S1).  

 

- Regarding prevalence estimates - it's unclear whether these estimates are adjusted for the 

covariates that are not of primary interest (e.g., if year is regressed on prevalence as in Table 2, is 

prevalence adjusted for rural/urban, sex [in total population], age group, SES, etc.).  

Response: In order to make it clear, we have added the P trends without adjusting for the covariates 

in Table 2 (now Table 1).  

 

- Related, please note the adjustments in each table footnote - and if adjustments in the total 

population differed from the subgroup adjustments.  

Response: We have revised footnote in Table 4 as you suggested (now Table S3).  

 

- Table 2 does not currently include any P trends for year despite the footnote.  

Response: We have added the P trends in Table 2 (now Table 1).  

 

- Table 4 and Figure 1 are redundant. If the authors prefer the figure to the table in the main 

manuscript, they should move the data for the figure to the supplemental material.  

Response: We thought Fig.1 is more intuitive to readers, so we kept it. However, because Table 4 

had more information than Fig. 1, which might be interesting for some readers, we have removed 

Table 4 to supplementary material (now Table S3).  

 

- Table S2 title should not indicate "between adjacent years" but "between adjacent surveys".  

Response: Thank you. We have deleted this Table as you suggested below.  

 

- What is the added value of including both annuazlized difference and survey ratio estimates in 

Tables S1 and S2, respectively? What additional information is gained by including both? The authors 

should probably select one of the two.  

Response: According to your suggestion, we have deleted Table S2.  

 

- Although, in broad terms, the manuscript is reasonably well-written, there are many misspellings and 

typos that need correction (e.g., "ration" for "ratio", and so on).  

Response: Thanks for your careful review. Sorry for our typo errors. We have tried our best to revise 

the misspellings and typos.  

 

- The Abstract at this time doesn't include any empirical results: "dozens of times" is insufficient for 

readers looking for summary estimates from start to end of the study. Please give more empirical 

information to the reader.  

Response: We have revised the sentence:“The prevalence of obesity increased (WHO definition: from 

0.10% to 4.3%; IOTF definition: from 0.03% to 2.2%) over the past 25 years……” Please see page 3.  

 

- In the Discussion, although the authors suggest that different strategies are needed for urban vs. 

rural children, could it not be that the overall rapid and widespread increase in income, urbanization, 
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etc., is leading to rural children simply "catching up" to urban children, and that given this context, it is 

not surprising to see that rates of urban and rural obesity will eventually match each other? This 

reviewer thinks the emphasis on the differential rates between urban/rural areas is inflated and not 

necessarily warranted, and this reviewer isn't sure why wholly different strategies would be needed in 

one area vs. another. The absolute burden is still considerably higher in urban areas given the 

prevalence as well as the population distribution.  

Response: Thank you for the comment. We added a sentence to present the importance of obesity 

prevention and control in urban areas, considering the absolute burden.  

Please see page 16-17, “However, considering the absolute burden is still considerably higher in 

urban areas given the prevalence as well as the population distribution, obesity prevention and control 

should be advocated in urban areas of China.”  

 

- The gender differences have been noted time and again, and thus are also not particularly novel.  

Response: Although there are some publications regarding to childhood obesity in China, most of 

them were studies in one or some provinces. The rest of previous publications did not analyze the 

temporal change in gender disparity of obesity prevalence in both Chinese urban and rural areas. So 

we did the study to provide new evidence in this research field.  

 

Reviewer: 4  

Reviewer Name: Chuanbo Xie  

Institution and Country: Sun Yat-sen University Cancer Center, China  

Competing Interests: None  

 

This large multiple-cross-sectional study reports the secular trend in prevalence of overweight and 

obesity among Chinese children. They found that the prevalence of overweight and obesity 

dramatically increased during the past decades in China; and boys were more vulnerable than girls 

and urban areas are much higher than rural area in China. This study is well written and the 

conclusions are straightforward. The results of this study can be used as the reference data for future 

research. Below are my point by point comments.  

Response: Thank you very much.  

 

Major Comments:  

In the subjects and methods section, the authors mentioned that the research staff of the CNSSCH 

study selected the children by stratified sampling method. Specifically, first they selected 26 mainland 

provinces and 4 municipalities as the target regions. Then they randomly selected the schools and 

classes from the target regions. Lastly, for the selected classes, they measured all the students’ 

weight and height. Therefore, there are at least four levels generated during the sampling process 

(i.e., student level, class level, school level, and region level). For this kind of data, it would be much 

better to use multi-level models instead of traditional models to compare the obesity and overweight 

prevalence differences across different genders, areas, and time periods.  

Response: Thank you for the suggestion. We have conducted multi-level regression by using SAS 

9.0. The PORs were similar to the present logistic regression, for example, in 2010 survey year, the 

POR for obestity (WHO defination) was 4.15 (3.94-4.37) by using multi-level regression v.s. 3.98 

(3.73-4.24) by using present analysis, and POR for overweight and obestity (WHO defination) was 

2.22 (2.17-2.28) v.s. 2.14 (2.07-2.21). We can make the same conclusion by using multi-level models, 

but the present results of stratified regression analyses are more intuitive. For this reason, we have 

not revised the methods.  

 

ABSTRACT  

1.In the methods section, it’s better for the authors to give out the full names of “WHO” and “IOTF”, 

since it was their first time to appear in the manuscript. Although the abstract has word limits, it would 

be much better for the authors give relative more details about the CNSSCH study.  
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Response: We have revised the abstract as suggested.  

Please see page 3, “Data included 1 280 239 children aged 7-18 years enrolled in the Chinese 

National Survey on Students’s Constitution and Health (CNSSCH), which is the largest nationally 

representative sample of school-aged children in China. Obesity and overweight were defined 

according to both World Health Organization (WHO) and the International Obesity Task Force (IOTF) 

definition.”  

 

INTRODUCTION  

2.The introduction part is well organized. One or two sentences regarding the implications of this 

study are expected to add into this section (e.g., “this study had implications in XXX”).  

Response: Thanks for the suggestion and we have added the implications of this study in page 7, 

“This study had implications in helping health policy makers and researchers to consider targeted 

intervention strategies on obesity prevention.”  

 

3.Minor comment: Lines 36-37 “16.2% to 22.6% of girls” should be corrected as “16.2% to 22.6% in 

girls”.  

Response: Thank you. We have revised it. Please see page 6.  

 

SUBJECTS AND METHODS  

4.In this study the authors only included children/adolescents with complete data on age, sex, areas, 

weight, and height information into analysis (Page 7, Lines 49-53). Therefore, a flow chart as 

supplemental Figure might be very helpful for readers to gauge the potential selection bias, since the 

deletion might break up the randomization.  

Response: Thank you for the suggesiton. However, the CNSSCH training manual required that each 

province and municipality should report the data with completed information of age, sex, areas, 

weight, and height for each case. When the student submitted the form, it would be checked by hand. 

Any missing information about age, sex, areas, weight, and height would be found at once and refilled 

in time.  

We have revised the original sentence as following: “….all children had complete data on age, sex, 

areas, weight, and height information.”  

 

5.In page 8 lines 34-37, the authors stated that they also used IOTF reference to define overweight 

and obesity. But they didn’t show the criteria used to define overweight or obesity by using IOTF 

method. Did they also use BMI-Zscore above 1 SD or 2 SD to define overweight or obesity? If so, 

please add here. Otherwise, please specify.  

Response: The IOTF criteria were developed based on international data (Brazil, Great Britain, Hong 

Kong, Netherlands, Singapore, and United States), and provided cut off points for body mass index 

for overweight and obesity in children in ref.20  

 

6.Minor comment: In page 8 lines 31-32, “thinness :< -2SD” should be changed as “underweight: < -2 

SD”.  

Response: We did not changed the term, because it is the original term-- “Thinness :< -2SD”, which is 

the definition from World Health Organization. (WHO. Growth reference 5-19 years. 

http://www.who.int/growthref/who2007_bmi_for_age/en/, 2007 and ref.19)  

 

RESULTS  

7. The results part is well written, despite the numbers are a little bit distracting. If possible, could the 

authors use Figures to replace some tables? It’s better for the authors to add the percentages of each 

cell account for into table 1.  

Response: Thank you. We have revised Table 4 as supplementary material (now Table S3). Table 1 

has been removed to Table S1 according to other reviewer’s opinion.  
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DISCUSSION  

8. Except for the food policy, the reduced physical activity level might contribute to the endemic of 

overweight and obesity among Chinese children and adolescents. Please add this point into the 

discussion part.  

Response: We agree with the reviewer’s opinion that physical activity level might contribute to the 

endemic of overweight and obesity, and we have added it into the discussion part.  

Please see page 15-16, “Considering that less physical activity was also closely related to overweight 

and obesity among Chinese school-aged students, 32 we suggested separating the physical 

education class by gender that is not popular in many schools but would increase the boys’ exercise 

33 and creating supporting environment for both boys and girls to take part in physical activities.”  

 

9. In the conclusion part the authors mentioned that the China government had developed some 

guidelines to control the endemic of childhood overweight and obesity. In my opinion, this part should 

not be included into the conclusion part. It’s better to remove this sentence(s) into the discussion part.  

Response: Thank you for the suggestion. We have moved it to the discussion part. Please see page 

15. 

VERSION 2 – REVIEW 

REVIEWER Robert Levitan 
CAMH, University of Toronto, Canada 

REVIEW RETURNED 26-Jun-2016 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS The authors have addressed my concerns well and this is now ready 
to be published. 

 

REVIEWER John Broom 
Robert Gordon University  
United Kingdom 

REVIEW RETURNED 03-Jun-2016 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS The authors have attended to all the comments of the previous 
review and made the necessary alterations, clearly delineating 
where these have occurred. There remain some minor editing 
aspects relating to English language, but the majority of the previous 
problems have been dealt with.  
The legend to Fig1 needs some slight amendments to take into 
account the fact there are 4 separate subfigures (A,B,C,D). I remain 
unconvinced that this adds any material information over the Table, 
but am willing to accept the authors' comments in respect of its 
remaining in place.  
Additional references have been added to clarify and support 
statements by the authors, including more extensive areas covering 
the background to their work in the introduction and in the discussion 
section.  
Overall, with some minor alterations this paper is suitable for 
publication.  
Specific comments:  
p3. l24 should read definitions  
p6. l17 the expected date is missing ie. would be overweight/obese 
"by..."  
p27 alter legend to Fig 1 to take account of the 4 sub-figures.  
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REVIEWER Adela Hruby 
Jean Mayer USDA Human Nutrition Research Center on Aging at 
Tufts University, USA 

REVIEW RETURNED 14-Jun-2016 

 

GENERAL COMMENTS If the editors opt to accept the manuscript, I have a few more 
suggestions for additional improvements, mainly editorial, as well as 
several more questions.  
 
Questions:  
- Can the authors confirm that no child was measured twice?  
- The authors mention that SES was made up of 5 different 
characteristics. How were these combined? Into a single score? 
Were each of these characteristics adjusted for separately, or was it 
summed somehow into a single measure?  
 
General:  
Please change all use of “subject” to “participant”.  
 
Page 5: Strengths and limitations of this study  
 
“Study population was derived from successive national surveys 
from 1985 to 2010, and the consistent stratified cluster sampling 
procedure and methods of measurement contributed to the 
comparability of the data from different survey years.”  
 
should read:  
 
“The study population was derived from national surveys from 1985 
to 2010, and a consistent stratified cluster sampling procedure and 
methods of measurement contributed to the comparability of the 
data from different survey years.”  
 
“Many studies reported the prevalence of obesity and overweight in 
Chinese children used local crition of obesity definition, such as the 
references developed by Working Group on Obesity in China 
(WGOC), but we provided the prevalence of obesity and overweight 
by using both WHO and IOTF definition at national level. Therefore, 
the international comparasion in obesity and overweight will be 
available.”  
 
should read:  
 
“Studies which have previously reported the prevalence of obesity 
and overweight in Chinese children have used a local definition of 
obesity, such as the references developed by Working Group on 
Obesity in China (WGOC). Here, we provide the prevalence of 
obesity and overweight by using both WHO and IOTF definitions at 
the national level, making international comparisons possible.”  
 
“It is the first report in Asian children on gender disparity related to 
the temporal change in obesity and overweight prevalence in both 
urban and rural areas. The study showed that the prevalence of 
childhood obesity was significantly increasing in both urban and rural 
areas of China, but the changing pace in boys was faster than that in 
girls.”  
 
should read:  
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“This is among the largest reports in Asian children on gender 
disparity related to the temporal change in obesity and overweight 
prevalence in both urban and rural areas. The study shows that the 
prevalence of childhood obesity significantly increased in both urban 
and rural areas of China, but that the changing pace in boys has 
been faster than that in girls.”  
 
-->See Matsushita et al (2004) national survey data of Japanese 
children for a previous temporal study of gender differences in 
different areas (in Japan, "small town" can be thought of as "rural": 
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1038/oby.2004.27/full  
 
“The study has two limitations. Some 15- to 18-year-old adolescents 
who could not enter senior high school were not investigated in the 
school-based national survey. In addition, some risk factors, such as 
family income, parents’ BMI and number of siblings that were not 
measured in these surveys may also contribute to the trends in 
obesity.”  
 
should read:  
 
“The study has two primary limitations. Some 15- to 18-year-old 
adolescents who could not enter senior high school were not 
investigated in the school-based national survey. In addition, some 
risk factors, such as family income, parents’ BMI, and number of 
siblings that were not measured in these surveys, may also 
contribute to the trends in obesity.”  
 
Page 6: Introduction  
 
“…22% in South-East Asian region would be overweight/obese”  
 
should read:  
 
“…22% in the South-East Asian region are overweight/obese”  
 
Page 7:  
 
“This study had implications in helping health policy makers and 
researchers to consider targeted intervention strategies on obesity 
prevention.”  
 
should read:  
 
“This study may therefore have implications for health policy makers 
and researchers considering targeted intervention strategies on 
obesity prevention.”  
 
Page 8:  
 
“…was the same in all CNSSCH at different time points”  
 
should read:  
 
“was the same in all CNSSCH at each time point”  
 
“…(where Han ethnicity is minority)”  
 
should read:  
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“…(where Han ethnicity is a minority)”  
 
Page 10:  
 
“To assess gender differences at different time points, we used the 
logistic regression to estimate the prevalence odds ratio (POR) for 
obesity and overweight in boys versus girls in the different surveys, 
and estimated the PORs by age group with adjustment for urban-
rural area and socioeconomic status in the models.”  
 
should read:  
 
“To assess gender differences at each time point, we used logistic 
regression to estimate the prevalence odds ratio (POR) for obesity 
and overweight in boys versus girls, and estimated the PORs by age 
group with adjustment for urban-rural area and socioeconomic 
status in the models.”  
 
 
Page 11:  
 
“defination” should be “definitions”  
 
Page 12:  
 
I’m not sure what “significantly enhanced” means. Do the authors 
mean higher, stronger? Are they using “significantly” in the statistical 
sense, or do they mean “substantially”? Please clarify in the text  
 
Page 13:  
 
“The abundant food supply would provide the basis for the childhood 
obesity epidemic…”  
 
should read:  
 
“The abundant food supply may be a basis for the childhood obesity 
epidemic…”  
 
Page 15:  
 
In “we suggested” (which should be “we suggest…”) “separating the 
physical education class by gender that is not popular in many 
schools…” do the authors mean that physical education is not 
popular? Or that separating girls and boys for physical education is 
not popular?  
 
“resident in” should be “residing in” (two instances on this page)  
 
Page 16  
 
“The current study is the largest nationally representative survey of 
Chinese school-aged children to date.”  
 
should be (since this data has been used in other studies):  
 
“The current study uses data from the largest nationally 
representative survey of Chinese school-aged children to date.”  
 
The figure caption should include an explanation of what panels A-D 
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are, and should also include the adjustments in the models used to 
obtain the PORs. 

 

VERSION 2 – AUTHOR RESPONSE 

Reviewer: 1  

Reviewer Name: Robert Levitan  

Institution and Country: CAMH, University of Toronto, Canada  

Competing Interests: None declared  

 

The authors have addressed my concerns well and this is now ready to be published.  

Response: Thank you very much.  

 

Reviewer: 2  

Reviewer Name: John Broom  

Institution and Country: Robert Gordon University, United Kingdom  

Competing Interests: None declared  

 

The authors have attended to all the comments of the previous review and made the necessary 

alterations, clearly delineating where these have occurred. There remain some minor editing aspects 

relating to English language, but the majority of the previous problems have been dealt with.  

The legend to Fig1 needs some slight amendments to take into account the fact there are 4 separate 

subfigures (A,B,C,D). I remain unconvinced that this adds any material information over the Table, but 

am willing to accept the authors' comments in respect of its remaining in place.  

Additional references have been added to clarify and support statements by the authors, including 

more extensive areas covering the background to their work in the introduction and in the discussion 

section.  

Response: Thank you for your comments.  

 

Overall, with some minor alterations this paper is suitable for publication.  

Specific comments:  

p3. l24 should read definitions  

p6. l17 the expected date is missing ie. would be overweight/obese "by..."  

p27 alter legend to Fig 1 to take account of the 4 sub-figures.  

Response: Thank you. We have revised them according to your suggestions. Please see page 3, 

page 7 and page 28.  

 

Reviewer: 3  

Reviewer Name: Adela Hruby  

Institution and Country: Jean Mayer USDA Human Nutrition Research Center on Aging at Tufts 

University, USA  

Competing Interests: None declared.  

 

If the editors opt to accept the manuscript, I have a few more suggestions for additional 

improvements, mainly editorial, as well as several more questions.  

 

Questions:  

- Can the authors confirm that no child was measured twice?  

Response: Because the national cross-sectional survey was conducted every 5 years, and most of 

children would leave their original schools to the high-level schools, for example, from primary schools 

to middle schools or from middle schools to high schools or from high schools to colleges. The 

schools they entered were scattered, so that they had little possibility to enter the high-level schools 
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which were selected in the next survey. The national survey did not collect the data about this issue. 

We could not confirm no child was measured twice, but the possibility is low from our experience.  

 

- The authors mention that SES was made up of 5 different characteristics. How were these 

combined? Into a single score? Were each of these characteristics adjusted for separately, or was it 

summed somehow into a single measure?  

Response: The 5 different characteristics were summed into a single measure, i.e. SES status of a 

region in the province. The SES status is a three-category variable (upper, moderate or low). Each 

province had an equal size of sample from three socioeconomic categories (‘upper’, ‘moderate’ and 

‘low’) at the regional level. The SES status was adjusted for as a single measure.  

 

General:  

Please change all use of “subject” to “participant”.  

Response: Thank you. We have revised them.  

 

Page 5: Strengths and limitations of this study  

 

“Study population was derived from successive national surveys from 1985 to 2010, and the 

consistent stratified cluster sampling procedure and methods of measurement contributed to the 

comparability of the data from different survey years.”  

 

should read:  

 

“The study population was derived from national surveys from 1985 to 2010, and a consistent 

stratified cluster sampling procedure and methods of measurement contributed to the comparability of 

the data from different survey years.”  

 

“Many studies reported the prevalence of obesity and overweight in Chinese children used local 

crition of obesity definition, such as the references developed by Working Group on Obesity in China 

(WGOC), but we provided the prevalence of obesity and overweight by using both WHO and IOTF 

definition at national level. Therefore, the international comparasion in obesity and overweight will be 

available.”  

 

should read:  

 

“Studies which have previously reported the prevalence of obesity and overweight in Chinese children 

have used a local definition of obesity, such as the references developed by Working Group on 

Obesity in China (WGOC). Here, we provide the prevalence of obesity and overweight by using both 

WHO and IOTF definitions at the national level, making international comparisons possible.”  

Response: Thank you very much for kind help. We have revised them and please see page 5.  

 

“It is the first report in Asian children on gender disparity related to the temporal change in obesity and 

overweight prevalence in both urban and rural areas. The study showed that the prevalence of 

childhood obesity was significantly increasing in both urban and rural areas of China, but the 

changing pace in boys was faster than that in girls.”  

 

should read:  

 

“This is among the largest reports in Asian children on gender disparity related to the temporal 

change in obesity and overweight prevalence in both urban and rural areas. The study shows that the 

prevalence of childhood obesity significantly increased in both urban and rural areas of China, but that 

the changing pace in boys has been faster than that in girls.”  
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-->See Matsushita et al (2004) national survey data of Japanese children for a previous temporal 

study of gender differences in different areas (in Japan, "small town" can be thought of as "rural": 

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1038/oby.2004.27/full  

Response: Thanks for providing this paper and making modification. The Japanese study showed the 

gender differences in different areas, also during the long period among Japanese children. It showed 

the ORs for obesity for 10-year change by gender but not PORs for gender disparity over time. Our 

study provided new information about the trend of the PORs for obesity of boys compared with girls 

over time. Moreover, we have compared the trend of PORs in both urban and rural areas. Therefore, 

we accepted your modification and add one sentence about PORs.  

Please see page 5. We have revised this paragraph as followed: “This is among the largest reports in 

Asian children on gender disparity related to the temporal change in obesity and overweight 

prevalence in both urban and rural areas. The study shows that the prevalence of childhood obesity 

significantly increased in both urban and rural areas of China, but that the changing pace in boys has 

been faster than that in girls. What is more, the study provided new information about the trend of the 

prevalence OR for obesity in boys versus girls. ”  

 

“The study has two limitations. Some 15- to 18-year-old adolescents who could not enter senior high 

school were not investigated in the school-based national survey. In addition, some risk factors, such 

as family income, parents’ BMI and number of siblings that were not measured in these surveys may 

also contribute to the trends in obesity.”  

 

should read:  

 

“The study has two primary limitations. Some 15- to 18-year-old adolescents who could not enter 

senior high school were not investigated in the school-based national survey. In addition, some risk 

factors, such as family income, parents’ BMI, and number of siblings that were not measured in these 

surveys, may also contribute to the trends in obesity.”  

Response: Thank you very much. We have revised it and please see page 6.  

 

Page 6: Introduction  

 

“…22% in South-East Asian region would be overweight/obese”  

 

should read:  

 

“…22% in the South-East Asian region are overweight/obese”  

Response: Thank you for modification. The words we used are cited from the reference 4. We have 

added the exact time of this literature, please see page 7.  

 

Page 7:  

 

“This study had implications in helping health policy makers and researchers to consider targeted 

intervention strategies on obesity prevention.”  

 

should read:  

 

“This study may therefore have implications for health policy makers and researchers considering 

targeted intervention strategies on obesity prevention.”  

Response: Thank you for kind help, and we have revised it. Please see page 8.  

 

Page 8:  
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“…was the same in all CNSSCH at different time points”  

 

should read:  

 

“was the same in all CNSSCH at each time point”  

 

“…(where Han ethnicity is minority)”  

 

should read:  

 

“…(where Han ethnicity is a minority)”  

Response: Thank you and we have revised them. Please see page 9.  

 

 

Page 10:  

 

“To assess gender differences at different time points, we used the logistic regression to estimate the 

prevalence odds ratio (POR) for obesity and overweight in boys versus girls in the different surveys, 

and estimated the PORs by age group with adjustment for urban-rural area and socioeconomic status 

in the models.”  

 

should read:  

 

“To assess gender differences at each time point, we used logistic regression to estimate the 

prevalence odds ratio (POR) for obesity and overweight in boys versus girls, and estimated the PORs 

by age group with adjustment for urban-rural area and socioeconomic status in the models.”  

Response: Thank you for your suggestion, and we have revised it. Please see page 11.  

 

 

Page 11:  

 

“defination” should be “definitions”  

Response: We have revised it. Please see page 12.  

 

Page 12:  

 

I’m not sure what “significantly enhanced” means. Do the authors mean higher, stronger? Are they 

using “significantly” in the statistical sense, or do they mean “substantially”? Please clarify in the text  

Response: It should be “higher”, and we have clarified it in the text. Please see page 13.  

 

Page 13:  

 

“The abundant food supply would provide the basis for the childhood obesity epidemic…”  

 

should read:  

 

“The abundant food supply may be a basis for the childhood obesity epidemic…”  

Response: We have revised it. Please see page 14.  

 

Page 15:  
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In “we suggested” (which should be “we suggest…”) “separating the physical education class by 

gender that is not popular in many schools…” do the authors mean that physical education is not 

popular? Or that separating girls and boys for physical education is not popular?  

Response: We mean that separating girls and boys for physical education is not popular. We have 

revised it in the text, and please see page 16.  

 

“resident in” should be “residing in” (two instances on this page)  

Response: Thank you, and we have revised it according to your suggestion, please see page 16.  

 

Page 16  

 

“The current study is the largest nationally representative survey of Chinese school-aged children to 

date.”  

 

should be (since this data has been used in other studies):  

 

“The current study uses data from the largest nationally representative survey of Chinese school-aged 

children to date.”  

Response: Thank you very much. We have revised it. Please see page 17.  

 

The figure caption should include an explanation of what panels A-D are, and should also include the 

adjustments in the models used to obtain the PORs.  

Response: Thank you. We have added some information in the legend. Please see page 28. 

 on M
ay 16, 2023 by guest. P

rotected by copyright.
http://bm

jopen.bm
j.com

/
B

M
J O

pen: first published as 10.1136/bm
jopen-2016-011904 on 22 S

eptem
ber 2016. D

ow
nloaded from

 

http://bmjopen.bmj.com/

