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The impact of hypothetical 
interventions on adiposity 
in adolescence
Mekdes K. Gebremariam1*, Roch A. Nianogo2, Nanna Lien1, Mona Bjelland1, 
Knut‑Inge Klepp1,3, Ingunn H. Bergh4, Yngvar Ommundsen5 & Onyebuchi A. Arah2,6,7

In order to develop effective public health initiatives aimed at promoting healthy weight 
development, identifying the interventions/combination of interventions with the highest beneficial 
effect on body weight is vital. The study aimed to estimate the mean BMI at age 13 under hypothetical 
interventions targeting dietary behavior, physical activity and screen time at age 11. We used data 
from a school-based cohort study of 530 participants followed between the ages of 11 and 13. We 
used g-computation, a causal modeling method, to estimate the impact of single and combined 
hypothetical behavioral interventions at age 11 on BMI at age 13. Of the hypothetical interventions, 
the one with the largest population mean difference in BMI was the one combining all interventions 
(dietary behavior, physical activity and screen time interventions) and assuming 100% intervention 
adherence, with a population mean differences of − 0.28 (95% CI − 0.59, 0.07). Isolated behavioral 
interventions had a limited impact on BMI. This study demonstrated that a combination of healthy 
dietary behavior and physical activity promotion, as well as screen time reduction interventions at 
age 11 could have the highest beneficial effect on the reduction of BMI at age 13, although the change 
in BMI was small. The findings highlight the importance of a systems approach to obesity prevention 
focusing on multicomponent interventions.

The obesity epidemic remains a significant public health challenge globally. Although stabilization and even 
some reversal in the rates of overweight (OW) and obesity (OB) have been observed in several high-income 
countries in recent years, a substantial proportion of children and adolescents remain affected by the epidemic1,2. 
Children and adolescents with OW and OB are at risk of short- and long-term consequences of excessive body 
fat3–7, including the tracking of body weight into adulthood8.

Extensive obesity prevention efforts ranging from individual interventions to environmental/ policy changes 
have been implemented over the past decades. Although favorable intervention effects have been documented, 
results have not always been uniform or clear9–14. The development of effective obesity prevention interven-
tions thus remains a public health priority. Evidence to inform such interventions would ideally be generated 
from randomized controlled trials. However, problems of external validity might exist as participants in such 
studies might not always be representative of the real-world population that the interventions might eventually 
target. More importantly, such trials are often difficult to conduct because of different challenges, both practical 
(e.g. difficulty to reach everyone in the target group, costs related to implementing interventions, difficulty of 
achieving sustained adherence to interventions among children) and ethical (e.g. not exposing participants to 
beneficial interventions). A useful alternative or supplemental approach is the use of causal modeling methods 
applied to observational data, in order to estimate the potential effects of hypothetical interventions on pre-
defined outcomes under realistic or real-world scenarios. Such modern modeling methods include the use of 
the g-computation algorithm to assess the potential effects of single or combined interventions on body weight15. 
By applying this approach, it is possible to quantify the population impact of a particular health intervention on 
childhood obesity when all children are exposed to the intervention. It is also possible to explore the interventions 
or combination of interventions with the highest impact on body weight. Such findings would provide useful 
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information for policy makers aiming to implement successful obesity prevention interventions. G-computation 
has previously been applied to assess the impact of hypothetical interventions related to body weight16,17 as well 
as non-communicable18,19 and communicable20 diseases, mainly among adults.

The overall aim of this paper was thus to estimate the impact of hypothetical behavioral interventions (sepa-
rately and combined, with different adherence levels) at age 11 on the BMI of 13 year-olds, by applying g-com-
putation (using the parametric g-formula) to longitudinal data.

Methods
Design and sample.  The participants of the HEIA cohort study were students from 25 control schools of 
the HEalth In Adolescents (HEIA) study21. Schools were included in this study if they had a minimum of 40 
enrolled students in the 6th grade. Schools were thus recruited from the largest towns/municipalities in seven 
counties from the Eastern part of Norway. Twenty-five of the schools were randomly assigned to the control 
group and twelve to the intervention group.

All 6th graders in the 25 control schools included in this study and their parents/legal guardians were invited 
to participate in the baseline study which took place in September 2007. Parental consent was obtained for 73% 
(n = 1014) of children from these schools. A total of 975 students (96% of the 1014 returning parental informed 
consent) from these schools participated at baseline. A follow-up was conducted in May 2009. A total of 908 
students participated at both time points.

The study was approved by the Regional Committees for Medical Research Ethics and the Norwegian Social 
Science Data Service. The research was carried out in accordance with relevant ethical guidelines and regula-
tions. All parents of participating adolescents provided written informed consent. The adolescents themselves 
provided assent for participation. Anonymity and confidentiality were ensured.

Data collection and measures.  The adolescents answered an internet-based questionnaire, when neces-
sary assisted by research assistants. Anthropometric measurements were conducted by research group members. 
Physical activity (PA) was measured using accelerometers.

Outcome variable.  Weight and height were objectively measured by same sex project staff at baseline and at 
follow-up. The adolescents were measured in light clothing and bare foot. Body mass index (BMI) was calculated 
as weight/height2. The BMI at follow-up was used as the outcome in this study.

Exposure/intervention variables.  PA was assessed using accelerometers (ActiGraph GT1M/model 7164, LLC, 
Pensacola, FL, USA). The adolescents were instructed to wear accelerometers for 5 consecutive days, during all 
waking hours, except when doing water activities (as monitors were not waterproof). Moderate- to-vigorous PA 
(MVPA) was defined as all activity at intensities above 2000 counts per minute22. MVPA was expressed as min/
day of accelerometer activity measured. Details of the instructions provided to students and of the data handling 
and extraction procedures are available elsewhere23.

Four questions with pre-coded answer categories were asked to assess usual TV/DVD use and use of com-
puter/electronic games: How many hours do you usually watch TV and/or DVD on a normal weekday? The 
same question was asked for a normal weekend day. The answer categories were (recoding in brackets): half 
hour [0.5], 1 h [1], 2 h [2], 3 h [3], 4 h [4], 5 h or more [5]. The two questions on computer/ electronic game use 
were formulated in the same way as for TV/DVD, but the answer categories were: no playing [0], half hour or 
less [0.5], 1 h [1], 2 h [2], 3 h [3], 4 h or more [4]. Weekly scores for TV/DVD and computer/electronic games 
were calculated by summing hours reported for an average weekday (multiplied by 5) and average weekend day 
(multiplied by 2).

The consumption of fruit and vegetables (raw and cooked) was assessed by three frequency questions with 
eight answer categories ranging from never/seldom to three times per day or more. The questions assessing the 
intake of fruits and vegetables have been validated among 11-year-olds with a 7-day food record as the refer-
ence method. They were found to have a satisfactory ability to rank subjects according to their intake of fruits 
and vegetables24. The frequency of consumption of unhealthy snacks (candies, chocolate, sweet biscuits, buns/
muffins and salty snacks (e.g. potato chips)) was assessed using questions with seven answer categories ranging 
from never/seldom to two times per day or more. The intake of sugar-sweetened soft drinks (sum of sugar-
sweetened carbonated soft drinks and fruit drinks) during weekdays was assessed using two frequency questions 
(with categories ranging from never/seldom to every weekday); amount was assessed in glass (from one to four 
or more, with one glass = 1.67 deciliters). Total intake during weekdays was assessed by multiplying frequency 
of intake by amount of intake. The adolescents were also asked about the total amount of sugar-sweetened soft 
drinks consumed in the weekends using two questions with categories ranging from never/seldom to 7 glasses 
or more. Weekday and weekend intake values were summed up to create a weekly intake variable. The questions 
assessing the intake of sugar-sweetened soft drinks have been validated among 9- and 13-year-olds using a 4-day 
pre-coded food diary as the reference method, although separate assessment of weekday and weekend intakes 
was not done in that study. Moderate correlation coefficients were obtained25.

Breakfast intake was assessed using the question: “How often do you eat breakfast?” with nine response cat-
egories ranging from “never” to “every day”. Breakfast consumption was categorized into two: those consuming 
breakfast every day vs. others, because the continuous variable was highly skewed and because the recommenda-
tion for breakfast intake is to not skip breakfast.

The questions assessing the use of TV/DVD and the use of computer/electronic games have shown evidence 
of adequate test–retest reliability in a separate study conducted prior to the main survey21. The same was true 
for the measures assessing the intake of fruits, vegetables and soft drinks21.
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Confounders.  Age (in years), sex, parental education, pubertal development, and baseline BMI were included 
as confounders.

Parental education was reported by parents as part of the parental informed consent for the adolescent. It 
was categorized into ‘low’ (12 years or less), ‘medium’ (between 13 and 16 years) and ‘high’ (more than 16 years). 
Educational status of the parent with the longest education (or else the one available) was used in the analyses.

The Pubertal Development Scale (PDS), based on the pubertal category scores defined by Carskadon and 
Acebo26, was used to assess pubertal status. The students self-reported this information on a separate paper 
questionnaire. PDS for boys included body hair growth, voice, and facial hair. For girls, PDS included body hair 
growth, breast development, and menarche. The categories were: pre-pubertal, early pubertal, mid-pubertal, late 
pubertal or post-pubertal. For the analyses, dichotomization into pre/early pubertal and mid/late/post-pubertal 
was made for girls and into pre-pubertal and early/mid/late/post-pubertal for boys. Such categorization was 
suggested by a study that compared the PDS and the Sexual Maturation Scale27.

Statistical analysis.  The g-computation algorithm (applied using the parametric g-formula) was used to 
predict the potential mean BMI at age 13 under different hypothetical intervention scenarios. Compared to 
conventional methods, g-computation has the advantages of handling joint and dynamic interventions, allowing 
for the estimation of multiple (causal) parameters and yielding population average estimates18,28,29. First, linear 
regression models of the outcome BMI on the risk factors were fit, adjusting for age, puberty, sex, parental educa-
tion and BMI at age 11. Second, the regression coefficients obtained from these models were used to predict the 
potential outcomes under the different hypothetical interventions (individual and combined). Third, the “inter-
vention impact” was obtained by calculating the difference between the predicted potential mean BMI under 
the various scenarios (100% of the population exposed to the desired level of the risk factor) and the BMI under 
no intervention (exposure distributions equal to that of the original sample). Fourth, standard errors and 95% 
confidence intervals were obtained via bootstrapping. In addition, scenarios under which only 25%, 50% and 
75% of the population would adhere to the interventions were also used to predict mean BMI at age 13. These 
different levels across the adherence spectrum were chosen since actual adherence levels to different behavioral 
interventions can vary. The following assumptions were made: no uncontrolled confounding, positivity, consist-
ency and no other source of bias30. Clustering effect at the school level was checked. It was found that only 1.5% 
of the total variation in BMI was at the school level. Thus, adjustment for clustering effect was not done. Analyses 
were also conducted to explore whether those with missing data and those who did not participate at both time 
points differed substantially from their counterparts.

Hypothetical interventions.  In this study, we assessed the impact of intervening on late childhood 
behavioral risk factors on early adolescence obesity. To do so, we identified relevant interventions that have the 
potential to change BMI later in adolescence. These interventions were based on available recommendations for 
behaviors such as PA, fruits and vegetable consumption, etc. For example, as the World Health Organization rec-
ommends children engage in MVPA for at least 60 min each day31, we can design a “hypothetical” intervention 
that will essentially move students from exercising less than 60 min/day MVPA to 60 min/day MVPA or more. 
Assuming a 100% uptake of the intervention, children who are not yet physically active will increase their PA 
level under the intervention. Similarly, children already meeting the recommendation of 60 min/day MVPA will 
remain in this category under the intervention. All other interventions were created using a similar reasoning: 
all children meet the recommendations for the intake of fruits and vegetables (5 per day), the recommendations 
for breakfast intake (daily intake of breakfast), the recommendations for daily screen time (less than 2 h per day) 
and do not consume sugar-sweetened beverages. In addition, we assessed: (i). the combined effects of all dietary 
interventions, (ii). the effects of PA and screen time interventions combined and (iii) the effects of all dietary, 
PA and screen time interventions combined, on early adolescence BMI. In addition to the hypothetical scenario 
which assumes 100% adherence to interventions, we also simulated different scenarios whereby intervention 
adherence was set to 25%, 50% and 75%.

Results
Among the adolescents who participated in the study at both time points, 248 did not have valid accelerometer 
data. An additional 130 participants were excluded due to missing data on different variables. The final analytic 
sample thus consisted of 530 adolescents with complete data on all variables used in the analyses.

Table 1 shows the characteristics of participants. The mean age of participants at baseline was 11.2 and 52% 
of the participants were female. The mean BMI at baseline was 17.8 kg/m2. Twelve percent of the adolescents 
were OW/OB at baseline. Sixty four percent met the daily PA recommendation of 60 min per day MVPA while 
42% met the recommendations of 2 h or less per day of screen time. Only 18% met recommendations for fruit 
and vegetable consumption (5 per day). Ninety percent ate breakfast on a daily basis, as recommended. Sixteen 
percent reported not consuming sugar-sweetened beverages. There was no substantive difference between those 
who participated at both time points and those who did not in terms of the different variables of interest in this 
study. Those with missing data did similarly not differ from those with complete data. The only exception was 
for sex, whereby boys were more likely to have missing data compared to girls (p = 0.003).

The mean BMI at follow-up under no intervention was 18.8 (95% CI 18.6–19.04) and 18.5 (95% CI 18.2–18.9) 
with all interventions combined, when 100% adherence to the interventions was assumed. Of the simulated inter-
ventions (100% adherence), the one with the largest population mean difference in BMI was the one combining 
all interventions (dietary and PA interventions), with a population mean difference of − 0.28 (95% CI − 0.59, 
0.07). The intervention with the second highest mean difference was that combining all dietary interventions 
with a population mean difference of − 0.21 (95%CI − 0.48, 0.10) (Fig. 1, Table 2).
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The population mean difference in BMI for all interventions combined and with adherence levels of 25%, 50% 
and 75% was − 0.07 (− 0.14, 0.01), − 0.14 (− 0.27, 0) and − 0.20 (− 0.40, 0.01) respectively (Table 3).

Discussion
This study aimed to assess the impact of hypothetical behavioral interventions (individual and joint) at age 11 
on BMI at age 13 using data from a cohort study analyzed using g-computation. We found that a combination of 
dietary, PA and screen time interventions at age 11 led to the largest population mean difference in BMI at age 
13, using different adherence levels to interventions. Findings also indicated that combined dietary interventions 
may result in favorable changes in BMI. Interventions at age 11 targeting PA and screen time only appeared to 
have a limited effect on population level BMI at age 13.

Assessing the population impact of interventions or combination of interventions on the development of OW/
OB under the scenario where every child is exposed to these interventions is important for informing policy and 
practice. The development of OW and OB is the result of complex interacting factors. An imbalance of energy 
intake and energy output is at the core of this complexity. It is thus vital to understand which interventions/com-
binations of interventions targeting energy balance-related behaviors would result in the most relevant changes in 
population level BMI. In line with the findings of this study, previous interventions have indicated that a combina-
tion of PA and dietary behavior interventions have the highest impact on BMI among children9,10. These findings 
support the need to adopt an approach to obesity prevention focusing on multicomponent interventions. The 

Table 1.   Baseline and follow-up characteristics of participants (n = 530). BMI body mass index, PA physical 
activity, SSB sugar-sweetened beverages.

Characteristics Mean (SD) or Percentage

Mean baseline age in years (SD) 11.2 (0.2)

Boys 48%

Parental education (% low) 34%

Meets the daily 60 min PA recommendation 64%

Meets the daily 5 fruits and vegetables recommendation 18%

Meets the daily 0 limit SSB recommendation 16%

Meets the daily consumption of breakfast recommendation 90%

Meets the daily less than 2 h screen time recommendation 42%

Mean baseline BMI (SD) 17.8 (2.5)

Baseline overweight/obese 12%

Mean follow-up BMI (SD) 18.8 (2.7)

Figure 1.   Impacts of hypothetical behavioral interventions at age 11 on BMI at age 13. FV fruits and vegetables, 
PA physical activity, SSB sugar-sweetened beverages. Adjusted for age, puberty, sex, parental education, BMI at 
age 11.
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difference in BMI documented in this study after exposure to the interventions is small (even with 100% adher-
ence), but can lead to clinically relevant shift in population BMI if maintained over time. Similar to these findings, 
meta-analyses of obesity-related interventions document rather small/modest impacts of interventions9,10,12,13, 
although the reach of and the adherence to these interventions, which is often not assessed, could also impact 
these results.

The single behavior intervention with the highest influence on population level BMI was the one targeting 
the intake of sugar-sweetened beverages, which is in line with evidence from systematic reviews supporting 
the impact of sugar-sweetened beverages on the development of OW/OB among youth32,33. Increasing fruit 
and vegetable intake to five times or more per day by itself had a limited impact on population level BMI. A 
systematic review concluded that it remains unclear whether fruit and vegetable intake in isolation from lower 
caloric intake or increased PA will have an impact on adiposity34. A combination of dietary behavior interven-
tions was however found to result in favorable changes in BMI, reflecting the additive impact of different dietary 
behaviors on body weight.

PA interventions did not have a substantive effect on BMI, a finding also reported in meta-analyses of PA 
interventions among children11,35, and in a review of prospective studies36 but in contrast to other reviews12,13. The 
study found that interventions to limit screen time to less than 2 h per day had a limited impact on the BMI of 
the adolescents. A systematic review of reviews suggested that cross-sectional studies reported small associations 

Table 2.   Mean BMI at age 13 under interventions at age 11 and impact of different interventions in 
terms of mean differences (n = 530). Using 200 bootstrap samples, marginal structural model. Outcome of 
interest = BMI at age 13. Adjusted for age, puberty, sex, parental education, BMI at age 11. BMI body mass 
index, FV fruits and vegetables, MD mean difference, PA physical activity, SSB sugar-sweetened beverages.

Interventions (100% adherence) Mean BMI Mean BMI (lower bound) Mean BMI (Upper bound) MD (Point estimate) MD (lower bound) MD (upper bound)

No intervention, natural course 18.81 18.60 19.04

Increase PA from less than 60 min/
day to more than 60 min/day 18.76 18.52 19.00 − 0.05 − 0.20 0.08

Increase FV consumption from less 
than 5/day to more than 5/day 18.73 18.47 19.02 − 0.08 − 0.30 0.13

Reduce SSB consumption from 
more than 0 times/day to 0 times/
day

18.69 18.39 19.04 − 0.12 − 0.36 0.14

Increase breakfast consumption 
from none/day to once/day 18.80 18.57 19.06 − 0.01 − 0.13 0.13

Reduce screen time from more 
than 2 h/day to less than 2 h/day 18.79 18.52 19.06 − 0.02 − 0.18 0.16

Combination of all dietary 
intervention: up FV, up breakfast, 
down SSB

18.60 18.23 19.01 − 0.21 − 0.48 0.10

Combination of all PA interven-
tions: up PA, down screen time 18.74 18.49 18.99 − 0.07 − 0.24 0.11

Combination of all interventions 18.53 18.17 18.90 − 0.28 − 0.59 0.07

Table 3.   Mean BMI at age 13 under interventions at age 11 and impact of interventions at different adherence 
levels in terms of mean differences. Using 2000 bootstrap samples, marginal structural model. Outcome of 
interest = BMI at age 13. Adjusted for age, puberty, sex, parental education, BMI at age 11. BMI body mass 
index, FV fruits and vegetables, MD mean difference, PA physical activity, SSB sugar-sweetened beverages.

Interventions

25% adherence 50% adherence 75% adherence

Mean BMI (CI) MD Mean BMI (CI) MD Mean BMI (CI) MD

Increase PA from less than 60 min/day to 
more than 60 min/day 18.78 (18.57, 19.01) − 0.01 (− 0.04, 0.01) 18.78 (18.55, 19.00) − 0.03 (− 0.07, 0.01) 18.76 (18.53, 18.99) − 0.04 (− 0.10, 0.02)

Increase FV consumption from less than 
5/day to more than 5/day 18.78 (18.55, 19.01) − 0.02 (− 0.06, 0.02) 18.76 (18.49, 19.01) − 0.04 (− 0.13, 0.05) 18.74 (18.46, 19.01) − 0.06 (− 0.19, 0.07)

Reduce SSB consumption from more than 
0 times/day to 0 times/day 18.77 (18.54, 19.01) − 0.03 (− 0.08, 0.03) 18.74 (18.49, 19.00) − 0.06 (− 0.15, 0.05) 18.71 (18.45, 18.99) − 0.08 (− 0.24, 0.08)

Increase breakfast consumption from 
none/day to once/day 18.79 (18.57, 19.03) 0.00 (− 0.01, 0.01) 18.79 (18.56, 19.03) 0.00 (− 0.02, 0.01) 18.80 (18.58, 19.03) 0.00 (− 0.03, 0.02)

Reduce screen time from more than 2 h/
day to less than 2 h/day 18.79 (18.57, 19.02) − 0.01(− 0.04, 0.02) 18.79 (18.56, 19.03) − 0.01 (− 0.07, 0.05) 18.78 (18.53, 19.03) − 0.02 (− 0.11, 0.07)

Combination of all dietary intervention: 
up FV, up breakfast, down SSB 18.75 (18.51, 18.99) − 0.05(− 0.11, 0.02) 18.70 (18.44, 18.98) − 0.10 (− 0.23, 0.03) 18.65 (18.36, 18.95) − 0.15 (− 0.34, 0.06)

Combination of all PA interventions: up 
PA, down screen time 18.78 (18.55, 19.01) − 0.02 (− 0.05, 0.01) 18.76 (18.52, 19.00) − 0.04 (− 0.10, 0.03) 18.74 (18.48, 19.00) − 0.06 (− 0.15, 0.04)

Combination of all interventions 18.73 (18.49, 18.96) − 0.07 (− 0.14, 0.01) 18.66 (18.39, 18.93) − 0.14 (− 0.27, 00) 18.59 (18.27, 18.91) − 0.20 (− 0.40, 0.01)
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between screen time and adiposity but that associations documented in longitudinal studies were less consistent37. 
The cut-off of 2 h per day often recommended to define unhealthy screen time is however also not specific for 
impacts of screen time on obesity. More evidence is needed in this regard to define a cut-off that might be more 
clinically relevant for the impact of sedentary behavior on adiposity38. The results of this study also showed the 
importance of a high adherence to interventions to achieve a substantial population level effect on BMI.

However, it is also important to take into consideration that the percentage of the population that needs to 
be exposed to the different interventions also affects the size of the mean population difference in BMI follow-
ing the interventions. For example, for interventions such as the elimination of soft drink consumption, a high 
percentage of the population needs to be exposed to the intervention, whereas for breakfast intake only a small 
percentage of the population needs to “receive” the intervention.

Although some of the behavioral interventions investigated in this study did not show an impact on BMI, 
it should be recognized that the behaviors included have other beneficial health effects. Thus, these behaviors 
should still be targeted in future interventions.

Strengths and weaknesses.  The present study has several strengths including the use of objective anthro-
pometric measurements, the objective measurement of PA and sedentary time and the inclusion of several 
energy balance-related behaviors. The application of a causal inference method to the data is also a strength of 
the study. Given the well-known challenges in conducting rigorous randomized controlled trials, the results of 
this study provide useful information that can inform policy and practice in this area.

However, the study should be seen in light of the following weaknesses. Using self-report measures of dietary 
behaviors is associated with issues of reliability and validity. However, several measures used in this study had 
evidence of test–retest reliability and validity as indicated. A more complete assessment of energy intake would 
have provided more useful findings as only selected dietary behaviors were included in this study. There was 
missing data, namely due to the exclusion of participants who lacked valid accelerometer data; there was also 
some loss to follow-up. However, those with missing data did not differ from those with complete data, with the 
exception of sex differences. The twenty month period between age 11 and 13 might also be relatively short in 
order to detect substantial changes in BMI.

Like for any observational estimates, the validity of our results rely on the assumptions made. First, there is an 
untestable assumption of exchangeability30 between those who are exposed to a certain behavior and those who 
are not. In fact, the projections are based on association estimates between the various exposures and adiposity 
which are assumed to be causal given sufficient covariate adjustment to remove confounding. This assumption is 
also known as the no uncontrolled confounding assumption or the ignorable treatment assignment assumption 
given adjusted covariates. In this study we controlled for important potential confounders. However, energy 
balance-related behaviors and body weight are complex factors with multilevel influences. Thus, totally account-
ing for confounders can be challenging. Second, this study also makes the so-called consistency assumption30,39; 
that is, for each subject, it assumes that the potential outcome under the observed value of the exposure is equal 
to the observed outcome. Said differently, a child’s BMI under a hypothetical intervention, say, a physical activity 
(PA) intervention, for a child who is, in fact, observed to be physically active (i.e., meet the PA recommendation) 
should not be different than the child’s actual BMI. The assumption holds by expectation at the population level. 
If this assumption is met, then the interventions as defined in this study would be considered sufficiently well-
defined interventions. We believe that the interventions here are sufficiently well-defined because they focus on 
changing a particular behavior. Third, we made the positivity assumption40, which requires that both treated and 
untreated subjects exist at each level of the confounders; that is, there is no deterministic uptake of exposure by 
individuals with a probability 0 or 1 in each subgroup defined by the confounders. We believe that there is no 
evidence of the violation of this assumption in our study following detailed data examination. In fact, there were 
enough observed individuals in each subgroup defined by exposure and categorical confounders considered one 
at a time in our study. In addition, g-computation is less prone to this problem (relative to other methods for 
fitting marginal structural model using inverse probability of treatment weighting) as it relies on the outcome 
model specification. Fourth, we made the no interference or SUTVA (stable unit treatment value assumption)41. 
We essentially assumed here that there was little or no spillover effect. This meant, for instance, that the potential 
outcome under a specified exposure for a particular individual should not be affected by the potential outcome 
of another individual. Interference or spillover effect can occur, for example, if children of the same household 
were to be included in this study. In fact, if one sibling’s potential outcome under, say, a breakfast intervention 
(e.g., the sibling loses weight), influences another sibling’s potential outcome, for example, through motivation 
or modeling, there could be violation of the no interference assumption. This could also lead to standard errors 
being underestimated. In our study, even though sibling pairs were not included, the children belonged to the 
same grade level. This could also potentially lead to a violation of the no interference assumption, warranting 
caution in the interpretation of our results. Fifth, as is the case in all statistical modeling used for causal inference, 
we assumed that our models were correctly specified and that there were no other sources of bias such as from 
differential loss-to-follow-up, missingness not at random, sparse data, measurement error and so on.

Finally, although the current study provides a new approach to study the impact of behavioral interventions, it 
is important to acknowledge that the results of the study are applicable under the hypothetical scenarios that were 
defined in this study. As an example, the hypothetical interventions focused on meeting existing recommenda-
tions. However, it is possible for interventions to further improve the behavior of those already meeting recom-
mendations, as dose–response relationships between some of the behaviors (e.g. PA) and body weight can exist.



7

Vol.:(0123456789)

Scientific Reports |        (2021) 11:11216  | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-021-90415-z

www.nature.com/scientificreports/

Conclusion
Using g-computation, a modern causal modeling method, the study demonstrated that a combination of dietary 
behavior and PA promotion and screen time reduction interventions at age 11 could have the highest beneficial 
effect in the reduction of BMI at age 13. Isolated behavioral interventions appeared to have a limited impact on 
BMI. The findings highlight the importance of a systems approach to obesity prevention focusing on multicom-
ponent interventions.

Data availability
The datasets analyzed during the current study are available from the corresponding author on reasonable 
request.

Received: 16 June 2020; Accepted: 29 April 2021

References
	 1.	 NCD Risk Factor Collaboration (NCD-RisC). Worldwide trends in body-mass index, underweight, overweight, and obesity from 

1975 to 2016: A pooled analysis of 2416 population-based measurement studies in 128.9 million children, adolescents, and adults. 
Lancet 390, 2627–2642 (2017).

	 2.	 Chung, A. et al. Trends in child and adolescent obesity prevalence in economically advanced countries according to socioeconomic 
position: A systematic review. Obes. Rev. 17, 276–295 (2016).

	 3.	 Sinha, A. & Kling, S. A review of adolescent obesity: Prevalence, etiology, and treatment. Obes. Surg. 19, 113–120 (2009).
	 4.	 Daniels, S. R. et al. Overweight in children and adolescents: Pathophysiology, consequences, prevention, and treatment. Circulation 

111, 1999–2012 (2005).
	 5.	 Lobstein, T. & Jackson-Leach, R. Estimated burden of paediatric obesity and co-morbidities in Europe. Part 2. Numbers of children 

with indicators of obesity-related disease. Int. J. Pediatr. Obes. 1, 33–41 (2006).
	 6.	 Biro, F. M. & Wien, M. Childhood obesity and adult morbidities. Am. J. Clin. Nutr. 91, 1499S-1505S (2010).
	 7.	 Reilly, J. J. & Kelly, J. Long-term impact of overweight and obesity in childhood and adolescence on morbidity and premature 

mortality in adulthood: Systematic review. Int. J. Obes. (Lond). 35, 891–898 (2011).
	 8.	 Singh, A. S., Mulder, C., Twisk, J. W., van Mechelen, W. & Chinapaw, M. J. Tracking of childhood overweight into adulthood: A 

systematic review of the literature. Obes Rev. 9, 474–488 (2008).
	 9.	 Waters, E. et al. Interventions for preventing obesity in children. Cochrane Database Syst. Rev. 12, CD001871 (2011).
	10.	 Wang, Y. et al. What childhood obesity prevention programmes work? A systematic review and meta-analysis. Obes. Rev. 16, 

547–565 (2015).
	11.	 Guerra, P. H., Nobre, M. R., Silveira, J. A. & Taddei, J. A. The effect of school-based physical activity interventions on body mass 

index: A meta-analysis of randomized trials. Clinics (Sao Paulo). 68, 1263–1273 (2013).
	12.	 Liu, Z. et al. A systematic review and meta-analysis of the overall effects of school-based obesity prevention interventions and 

effect differences by intervention components. Int. J. Behav. Nutr. Phys. Act. 16, 95 (2019).
	13.	 Brown, T. et al. Interventions for preventing obesity in children. Cochrane Database Syst. Rev. 7, CD001871 (2019).
	14.	 Showell, N. N. et al. A systematic review of home-based childhood obesity prevention studies. Pediatrics 132, e193-200 (2013).
	15.	 Robins, J. M. & Hernan, M. A. Estimation of the causal effects of time-varying exposures. In Longitudinal Data Analysis (eds 

Fitzmaurice, G. et al.) (Chapman and Hall, 2009).
	16.	 Nianogo, R. A. et al. Projecting the impact of hypothetical early life interventions on adiposity in children living in low-income 

households. Pediatr. Obes. 12, 398–405 (2017).
	17.	 Jain, P., Danaei, G., Robins, J. M., Manson, J. E. & Hernán, M. A. Smoking cessation and long-term weight gain in the Framingham 

Heart Study: An application of the parametric g-formula for a continuous outcome. Eur. J. Epidemiol. 31, 1223–1229 (2016).
	18.	 Taubman, S. L., Robins, J. M., Mittleman, M. A. & Hernán, M. A. Intervening on risk factors for coronary heart disease: An appli-

cation of the parametric g-formula. Int. J. Epidemiol. 38, 1599–1611 (2009).
	19.	 Danaei, G., Pan, A., Hu, F. B. & Hernán, M. A. Hypothetical midlife interventions in women and risk of type 2 diabetes. Epidemiol-

ogy 24, 122–128 (2013).
	20.	 Lesko, C. R. et al. Mortality under plausible interventions on antiretroviral treatment and depression in HIV-infected women: An 

application of the parametric g-formula. Ann. Epidemiol. 27, 783-789.e2 (2017).
	21.	 Lien, N. et al. Design of a 20-month comprehensive, multicomponent school-based randomised trial to promote healthy weight 

development among 11–13 year olds: The HEalth In Adolescents study. Scand. J. Public Health. 38, 38–51 (2010).
	22.	 Andersen, L. B. et al. Physical activity and clustered cardiovascular risk in children: A cross-sectional study (The European Youth 

Heart Study). Lancet 368, 299–304 (2006).
	23.	 Bergh, I. H. et al. Personal and social-environmental correlates of objectively measured physical activity in Norwegian pre-

adolescent children. Scand. J. Med. Sci. Sports. 21, e315–e324 (2011).
	24.	 Haraldsdóttir, J. et al. Validity and reproducibility of a precoded questionnaire to assess fruit and vegetable intake in European 

11- to 12-year-old schoolchildren. Ann. Nutr. Metab. 49, 221–227 (2005).
	25.	 Lillegaard, I. T., Overby, N. C. & Andersen, L. F. Evaluation of a short food frequency questionnaire used among Norwegian 

children. Food Nutr. Res. 56, 6399 (2012).
	26.	 Carskadon, M. A. & Acebo, C. A. self-administered rating scale for pubertal development. J. Adolesc. Health. 14, 190–195 (1993).
	27.	 Bond, L. et al. A comparison of self-reported puberty using the Pubertal Development Scale and the Sexual Maturation Scale in 

a school-based epidemiologic survey. J. Adolesc. 29, 709–720 (2006).
	28.	 Wang, A., Nianogo, R. A. & Arah, O. A. G-computation of average treatment effects on the treated and the untreated. BMC Med. 

Res. Methodol. 17, 3 (2017).
	29.	 Wang, A. & Arah, O. A. G-computation demonstration in causal mediation analysis. Eur. J. Epidemiol. 30, 1119–1127 (2015).
	30.	 Daniel, R. M., Cousens, S. N., De Stavola, B. L., Kenward, M. G. & Sterne, J. A. Methods for dealing with time-dependent confound-

ing. Stat. Med. 32, 1584–1618 (2013).
	31.	 WHO. Global Recommendations on Physical Activity for Health. (World Health Organization, 2010).
	32.	 Malik, V. S., Schulze, M. B. & Hu, F. B. Intake of sugar-sweetened beverages and weight gain: A systematic review. Am. J. Clin. Nutr. 

84, 274–288 (2006).
	33.	 Bleich, S. N. & Vercammen, K. A. The negative impact of sugar-sweetened beverages on children’s health: An update of the literature. 

BMC Obes. 5, 6 (2018).
	34.	 Ledoux, T. A., Hingle, M. D. & Baranowski, T. Relationship of fruit and vegetable intake with adiposity: A systematic review. Obes. 

Rev. 12, e143–e150 (2011).
	35.	 Harris, K. C., Kuramoto, L. K., Schulzer, M. & Retallack, J. E. Effect of school-based physical activity interventions on body mass 

index in children: A meta-analysis. CMAJ 180, 719–726 (2009).



8

Vol:.(1234567890)

Scientific Reports |        (2021) 11:11216  | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-021-90415-z

www.nature.com/scientificreports/

	36.	 Wilks, D. C., Besson, H., Lindroos, A. K. & Ekelund, U. Objectively measured physical activity and obesity prevention in children, 
adolescents and adults: A systematic review of prospective studies. Obes. Rev. 12, e119–e129 (2011).

	37.	 Biddle, S. J., García Bengoechea, E. & Wiesner, G. Sedentary behaviour and adiposity in youth: A systematic review of reviews and 
analysis of causality. Int. J. Behav. Nutr. Phys. Act. 14, 43 (2017).

	38.	 Stamatakis, E. et al. Is the time right for quantitative public health guidelines on sitting? A narrative review of sedentary behaviour 
research paradigms and findings. Br. J. Sports Med. 53, 377–382 (2019).

	39.	 Cole, S. R. & Frangakis, C. E. The consistency statement in causal inference: A Definition or an assumption?. Epidemiology 20, 3–5 
(2009).

	40.	 Westreich, D. & Cole, S. R. Invited commentary: Positivity in practice. Am. J. Epidemiol. 171, 674–677 (2010).
	41.	 Rubin, D. B. Randomization analysis of experimental data: The fisher randomization test comment. J. Am. Stat. Assoc. 75, 591–593 

(1980).

Acknowledgements
We would like to thank all those who participated in the study. The HEIA study was funded by the Norwegian 
Research Council (Grant number 155323/V50) with supplementary funds from the Throne Holst Nutrition 
Research Foundation, the University of Oslo, and the Norwegian School of Sport Sciences. MKG is supported 
by funding from the Research Council of Norway (Grant number 273823/H10).

Author contributions
M.K.G. conceived the current study. M.K.G., R.A.N. and O.A.A. developed the analytical plan; R.A.N. led the 
implementation of the analyses. N.L., K.I.K., M.B., I.H.B. and Y.O. participated in the design and implementa-
tion of the H.E.I.A. study. M.K.G. wrote the first draft of the manuscript. All authors critically reviewed the 
manuscript, provided inputs to the writing of the paper and approved the submitted version of the manuscript.

Competing interests 
The authors declare no competing interests.

Additional information
Correspondence and requests for materials should be addressed to M.K.G.

Reprints and permissions information is available at www.nature.com/reprints.

Publisher’s note  Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and 
institutional affiliations.

Open Access   This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International 
License, which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or 

format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the 
Creative Commons licence, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this 
article are included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the 
material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not 
permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from 
the copyright holder. To view a copy of this licence, visit http://​creat​iveco​mmons.​org/​licen​ses/​by/4.​0/.

© The Author(s) 2021

www.nature.com/reprints
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/

	The impact of hypothetical interventions on adiposity in adolescence
	Methods
	Design and sample. 
	Data collection and measures. 
	Outcome variable. 
	Exposureintervention variables. 
	Confounders. 

	Statistical analysis. 
	Hypothetical interventions. 

	Results
	Discussion
	Strengths and weaknesses. 

	Conclusion
	References
	Acknowledgements


