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“Globesity” is the term that perhaps best represents 
the growing obesity trend affecting about five hundred mil-
lion people worldwide [1]. This phenomenon is most prev-
alent among the poor and disadvantaged, for whom high 
obesity rates go hand in hand with cardiovascular disease, 
diabetes and even cancer. This editorial hopes to shed light 
on the growing rates of obesity among Latinos (or Hispanics) 
in the United States (US). To that end, I aim to underscore 
the close-knit relationship between structural and cultural 
determinants of  health that, together, impinge on the grow-
ing morbidity and mortality rates associated with Latinos’ 
overweight and obesity patterns in the US. 

Latinos are currently the largest ethnic minority group 
in the US, projected to be 25% of the population by 2050, 
which present higher rates of overweight and obesity than 
other ethnic/racial groups, particularly among children. Un-
doubtedly, poverty and economic barriers are among the key 
factors that impinge on Latinos’ poor diets leading to over-
weight and related outcomes. Low-income Latinos tend to 
favor cheap, energy-dense foods that are obesegenic due to 
their high contents of salt, sugars, fats and refined grains that 
together are associated with higher risks of obesity, type 2 
diabetes and cardiovascular disease [2]. 

However, poverty and economic barriers to healthy 
foods alone are not enough to explain Latinos’ increasing 
obesity trends. An ecological perspective is needed here to 
consider the influence of physical and social environments 
on food practices and individual habits including sedentary 
life styles and lack of physical activity. These environments 
are best exemplified by a super-abundance of cheap, low-
nutrition staples in areas that are loaded with liquor stores 
but lack affordable supermarkets offering healthy, culturally 
familiar foods [3,4]. The obesegenic environment (including 
“food swamps” in low-income neighborhoods) seems to con-
flate with individual barriers to healthy eating that include 
Latinos’ financial constraints to buying fresh produce and 
fruits, along with having little time to cook healthy meals due 
to long working hours outside of the home [5].

Furthermore, cultural factors have been shown to 
greatly influence Latinos’ eating trends and food practices. 

The literature has amply documented the connections be-
tween dietary acculturation and obesity risk in the US [5,6], 
with length of stay correlating with rising rates of obesity and 
chronic disease [7]. Despite this relevant body of work, little 
is known about how Latinos’ traditional beliefs impact (either 
positively or negatively) their food choices and eating practices 
in the US [8].

In addition, more research is needed about the culinary 
staples that Latinos retain, even decades after having settled in 
the US. In this vein, traditional notions of acculturation may 
not be enough to explain immigrants’ dietary changes in bicul-
tural environments. In order to address these issues, my latest 
work on Latinos’ traditional foods and eating practices in the 
US has focused on understanding the complex cultural and 
structural factors that underscore immigrants’ food choices, 
along with the culinary changes they experience in the socie-
ties of destination. My team and I have coined the term  “nos-
talgic foods” to symbolize the complex ways in which Latino 
immigrants (and their families) retain as well as modify their 
traditional food practices in diverse contexts of reception  
[9,10].

Rather than experiencing a linear process of accultura-
tion (i.e., abandoning traditional diets in favor of American 
ones), Latino families seem to merge their culturally familiar 
foods with what is available (and affordable) to them in the 
societies of destination. Our results suggest an interaction be-
tween the retention of heavy traditional foods that are cheaper 
and easy to access and the incorporation of obesegenic prac-
tices (e.g., snacking and consuming cheap fried foods), many 
of which are imprinted in the urban environment [10].

The “nostalgic foods” construct has several key impli-
cations for health programs and policy. Culturally appropri-
ate interventions have been shown to assist families in keeping 
their familiar foods but with lower levels of fat, salt and sug-
ars [11]. Through targeted educational programs it would be 
possible to increase awareness about deleterious food choices 
and teach Latinos to prepare healthier foods. For instance, in 
a study on parents’ perspectives on healthy eating, Flores, et 
al. [11] found that Latino parents were eager to modify tra-
ditional meals/snacks in order to make the foods healthier as 
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well as more palatable. Our research also shows that Latinas 
are concerned about their poorer eating habits in the US and 
would welcome programs and incentives that would teach 
them prepare healthier, low-fat traditional foods that would 
help them lose weight [12].

Community-based interventions that connect neigh-
borhood programs with impoverished families could take ad-
vantage of resources already found in areas where Latinos live. 
For instance, community gardens and school programs could 
be used to teach families and their children to grow and in-
corporate healthy produce into their diets. Finally, as noted by 
Greder, et al. [13], having immigrant families’ representation 
on school and community advisory committees would ensure 
that programs and policies are informed by their experiences 
and needs.

When it comes to assessing and understanding Lati-
nos’ growing obesity rates, the existing research and data are 
far from conclusive. We need more mixed-method studies on 
Latinos’ beliefs and practices regarding the foods and staples 
they bring (and either retain or modify) from their countries 
of origin. Future research should also focus on the role that 
Latino families play in encouraging their members’ emotional 
attachment to traditional foods vis-à-vis the reproduction of 
healthy/unhealthy eating practices in diverse contexts of re-
ception.

References
1) WHO (2014) Fact Sheet No 311, August 2014. World Health Or-
ganization, Geneva.
2) Cortés DE, Millán-Ferro A, Schneider K, Vega RR, Caballero 
AE (2013) Food purchasing selection among low-income, Spanish-
speaking Latinos. Am J Prev Med 44: S267-S273.
3) Freudenberg N (2014) Lethal but legal: Corporations, consump-
tion, and protecting public health. Oxford University Press, Oxford.
4) Sussner KM, Lindsay AC, Greaney ML, Peterson KE (2008) The 
influence of immigrant status and acculturation on the development 
of overweight in Latino families: a qualitative study. J Immigr Minor 
Health 10: 497-505.
5) Martínez AD (2013) Reconsidering acculturation in dietary change 
research among Latino immigrants: challenging the preconditions of 
US migration. Ethn Health 18: 115-135.
6) Pérez-Escamilla R, Putnik P (2007) The role of acculturation in 
nutrition, lifestyle, and incidence of type 2 diabetes among Latinos. 
J Nutr 137: 860-870.
7) Himmelgreen DA, Pérez-Escamilla R, Martinez D, Bretnall A, 
Eells B, et al. (2004) The longer you stay, the bigger you get: length 
of time and language use in the U.S. are associated with obesity in 
Puerto Rican women. Am J Phys Anthropol 125: 90-96.
8) Park Y, Quinn J, Florez K, Jacobson J, Neckerman K, et al. (2011) 
Hispanic immigrant women’s perspective on healthy foods and the 
New York City retail food environment: A mixed-method study. Soc 
Sci Med 73: 13-21.
9) Viladrich, A, Yeh M-C (2012) The uncanny power of emotional 
bonds: Exploring the role of nostalgic foods in Latinas’ eating behav-
iors and health. C. Wilson & M. Morree (eds) Vegetable consumption 
and Health: New Research. Nova Science Publishers, New York.

Submit your manuscript at 
http://www.jscholaronline.org/submit-manuscript.php

Submit your manuscript to a JScholar journal 
and benefit from:

 ¶ Convenient online submission
 ¶ Rigorous peer review
 ¶ Immediate publication on acceptance
 ¶ Open access: articles freely available online
 ¶ High visibility within the field
 ¶ Better discount for your subsequent articles10) Tagliaferro B, Viladrich A (2014) Picking fruits from our back-

yard’s trees: The meaning of nostalgia in shaping Latinas’ eating prac-
tices in the United States (under revision).

12) Viladrich A, Yeh MC, Bruning N, Weiss R (2009) “Do Real Wom-
en Have Curves?” Paradoxical body images among Latinas in New 
York City. J Immigr Minor Health 11: 20-28.
13) Greder K, Romero Slowing F, Doudna K (2012) Latina immigrant 
mothers: negotiating new food environments to preserve cultural 
food practices and healthy child eating. Family and Consumer Sci-
ences Research Journal 41: 145-160. 

11) Flores G, Maldonado J, Durán P (2012) Making tortillas without 
lard: Latino parents’ perspectives on healthy eating, physical activity, 
and weight-management strategies for overweight Latino children. J 
Acad Nutr Diet 112: 81-9.

https://www.jscholaronline.org/
https://www.jscholaronline.org/journals/journal-of-cardiology-and-vascular-medicine/jhome.php
https://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs311/en/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23415192
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23415192
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23415192
https://ukcatalogue.oup.com/product/9780199937196.do
https://ukcatalogue.oup.com/product/9780199937196.do
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18373200
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18373200
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18373200
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18373200
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22731980
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22731980
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22731980
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/17374645
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/17374645
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/17374645
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/15293335
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/15293335
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/15293335
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/15293335
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/21658831
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/21658831
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/21658831
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/21658831
https://www.novapublishers.com/catalog/product_info.php?products_id=41415&osCsid=168c08748e890891d8335a0f23b338ea
https://www.novapublishers.com/catalog/product_info.php?products_id=41415&osCsid=168c08748e890891d8335a0f23b338ea
https://www.novapublishers.com/catalog/product_info.php?products_id=41415&osCsid=168c08748e890891d8335a0f23b338ea
https://www.novapublishers.com/catalog/product_info.php?products_id=41415&osCsid=168c08748e890891d8335a0f23b338ea
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18807271
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18807271
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/18807271
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/fcsr.12004/abstract
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/fcsr.12004/abstract
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/fcsr.12004/abstract
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/fcsr.12004/abstract
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22717179
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22717179
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22717179
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22717179

