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Overview: 
Pediatric obesity is considered one of society’s most serious health problems. One underlying cause may be problems in regulation, for example, the inability to inhibit negative behavior. Poor inhibitory regulation could lead to eating for non-hunger reasons, such as being upset (emotional eating) or being tempted by the sight or smell of food (external eating). Children who can’t regulate their feelings and impulses may overeat as a way to reduce emotions such as anxiety, worry, and anger.  

This study is the first to focus on the relation between children’s emotion regulation and their emotional eating and external eating problems. Emotional eating results from an emotional reaction rather than hunger, while external eating results from being attracted by food rather than physical hunger. Two types of emotions (anger and worry) and two types of emotional regulation (reactivity and inhibition) were examined in this study. When children use reactivity as form of emotional regulation, they express their emotions through overt negative action. When they use inhibition as an emotional regulation, they hide their emotions. IMPLICATIONS FOR COOPERATIVE EXTENSION: This study focuses on the relationship between emotional regulation and pediatric obesity. It shows that children’s emotion regulation problems are associated with their unhealthy habits of external and emotional eating. The study results offer important information for the prevention and treatment of child obesity.  Specifically, increasing children’s emotional regulation skills might be an effective part of prevention and intervention programs for child obesity treatment.



Methods: 
Participants: 740 rural children in second grade were followed in a two-year longitudinal study. The sample consisted of 49.3% girls and 50.7% boys. They mainly came from White and American Indian families (20%).
Measures: Children were interviewed individually while at school.  Questions assessed their (a) emotional regulation strategies (whether they are reactive or inhibitory in the face of anger and worry); and (b) patterns of emotional and external eating.
Results: 
This study found that children’s emotional regulation significantly predicted their eating regulation. The findings were the following: 
· The emotion regulation style of reactivity was not only positively related to external eating, but also positively related to emotional eating.
· The emotion regulation style of inhibition relates differentially to external eating and emotional eating. Worry inhibition was related to external eating and was somewhat related to emotional eating. Anger inhibition was not related to emotional eating.
· This study showed gender did not influence the results. The relations between emotional regulation and eating regulation were the same for boys and girls.
· The study also showed that ethnicity was not a significant factor, in that both ethnic groups showed similar patterns of results. However, American Indian children’s scores for anger inhibition were significantly higher than White children’s.
Discussion:
This study concluded that both worry and anger of reactivity were not only significantly related to external eating, but also were significantly related to emotional eating. This finding established an important potential link between emotion regulation and pediatric obesity. These findings may motivate researchers to investigate other emotional factors such as loneliness and sadness as predictors of eating regulation. The findings further suggest that researchers should consider mediated factors such as child temperament, child cognitive skill, and parenting practice in their studies. Findings also have implications for pediatric obesity prevention and treatment programs. Guiding and increasing children’s emotion regulation skills might be an effective prevention or intervention technique for children at risk for or experiencing obesity.
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