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a b s t r a c t 

Objective: This study aimed to explore more on contributing factors and prevention of overweight and obesity 

among Pacific islanders. 

Methods: Using Cochrane library guideline, four electronic databases, PubMed, Embase, Scopus and CINAHL, 

were systematically searched from 2010 to 2020. Search strategy included key concepts, free text terms, and 

database-controlled vocabulary terms to identify articles on determinants and preventative strategies of over- 

weight and obesity in the Pacific countries. A data extraction sheet was developed to extract relevant information 

required for analysis and theme development for this study. 

Results: A total of 22 articles were summarized and categorized. Determinants of overweight and obesity iden- 

tified two themes: environmental related factors 13.6% (3/22) and sociocultural related factors 27.3% (6/22). 

The preventative strategies of overweight and obesity was categorized into behavioural change 22.7% (5/22), 

school-related 18.2% (4/22), and policies 50% (11/22). The quality assessment of articles showed “Good ” 68.2% 

(15/22), and “Fair ” 31.8% (7/22). 

Conclusion: This study highlighted two contributing, non-medication factors affecting overweight and obesity 

are both environmental and socio-cultural issues. Overweight and obesity preventative strategies identified in 

the Pacific context considered behavioural change, knowledge enhancement, and policy development. Further 

research should aim at exploring the current preventative strategies in-depth, to appreciate the most feasible and 

recommended preventative approach within the Pacific society. 

1. Introduction 

Overweight and obesity is a major issue that has tripled in the past 

30 years, 1 across the globe and affects the growth and development 

of society. World Health Organization (WHO) states that people living 

in high-income countries had high cases of overweight and obesity in 

between 1975 and 2019. The global prevalence and incidence of obe- 

sity among the adult age group has increased from 29.8% to 38.0% 

among women and 28.8% to 36.9% among men between 1980s and 

2018. 2 However, in 2020, a report of more than 340 million Pacific Is- 

land children below 19 years of age in low and middle-income countries 

were also faced with challenges of overweight and obesity. 3 In Vanuatu, 

12.0% and 0.4% were overweight and obese while Tonga, 58.7% and 

21.1% were reported overweight and obese respectively. 4 

Much research has reported the determinants of overweight and obe- 

sity in different countries, among different age groups of society. 5 Over- 

weight and obesity among Pacific islanders is caused by multifactorial 
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conditions such as gender, genetics, and high birth weight that inter- 

play with the environment or lifestyle patterns such as a lack of phys- 

ical activity and unhealthy eating patterns, thus resulting in excess en- 

ergy intake, or a combination of the two resulting in energy excess. 6 - 7 

Furthermore, the genetics and social factors including prolonged screen 

time, low socioeconomic background, 8 and accessibility of junk food 9 

items that collectively or independently causes imbalance between food 

consumption and energy expenditure. Moreover, frequent use of trans- 

portation, having limited knowledge, and modest behavioural lifestyle 

further contributes to weigh gain from different angles. Consequently, 

studies confirmed that weight stigma, low self-esteem, and psycholog- 

ical issue exist among Pacific Islanders at a young age and progresses 

into an increased rate of premature deaths and disability among the 

adult population. 10 - 11 

Overweight and obesity causes many physical and psychological 

health challenges and therefore affecting the wellbeing of an individ- 

ual. 12 For instance, a developed nation such as the United States (US) 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.glohj.2022.07.005 

2414-6447/Copyright © 2022 People’s Medical Publishing House Co. Ltd. Publishing service by Elsevier B.V. on behalf of KeAi Communications Co. Ltd. This is an 

open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license ( http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/ ) 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.glohj.2022.07.005
http://www.ScienceDirect.com
https://www.keaipublishing.com/en/journals/global-health-journal/
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1016/j.glohj.2022.07.005&domain=pdf
http://www.masraqo@hotmail.com
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.glohj.2022.07.005
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/


Tong TJ, Mohammadnezhad M and Alqahtani NS Global Health Journal 6 (2022) 122–128 

used to focus on malnutrition, however, obesity and overweight has 

become an uprising issue due to the change of nutrition, inactivity, 

and lifestyle. This has led to impacts such as premature deaths, non- 

communicable diseases (NCDs) and disabilities globally, whereby ac- 

cording to WHO 2019 report, 7 out of 10 causes of deaths and disabili- 

ties worldwide are related to obesity and overweight. 13 

From WHO 2016 data, an estimated 43.0% of adults in the Pa- 

cific Islands Countries (PICs) are obese and overweight, which is 

more than triple the global average, and with NCDs reaching cri- 

sis levels. 14 The PICs are group of islands scattered across the 

vast Pacific Ocean and is designated into three regions: Polynesia, 

Melanesia, and Micronesia. Global statistics from WHO reported that 

nine PICs out of the top ten countries had the highest prevalence 

of obesity globally with concerning countries being Palau (47.6%), 

Nauru (45.6%), the Marshall Islands (42.8%), Kiribati (40.6%), Tuvalu 

(40.3%), Samoa (43.4%), Tonga (43.3%), the Cook Islands (50.8%), 

and Niue (43.2%). 15 At present, overweight and obesity is now a grow- 

ing concern especially among developing PICs where physical inactiv- 

ity 16 and changes in diet 17 are responsible for the dramatic increase in 

obesity. 

Due to the geographical location of islands scattered across the vast 

Pacific Ocean, in addition to being under-developed and developing na- 

tions with limited resources, and populated with diverse cultural back- 

grounds, determinants of overweight and obesity in the Pacific are com- 

plex. Overweight and obesity is the major issue in the Pacific region, 18 

where most of its population is facing the consequences leading to the 

high risk of decrease life expectancy and poor management within the 

health sector. 19 Further insights and statistics on this issue will necessi- 

tate appropriate strategic measures for health improvements however, 

there are lack of studies done within the Pacific Island countries con- 

cerning this issue. 20 

Since overweight and obesity in the Pacific is on the rise and affect- 

ing all generations with different complications. 21 Therefore, identify- 

ing the factors contributing to overweight and obesity can reveal a new 

perspective. Furthermore, exploring these key factors of overweight and 

obesity among the Pacific society will identify the gaps essential for pol- 

icy development and cultural behavioural change that would require a 

holistic whole-of-government approach with societal understanding and 

participation. 22 

2. Data and methodology 

This research study used Cochrane methodical review guideline and 

PRISMA checklist to scrutinize the scope of numerous published articles 

based on determinants and preventative strategies of overweight and 

obesity in the Pacific countries. Different electronic databases such as 

PubMed, Scopus, Embase, and CINAHL showed many studies concerning 

overweight and obesity and thus useful for the search of meaningful 

articles. Inclusion criteria involve studies with full text of any design 

relating to determinants and preventative strategies of overweight and 

obesity and showing interest in the Pacific society and environment; 

and published between 2010 and 2022. Exclusion criteria will be brief 

reports, abstracts, research news, non-English published articles, and 

those articles reporting genetic factors 

2.1. Search strategy 

Given the impression that only few articles relating to overweight 

and obesity in the Pacific countries are published, scrutinizing articles 

around the region dating from 2010 will be done, with accessible full 

text and key concepts “determinants and preventative strategies ”, “over- 

weight and obesity ”, “Pacific Islands ”, and “systematic reviews ”. Ac- 

cording to PICO model, Table 1 was developed to assist in the search 

for relevant studies for use ( Fig. 1 ). Further use of controlled vocabu- 

lary terms/ subject terms in different databases used showed concept 1, 

concept 2, concept 3, and concept 4 as follow: CINAHL (89, 131, 12, 

307), PubMed (10, 16, 11, 25), Scopus (5 682, 5 145, 1 005, 5 368), 

and Embase (65, 39, 35, 204) respectively. Furthermore, Boolean AND 

and OR were used to expand the search limits. 

2.2. Selection process 

Keywords in this systematic review identified articles from databases 

PubMed, Embase, Scopus, and CINAHL. Citations of articles identified 

were entered into Excel template to screen articles found according to 

title, year, and author fields. The selection process further removed du- 

plicated articles and those not done in the Pacific. A list of shortlisted 

articles’ title and abstract were recorded in Excel template according 

to author, year, title, and abstract with two extra columns for review- 

ers’ decision whether “yes or maybe ”, include or “no ”, exclude arti- 

cle in relevancy to study title. Both decisions from reviewer will be 

compared and any discrepancies were resolved in a discussion to pre- 

vent biasness. The full texts of all remained studies labelled “maybe ”

were read for full details to conclude its relevance to this systematic 

study. 

A data extraction sheet was developed to extract relevant infor- 

mation required for analysis and theme development for this study 

( Table 2 ). 

3. Results 

Studies in the Pacific region were scarce and thus all data extracted 

for this review comprise of studies published in the last ten years. Table 3 

Table 1 

Search strategy. 

Item Concept 1 Concept 2 Concept 3 Concept 4 

Key concepts Determinants and 

preventative strategies 

Overweight and obesity Pacific Islands Systematic review 

Free text terms/natural 

language terms 

Preventive measures, causes, 

treatments, factors, plans, 

policies, approaches 

Heavy, obese, overweightness Oceania, Pacific Island Countries, 

Fiji, Kiribati, Solomon Islands, 

Vanuatu, Tonga, Samoa, Cook 

Islands, Marshall Islands, Nauru, 

Micronesia, Tahiti, Tuvalu, Papua 

New Guinea, Palau, Niue, Pacific 

countries 

Journal, appraisal, study, 

research 

Database (Controlled 

vocabulary terms/Subject 

terms) = result 

CINAHL (MeSH/Subject 

headings not exploded) = 89 

PubMed (MeSH Headings not 

exploded) = 10 

Scopus (IndexTerms) = 5 682 

Embase (Emtree not 

exploded) = 65 

CINAHL (MeSH/Subject headings 

not exploded) = 131 

PubMed (MeSH Headings not 

exploded) = 16 

Scopus (IndexTerms) = 5 145 

Embase (Emtree not 

exploded) = 39 

CINAHL (MeSH/Subject headings 

not exploded) = 12 

PubMed (MeSH Headings not 

exploded) = 11 

Scopus (IndexTerms) = 1 005 

Embase (Emtree not 

exploded) = 35 

CINAHL (MeSH/Subject 

Headings not exploded) = 307 

PubMed (MeSH Headings not 

exploded) = 25 

Scopus (IndexTerms) = 5 368 

Embase (Emtree not 

exploded) = 204 
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Table 2 

Data extraction sheet. 

Study information (first 

author, publication year, 

country and region) 

Objective Participants Study design Results Quality 

assessment tool 

Hendriks AM, 2015, Fiji 23 To describe the shape of the wider 

obesity prevention policy landscape 

15 representatives from 9 

ministries within Fiji 

National Government 

Qualitative 

study 

Poor economic situation, low 

Food Self-sufficiency, 

framing of obesity, power 

inequalities, lack of evidence, 

limited resource sharing, 

window of opportunity, 

inter-sectoral governance 

structures 

Good 

Douglas JA, 2016, 

Asia-Pacific 24 

To inform individual organizational, 

and community empowerment 

2 community-based 

organizations participating in 

Robert Wood Johnson 

Foundation’s Communities 

Creating Healthy 

Environments 

Mixed method Offer compelling evidence 

for: (1) identifying proximal 

and distal determinants of 

public health disparities; and 

(2) empowering communities 

to directly redress these 

inequities 

Fair 

Fialkowski MK, 2013, US 

Affiliated Pacific Islands, 

Hawaii, and Alaska 25 

To describe the community 

engagement process; to report 

community-identified priorities; to 

share lessons learned in the CEP 

Four communities in each of 

five Children’s Healthy 

Living jurisdictions with over 

900 community members 

Qualitative 

study 

Environmental intervention 

strategies 

Good 

Hardin J, 2018, Samoa, 

Nauru 26 

Relationship between intervention 

and body change 

Nauru and Samoa clinical 

setting 

Qualitative 

study 

Determinants Interventions Good 

Cyril S, 2016, Victoria 

Australia 27 

To explore service providers’ 

perceptions of the key factors 

influencing the participation of 

culturally and linguistically diverse 

(CALD) communities 

59 service providers from 

CALD groups living in four 

socioeconomically 

disadvantaged areas 

Qualitative 

study 

Community-level barriers to 

CALD 

Good 

Seear K, 2019, Western 

Australia 28 

To identify how and why some 

lifestyle changes improve health 

About 3,300 Aboriginal 

people from Northwest 

Australia 

Qualitative 

study 

Potential diabetes 

complications The difficulty 

of change 

Good 

Snowdon W, 2013, Pacific 

Islands 29 

To document challenges; to identify 

trade agreements contributing 

Pacific Island’s trade policy Obesity reviews: 

surveillance and 

evaluation 

Improve food 

supply-innovation Trade 

agreement-limit policy 

Fair 

Dodd R, 2020, Pacific 30 To understand regional priorities and 

policy development; to identify 

opportunities for progress. 

Documents from a decade of 

regional meetings 

Analytical study The proposed policies Good 

Pescud M, 2019, 

Australia 31 

To explore the public policy attention 33 stakeholders within 

Australia 

Qualitative 

study 

Healthy Weight Initiative Good 

Nusair P, 2015, Fiji 32 To understand the prevalence of 

overweight and obesity 

2 203 mothers Quantitative 

study 

Determinants and prevention Good 

Kessaram T, 2015, Pacific 

Islands 33 

To synthesise available data on 

overweight, obesity and their risk 

Results of 2 cross-sectional 

surveys 

Article reviews Determinants and prevention Fair 

Brouwers CFS, 2016, 

Pacific Island Countries 34 

To gain insight; to examine the model 

Nutrition transition 

Literature about obesity and 

nutrition transition in the 

Pacific 

Literature 

review 

Determinants of obesity in 

the Pacific 

Fair 

Thompson-McCormick JJ, 

2014, Fiji 35 

To assess the prevalence of 

overweight, obesity, and breakfast 

skipping 

523 school-going girls Quantitative 

study 

Determinants-skipping 

breakfast 

Good 

Fox A, 2019, Pacific Island 

countries 36 

To evaluate economic globalization 

versus economic development 

Cross-national longitudinal 

dataset 

Quantitative 

study 

Determinants Good 

Ravuvu A, 2020, Pacific 37 To highlight and monitor obesity 

across the Pacific region 

Literature on childhood 

obesity across the Pacific 

Literature 

review 

Global protocol Fair 

Tong TJ, 2022, Kiribati 38 To determine factors contributing to 

overweight and obesity 

32 students Qualitative 

Study 

Determinants Good 

Haddad L, 2014, Asia and 

the Pacific 39 

To review the trend and 

consequences of obesity 

9 countries in Asia and the 

Pacific 

Literature 

review 

Prevention Fair 

Wate JT, 2013, Fiji 40 To identify the dietary patterns of 

adolescents 

6 871 adolescents Qualitative 

study 

Preventative strategies Good 

Foster N, 2018, Pacific 41 To understand the extent to which 

these three diet-related regulatory 

interventions; to highlight challenges 

and opportunities 

6 countries: Barbados, 

Dominica, Jamaica, Fiji, 

Nauru, Tonga 

Review Policy implementation Good 

Galy O, 2019, Pacific 42 To investigate technology-based 

educational program; to create 

insightful data analysis methods 

24 adolescents Exploratory 

Quantitative 

study 

Determinants Policies Good 

Latu C, 2018, Fiji 43 To provide an in-depth examination 

of barriers 

7 food-related policies Case studies Policies Good 

Cassels S, 2006, 

Micronesia 44 

To outline foreign rule and social 

trade; to highlight the Pacific tuna 

trade 

Case studies Traditional food and healthy 

lifestyle determinants 

Fair 
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Fig. 1. Process of selection. 

Table 3 

General Characteristics of studies. 

Variable n (%) 

Types of studies 

Case 2 (9.0) 

Qualitative 8 (36.4) 

Quantitative 4 (18.2) 

Mixed method 1 (4.0) 

Reviews 6 (27.0) 

Analytical 1 (4.0) 

Settings 

Pacific region 11 (50.0) 

Fiji 5 (22.7) 

Australia 3 (13.6) 

Kiribati 1 (0.05) 

Micronesia 1 (0.05) 

Samoa & Nauru 1 (0.05) 

Quality assessment 

Good 15 (68.2) 

Fair 7 (31.8) 

shows that most studies ( n = 8) were qualitative studies with several re- 

views ( n = 6) also available. Quantitative ( n = 4), mixed method ( n = 1), 

Analytical ( n = 1), and case studies ( n = 2) were also included. The study 

settings selected involved the Pacific Island communities ( n = 11), with 

more specific articles reported from Fiji ( n = 5), Australia ( n = 3), Kiri- 

bati ( n = 1), Federate States of Micronesia ( n = 1), and a study involving 

both Samoa and Nauru ( n = 1). 

Determinants of overweight and obesity identified from the studies 

were socioeconomic status ( n = 4), demographics ( n = 7), diet ( n = 9), 

physical inactivity ( n = 9), stress ( n = 3), poor sleep ( n = 3) and thus 

categorized into two themes: environmental related factors ( n = 9) and 

socio-cultural related factors ( n = 13). The preventative strategies of 

overweight and obesity as gathered from the studies were implemen- 

tation of school curriculum ( n = 3), exploring feasible policies ( n = 6), 

choosing healthier foods ( n = 5), modifying trade agreement on food 

( n = 4), and physical exercise ( n = 4) thus was categorized into be- 

havioural change ( n = 9), school-related ( n = 3), and policies ( n = 10). 

The quality of each study included in this review was checked using 

checklists from the University of Tasmania quality assessment checklist 

and showed 68.2% rating “Good ” where no important limitations were 

detected, and 27.3% rating fair where some uncertainty on conclusions 

require full text to reconsider. 

Looking at the determinants of overweight and obesity in the Pa- 

cific society, missing breakfast was one behavioural determinant of over- 

weight and obesity reported among the Fijian population. Several stud- 

ies from Fiji reported on obesity determinants and prevention through 

public health and policy development. Poor economic situations, low 

food self-sufficiency, limited resources, and power inequalities were 

among the reported barriers to implementation of developed policies 

with the need to strengthen collaboration between sectors at govern- 

ment and national level. Another study looked at overweight and obesity 

among pregnant women in Fiji as an urgent health issue that requires 

more feasible interventional programs. 

The preventative measures and body norms of people from Samoa 

and Nauru was also surveyed. The findings concluded that obesity in- 

terventions in the Pacific society fail because they re-shape body norms 

intensely in a way that creates confusion between the intended purpose 

and repetitious body norms. Another study explored the use of fitness 

trackers and smart pedometers to improve behaviour towards physical 

activity among the adolescents age group. Results showed that least ac- 

tive adolescents adhered to daily consistency of physical activities and 

increased participation in the physical activity program. 
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Among the preventative strategies on overweight and obesity ob- 

tained from this systematic review, case studies on policies were also 

reviewed. At the national level of prevention, leaders were identified as 

not being supportive of progressing policies. The study concluded the 

need for leaders across the Pacific to collaborate with stakeholders to 

enhance implementation of developed policies. 

4. Discussion 

Overweight and obesity is a global health issue that requires whole- 

of people-government approach. Although preventative strategies have 

been developed, it is still a chronic issue in developed countries that 

has now invaded the Pacific Island countries. The aim of this study is 

to identify determinants of overweight and obesity in the Pacific and 

explore the preventative strategies developed. 

This systematic review focused on the modifiable factors of over- 

weight and obesity as preventative strategies are exploring the personal, 

interpersonal and community levels of the Pacific society. Therefore, 

in this systemic review, results illustrated that determinant of over- 

weight and obesity among pacific islanders are environmental related 

and socio-cultural related. In environmental related factors several iden- 

tified studies used 23 , 32 , 34 , 36 , 38 reported socio-economic status, existing 

policies and programs, school curriculum and policies, and limited re- 

sources as common determinants of overweight and obesity. In socio- 

cultural factors, several determinants obtained from studies reviewed 

were nutritional transition, physical inactivity, peer pressure, and local 

body norms. 

Socio-cultural related factors focus on diet and physical education, 

psychosocial, and cultural related factors. Nutrition of many Pacific 

Islanders is associated with urbanization. In rural areas, diet is more 

dependent on local plantation and traditional nutritious food. How- 

ever, urbanization introduces western diet such as processed energy- 

dense food, sweets, refined grains, and fat. 45 Furthermore, the cul- 

tural perception in serving size and addictive taste of processed 

food adds on to the unhealthy diet behaviour. Food preparation of 

sodium rich, oily, and sweetened diet are common taste of Pacific 

Islanders, whereas fruits and vegetables are rarely seen as part of 

meal menus. 46 Nutritional status of Pacific Islanders is reported as 

a concern and open opportunity for progression to overweight and 

obesity. 47 

Physical activity is another factor crucial in ensuring good health 

and well-being of an individual. The cause of overweight and obesity 

is believed to be due to high food consumption and physical inactiv- 

ity. 48 Therefore, as studies highlighted, physical activity of 30–60 min- 

utes per day is required to prevent overweight and obesity among all 

ages. 49 

Compared to other articles, western lifestyle introduced through ur- 

banization has been the focus of attention within the public health set- 

ting because it impacts individual health. 50 Global statistics of 2007 

show that more than 50.0% of the world’s population are living or have 

moved to urban areas. 51 The increase as estimated by WHO would be 

at 10.0% every 20 years. Pacific Islanders exposed to western lifestyles 

early in life are more dependent on sedentary lifestyles rather than at- 

tained cultural skills and routines. 52 The combined effects of living envi- 

ronment imported goods, and transportation use, significantly influence 

and determined a high risk for overweight and obesity development and 

complications. 53 

Identified factors relating to school curriculum and policies is rather 

limited. However, school prospectus, policies are important. Policies 

are aimed at preventing overweight and obesity among Pacific is- 

landers through education and health. As reviewed in articles, de- 

veloping new and feasible health and educational policies in the Pa- 

cific Island Countries will promote healthier lifestyles and expose the 

younger generation to healthier environments. 54 Since determinants 

of overweight and obesity are vast, the development of preventative 

strategies requires identification and understanding of specific factors 

that can be addressed by developed plans. This systemic review has 

identified environmental related and socio-economic related factors 

as determinants and thus preventative policies should focus on these 

factors. 

Preventative strategies identified from this systematic review were 

aiming at community and government levels of prevention. As men- 

tioned in one article 43 leaders require collaboration to maintain policies. 

Also stated, communities need to redress disparities within the public 

health that has caused dilemma between determinants of overweight 

and obesity. 24 

There are many factors that influence the development of over- 

weight and obesity among Pacific islanders. 55 Therefore, prevention 

and treatment would require multiple activities and group approach. 

Since learning begins at a young age, strategies should be devel- 

oped and build around school related environment. Health and phys- 

ical education, School food policies, and access to drinking water 

in school are reported to being effective. 56 These approaches are 

feasible, cost-effective, and influential to students in school-based 

interventions. 

However, a wider strategy with more teamwork approach to preven- 

tion is in community-based programs. Swinburn BA et al. reported the 

use of Obesity Prevention in Communities around the Pacific region. 57 

The two main goals for such program are capacity building in communi- 

ties and healthy weight promotion. This program has reached some Pa- 

cific Island countries like Tonga and Fiji, including Australia, and New 

Zealand and therefore ongoing and progression of such program require 

leadership collaboration. 

5. Conclusion 

The study has synthesized the findings of 22 articles. The determi- 

nants of overweight and obesity has been categorized into environmen- 

tal related and socio-cultural related factors. The non-pharmacological 

programs available are behavioural lifestyle change, and school curricu- 

lum review, and health and education policy development aiming indi- 

viduals, community, and the Pacific islanders at large. However, the 

majority ( n = 21) of articles reviewed were published after 2010 thus 

more research in overweight and obesity is needed in the Pacific to keep 

information and data updated. The limitations of this study however 

were omissions of articles without open access to full texts and those 

not published in English language. 
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