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Earlier puberty has been associated with numerous adverse mental, emotional, and physical health outcomes.
Obesity is a known risk factor for earlier puberty in girls, but research with boys has yielded inconsistent
findings. We examined sex- and race/ethnicity-specific associations between childhood obesity and puberty in
a multiethnic cohort of 129,824 adolescents born at a Kaiser Permanente Northern California medical facility
between 2003 and 2011. We used Weibull regression models to explore associations between childhood obesity
and breast development onset (thelarche) in girls, testicular enlargement onset (gonadarche) in boys, and pubic
hair development onset (pubarche) in both sexes, adjusting for important confounders. Clear dose-response
relationships were observed. Boys with severe obesity had the greatest risk for earlier gonadarche (hazard
ratio = 1.23, 95% confidence limit: 1.15, 1.32) and pubarche (hazard ratio = 1.44, 95% confidence limit: 1.34,
1.55), while underweight boys had delayed puberty compared with peers with normal body mass index. A similar
dose-response relationship was observed in girls. There were significant interactions between childhood body
mass index and race/ethnicity. Childhood obesity is associated with earlier puberty in both boys and girls, and
the magnitude of the associations may vary by race/ethnicity. Prevention of childhood obesity may delay pubertal

timing and mitigate health risks associated with both conditions.

adolescent health; health disparities; longitudinal study; obesity; puberty; race/ethnicity

Abbreviations: API, Asian/Pacific Islander; BMI, body mass index; CL, confidence limit; HR, hazard ratio; KPNC, Kaiser
Permanente Northern California; OR, odds ratio; OWOB, overweight and obese; SMR, sexual maturity rating; TR, time ratio.

Earlier puberty is associated with numerous adverse out-
comes throughout the life course. Girls who develop earlier
are at higher risk for anxiety, depression, body dissatisfac-
tion, and early sexual initiation during adolescence (1-5), as
well as cardiac problems, all-cause mortality, and breast and
reproductive cancers later in life (2, 6-9). Growing evidence
also suggests that early-maturing boys experience negative
consequences such as behavioral misconduct, substance use
(1, 5), and psychological problems during adolescence (10,
11), as well as higher risks of testicular and prostate cancer
later in life (2, 12).

Childhood obesity is a known risk factor of earlier puber-
tal development in girls. However, few studies have explored
the associations between childhood obesity and pubertal
timing among boys, with inconsistent results. Most studies

of boys have been conducted outside the United States,
where the rate of childhood obesity is substantially lower
(13-20). Additionally, US studies have been limited by
predominantly White cohorts and/or have failed to include
large racial/ethnic minority populations such as Asians and
Pacific Islanders (21-23) despite evidence of racial/ethnic
differences in pubertal timing (24, 25). Further, most studies
include varying or later measures of obesity and therefore
cannot establish temporality between exposure and outcome
(14-17, 19-23). This is especially important given that ado-
lescents experience natural increases in weight at puberty
(fat mass in girls and fat-free mass in boys) (26). We con-
ducted a longitudinal study using a large and diverse cohort
of boys and girls from Northern California to examine sex-
and race/ethnicity-specific associations between childhood
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(ages 5-6 years) body mass index (BMI) and timing of
pubertal onset, using clinician-assessed sexual maturity rat-
ings (SMRs).

METHODS
Participants

This study included 68,571 boys and 61,253 girls born at
a Kaiser Permanente Northern California (KPNC) medical
facility between 2003 and 2011. KPNC is a large inte-
grated health-care system that serves a diverse population of
approximately 4.5 million members in Northern California.
Study eligibility included being born full-term (>37 weeks’
gestation) and singleton, and having at least 1 documented
SMR and childhood BMI calculation (using documented
childhood height and weight measurements). The follow-up
period for assessing pubertal development extended through
September 30, 2021.

Children with medical conditions that might influence
pubertal development (e.g., congenital adrenal hyperpla-
sia) were excluded (n = 3,598). Of the 133,208 eligible
children, 3,384 (2.5%) were missing information on >1
clinically important covariate (parity, 248; maternal educa-
tion, 3,344; maternal age, 1). Observed characteristics of
those with complete versus incomplete data were compa-
rable (Web Table 1, available at https://doi.org/10.1093/aje/
kwac148). Due to the low rate of missingness we concluded
that a complete-case analysis would not bias our results and
excluded individuals with incomplete data. The final analyt-
ical cohort included 129,824 boys and girls. All data were
obtained from KPNC clinical and administrative databases.
The KPNC Institutional Review Board approved the study.

Measurements

Exposure. Child weight and height measurements were
obtained from clinic visits at the ages of 5-6 years. BMI
percentiles were calculated using age- and sex-specific Cen-
ters for Disease Control and Prevention (year 2000) stan-
dard population distributions (27). BMI was classified into
categories: underweight (<5th percentile), normal weight
(above the 5th and below the 85th percentile), overweight
(at least 85th and below the 95th percentile), and obese (95th
percentile and above). Children with BMIs of >120% of the
95th percentile were categorized as severely obese (28).

Puberty outcomes. Documentation of SMRs in the elec-
tronic health record became a routine part of KPNC pediatric
appointments for children aged >6 years beginning in 2010.
SMR is a 5-point ranking system used to measure pubertal
development from prepuberty (SMR 1) to full maturation
(SMR 5) (29, 30).

At KPNC, boys are evaluated for testicular size. Clini-
cians palpate and measure the length of the testicle using
a measuring tape or estimate testicular volume using an
orchidometer. Girls are rated for breast development using
palpation and visual inspection. Pubic hair is measured in
both sexes using visual inspection. Additionally, girls and
their caregivers are routinely asked if they have begun their
menses starting at approximately age 10 years. Girls who
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reported starting menses before age 12 were categorized as
having earlier menarche.

The accuracy of the KPNC SMR was validated in a
previous study (31), in which research staff were trained by
a Kaiser pediatric endocrinologist (L.C.G.) to rate over 400
girls. L.C.G. assessed ratings conducted by research staff to
ensure the accuracy of assessments. We compared the results
of these assessments with SMRs conducted by KPNC clin-
icians within 6 months of research appointments (n = 217)
and found weighted k of > 0.60 for breast and pubic hair
SMRs (unpublished data). We also checked for interobserver
reliability among clinicians by measuring SMR agreement
for individuals who were assessed by 2 different clinicians
within 6 months of each other. Weighted k were >0.70 for
breast and pubic hair in girls and testicular size and pubic
hair in boys. k values were similar among overweight and
obese (OWOB) girls and boys.

In this study, our primary outcomes of interest were age at
transition from SMR 1 (prepubertal) to SMR 2+ (pubertal)
for onset of testicular enlargement onset (gonadarche) in
boys, breast development (thelarche) in girls, and pubic hair
development (pubarche) in both sexes. We also explored
timing of menarche as a secondary outcome in girls.

Covariates.  All models adjusted for potential confounding
by including covariates associated with both childhood BMI
and pubertal onset: child’s race/ethnicity (White, Black,
Hispanic, Asian/Pacific Islander (API), or other/unknown)
(25), birth weight (grams) (32, 33) and maternal education as
a proxy for socioeconomic status (high school or less, some
college (<2 years), 4-year college, or graduate school) (34,
35), parity (0, 1, or >2) (36, 37), and age at delivery (years)
(38, 39).

Statistical analyses

The association between childhood BMI and pubertal
onset was determined using Weibull regression models, which
are both accelerated failure time and proportional hazards
regression models, with accommodation for left, right, and
interval censoring. Weibull regression, an alternative to
the semiparametric Cox proportional hazards regression,
is a flexible, parametric, widely used survival analysis
technique. We chose the Weibull approach given the compu-
tational complexity in fitting Cox regression with interval-
censored data and, more importantly, it has been noted that
parametric regression models are robust and generally more
informative than corresponding nonparametric models in
the presence of heavy interval censoring (40, 41).

Children were considered left-censored if they had
already transitioned to SMR 2+ at the time of the first SMR
exam. They were right-censored at the time of their last
exam if they had not transitioned to SMR 2+ or had only
1 assessment at SMR 1. Children who had an exam with
an assessment of SMR 1 and a later assessment of SMR
24 were considered interval-censored, as the exact age at
transition between SMR 1 and 2+ is unknown. Two effect
size measurements were calculated: the time ratio (TR) and
the hazard ratio (HR). TR estimates represent the ratio of
the median time to event for a given level of the exposure
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variable in relation to its reference level (e.g., obese vs.
normal weight). Associations between childhood BMI and
earlier menarche (<12 years) were examined using binary
logistic regression models.

We examined race/ethnicity as a potential effect modifier
by using a cross-product term of race/ethnicity and BMI
category. Baseline characteristics were compared between
exposure groups using x> tests for categorical variables and
analysis of variance for continuous variables. All analyses
were conducted using SAS, version 9.4 (SAS Institute, Inc.,
Cary, North Carolina).

RESULTS
Participant characteristics

The study cohort included 68,571 boys and 61,253 girls.
Among boys aged 5-6 years, 3.9% were underweight,
14.3% overweight, 10.6% obese, and 3.2% severely obese.
Among girls, approximately 3.6% were underweight, 14.9%
overweight, 9.3% obese, and 2.6% severely obese (Tables 1
and 2). In gonadarche models, about 15.4% of boys were
left-censored and 47.1% were right-censored. In pubarche
models, 12.5% and 52.1% of boys were left- and right-
censored, respectively. In thelarche models, approximately
23.9% of girls were left-censored, and 36.6% were right-
censored. In pubarche models, 19.0% and 44.8% of the gitls
were left- and right-censored, respectively.

Associations between childhood BMI and puberty in
boys

Gonadarche. OWOB boys had greater risk of experienc-
ing earlier gonadarche compared with normal-weight coun-
terparts, with a clear dose-response association (P < 0.001,
Web Table 2). After accounting for maternal age, educa-
tion, parity, birth weight, and race/ethnicity, and compared
with normal-weight boys, risk of earlier gonadarche was
increased by approximately 23% (HR = 1.23, 95% (confi-
dence limit (CL): 1.15, 1.32) among severely obese boys,
22% (HR = 1.22,95% CL: 1.17, 1.27) among obese boys,
and 15% (HR = 1.15, 95% CL: 1.11, 1.19) among over-
weight boys. In contrast, underweight boys had reduced risk
of earlier gonadarche (HR = 0.83, 95% CL: 0.77, 0.88). In
severely obese boys, the time ratios for this association cor-
responds to an approximately 3-months earlier gonadarche
compared with boys with normal BMI (Table 3).

Pubarche. A dose-response relationship was also observed
between childhood BMI and timing of pubarche among
boys. Severely obese boys had the strongest association,
with a 44% higher risk of earlier pubarche (HR = 1.44,
95% CL: 1.34, 1.55) compared with peers of normal weight
(Table 3).

Associations between childhood BMI and puberty in
girls

Thelarche. A clear dose-response relationship between
childhood BMI and pubertal onset was also observed in girls

(Web Table 3). After adjusting for covariates, severely obese
girls had the highest risk of experiencing earlier thelarche
(HR = 1.63, 95% CL: 1.50, 1.77), followed by girls with
obesity (HR = 1.48, 95% CL: 1.41, 1.54) and overweight
(HR = 1.35, 95% CL: 1.30, 1.39). Underweight girls were
more likely to experience a delayed thelarche compared
with girls of normal weight (HR = 0.79, 95% CL: 0.74,
0.84) (Table 4).

Pubarche. Severely obese girls also had the highest risk
of experiencing earlier pubarche (HR = 1.88, 95% CL: 1.73,
2.04) compared with normal-weight girls. Associations were
weaker but remained significant among girls of other BMI
categories (Table 4).

Menarche. Severely obese girls were 2.6 times more likely
(odds ratio (OR) = 2.59, 95% CL: 2.25, 2.99) and obese
girls were 2.2 times more likely (OR =2.25, 95% CL: 2.08,
2.43) to experience earlier menarche (<12 years) compared
with counterparts with normal weight. Overweight girls
were also at higher risk of earlier menarche (OR = 1.70,
95% CL: 1.59, 1.82), while underweight girls were less
likely to experience it (OR = 0.59, 95% CL: 0.50, 0.69)
(Table 4).

Effect modification by race/ethnicity

There were significant interactions by race/ethnicity in
the association between childhood BMI and pubarche (P =
0.03), but not gonadarche (P = 0.16), among boys. The
strongest associations were observed among severely obese
White boys (HR = 1.68, 95% CL: 1.43, 1.97) and obese
Black boys (HR = 1.64, 95% CL: 1.41, 1.92). These asso-
ciations correspond with approximately 7- and 6-months
earlier pubarche than their normal-weight counterparts,
respectively (Table 5).

Interactions by race/ethnicity were highly significant
in girls (P < 0.001). The strongest associations between
childhood BMI and earlier thelarche were observed among
Black and API girls: Those who were severely obese were
more than twice as likely to have earlier thelarche (HR =
2.12,95% CL: 1.65, 2.72; HR = 2.02, 95% CL: 1.59, 2.56,
respectively) compared with those with normal BMI.
These associations corresponded to approximately 9-months
earlier thelarche. A similar association was observed for
severely obese White girls (HR = 1.87, 95% CL: 1.57,
2.23). The associations were significant but weaker among
Hispanic girls (Table 6).

Similar to thelarche models, severely obese White (HR =
1.90, 95% CL: 1.60, 2.27), Black (HR = 2.77, 95% CL.:
2.11, 3.64), and API (HR = 2.37, 95% CL: 1.89, 2.98)
girls were at greatest risk of earlier pubarche, corresponding
to approximately 8-, 12-, and 11-months earlier pubarche,
respectively (Table 6).

Severely obese White (OR = 3.30, 95% CL: 2.43, 4.49)
and API (OR = 3.44, 95% CL: 2.36, 5.01) girls were over
3 times more likely to experience earlier menarche (earlier
than age 12 years). Black girls had the weakest association
between childhood BMI and age at menarche of all girls
(Table 6).
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Table 3. Association Between Childhood Body Mass Index Category and Timing of Puberty in Boys, KPNC Puberty Study, Kaiser Permanente

Northern California, 2008-2021

Gonadarche® Pubarche®
Childhood BMI?:®
No. TR 95% CL HR 95% CL No. TR 95% CL HR 95% CI
Severe obesity 2,171 0.98 0.97,0.98 1.23 1.15, 1.32 2,194 0.96 0.96,0.97 1.44 1.34, 1.55
Obesity 7177 0.98 0.97,0.98 1.22 1.17,1.27 7,232 097 0.97,0.97 1.34 1.29, 1.40
Overweight 9,730 0.98 0.98,0.99 1.15 111, 1.19 9,799 0.98 0.98,0.98 1.24 1.19, 1.28
Normal weight 46,226 1.00 Referent 1.00 Referent 46,540 1.00 Referent 1.00 Referent
Underweight 2,654 1.02 1.01,1.03 0.83 0.77,0.88 2,680 1.02 101, 1.02 0.85 0.79, 0.90

Abbreviations: BMI, body mass index; CDC, Centers for Disease Control and Prevention; CL, confidence limit; HR, hazard ratio; TR, time ratio.

a Ages 5-6 years.

b Weight (kg)/height (m)2. BMI was classified into categories using age- and sex-specific BMI percentiles. BMI percentiles were calculated

using CDC standard population distributions.

¢ Adjusted for maternal age at delivery, education, parity, birth weight, and race/ethnicity.

DISCUSSION

To our knowledge, this is the largest longitudinal study to
examine sex-specific associations between childhood obe-
sity and pubertal timing. We found that childhood obesity
was associated with a higher risk of earlier puberty among
boys and girls, with clear dose-response associations and
significant racial/ethnic variability. The findings from the
present study corroborate findings from previous studies on
obesity and girls’ puberty, where most reported clear associ-
ations between obesity and earlier pubertal timing (42). Our
study also demonstrated clear dose-response associations
between obesity and boys’ pubertal timing. Since these
results have been inconsistent in previous studies, this dis-
cussion focuses on boys’ findings and potential mechanisms.

Previous studies have investigated the role of childhood
BMI on boys’ pubertal timing with mixed results. For
instance, a recent mixed cross-sectional and longitudinal
study of 730 Danish boys aged 5-21 years found that
BMI z scores (zBMI) were inversely associated with age
at various pubertal milestones, including age at pubarche,
genital development, testicular growth (>4 mL), and higher
testosterone levels (14). A related study found that obese
boys (zBMI > 42 standard deviations) experienced earlier
testicular growth (>4 mL) than controls (—2 standard
deviations < zBMI < +2 standard deviations) but no
significant differences in overall genital development or
pubarche (15). In contrast, data from over 8,000 Chinese
boys aged 612 years found significant associations between
obesity and genital development (16).

There are few US-based studies examining associations
between obesity and puberty in boys. A recent study found
no associations between BMI at age 5 years and pubertal
onset in a sample that included 136 low-income Mexican-
American boys (43). A cross-sectional study of approxi-
mately 4,000 boys aged 6-16 years reported that OWOB
White and Black boys transitioned to stage 2 for genital
development earlier than normal-weight boys, while OWOB
Hispanic boys transitioned later. When comparing median
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age at stages 3—5, OWOB boys were observed to transition at
the same time or later than their normal-weight counterparts,
with the exception of overweight Black boys for stages 3—
4 and overweight White and Hispanic boys for stage 5,
who were observed to transition earlier. In addition, OWOB
boys had reached testicular volumes of >3 mL and >4 mL
earlier than their normal-weight counterparts. It should be
noted that most of these differences were not statistically
significant (P > 0.05). This study was also limited by its
cross-sectional design, where obesity was measured at the
same time as the pubertal assessment, such that temporality
could not be established (23). In a prospective cohort study
of approximately 400 boys, higher BMI trajectories in child-
hood were associated with later pubertal development (21).
Similarly, a population-based cohort of 346 boys found that
boys with greater adiposity reached all maturation stages
at older ages (22, 44). However, both studies used obesity
measures later in adolescence (mean zBMI at age 11.5 years
and BMI in ages 10-15 years, respectively). In the present
study, we used BMI measured at age 5—6 years as an estimate
of BMI prior and proximal to pubertal onset. Overall, the
use of different pubertal outcomes, including definitions
of what constitutes pubertal onset (e.g., testicular volume
>3 mL vs. >4 mL) and differences in study designs may
contribute to the disparities in the directions of observed
associations.

The association between childhood obesity and puberty
may be partially attributed to differences in the hormonal
profiles of OWOB vs. normal-weight boys prior to and
throughout puberty. As boys approach puberty, the hypotha-
lamus releases gonadotropin-releasing hormones, signaling
the pituitary gland to release follicle-stimulating hormones
(FSH) and luteinizing hormones (LH). FSH and LH are
responsible for the growth of sperm-producing cells and the
synthesis of gonadal testosterone, both of which directly
cause the testicles to enlarge. A recent study of 1,148
Chinese boys aged 6-14 years found that prepubertal
OWOB boys had significantly higher levels of adrenal
testosterone compared with normal-weight boys (45). It
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is possible that higher prepubertal levels of testosterone
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The strengths of the present study outweigh its limita-
tions. Using a large and diverse cohort of boys and girls,
prospective study design, and objective measures from elec-
tronic health records enabled us to demonstrate a clear dose-
response association, in which boys and girls with extreme
obesity may be at highest risk of earlier pubertal develop-
ment, and to demonstrate significant effect modification by
race/ethnicity.

Conclusions

Obesity at ages 5-6 years is associated with earlier
gonadarche and pubarche in boys and earlier thelarche,
pubarche, and menarche in girls. The strengths of these
associations may vary by race/ethnicity. These results
highlight the importance of childhood obesity prevention
interventions that start early in life.
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