
The April 2015 issue of Canadian Geographic contains a map, “A Weighty Matter” (page 30), illus-
trating the spatial differentiation in the rates of overweight and obese citizens within Canada. The 
map also shows exercise participation rates and percentage of people eating at least 5 servings of 
fruits and vegetables per day for each province and territory, providing additional stimulus material 
for discussions regarding patterns of obesity within Canada, and possible causes.  

This map tends to get students thinking more in terms of a different branch of Geography that 
they might not realize even exists, that of Medical Geography or Health Geography. Medical geog-
raphy is an extremely important field of geography, and one where geographers have a vital role to 
play in understanding and managing the diffusion of disease.  

Here are 5 questions to get your students thinking about Medical or Health Geography 
when examining this map:

1. �What do you find surprising? What did you expect and why? Which province/territory stands out  
most and why?

2. �What patterns and trends do you see regarding the location of: 
a. More overweight/ obese vs less overweight 
b. More physical activity vs less physical activity 
c. More fruits and vegetables vs less fruits and vegetables?

3. Which provinces and territories have similar data to your own? 

4. What factors may not have been considered when collecting data for this map?

5. �Think about the environmental, cultural, economic and recreational landscape of Canada. What interrela-
tionships exist when you look at this map through those geographic lenses?

Here are 5 teaching ideas or questions about Medical or Health Geography for you to ex-
plore and extend your geographical thinking with your students:

1. �Examine and discuss John Snow’s famous map of Cholera victims in London which led to the discovery of the 
source of the bacteria. (http://www.theguardian.com/news/datablog/2013/mar/15/john-snow-cholera-map) 

2. �Even though we have much greater medical knowledge and better treatments than we did a century ago, 
why is controlling the diffusion of disease so much more challenging today?  

3. �What roles do geographers play at the Centers for Disease Control? (http://www.cdc.gov/) 

4. �How important is the geography of a region to the susceptibility of residents to certain diseases? For 
example, use maps to compare the areas at risk of malaria throughout South America to temperature, 
precipitation, and elevation of the region. 

5. �Is global warming changing the areas where people are at risk of diseases such as malaria and West Nile virus?
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               EXPLORING CARTOGRAPHY

* Survey respondents provided their height and weight, from which body mass index   
 was calculated, classifying people as underweight, normal weight, overweight or obese.

** Figures represent percentage of people who reported eating fruits and vegetables at least 
 fi ve times per day.

*** Figures represent percentage of people who reported that they were at least moderately 
 active, equivalent to walking at least 30 minutes a day or taking an hour-long exercise class 
 at least three times a week. 
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A weighty    

matter
Charting the percentage of Canadian 
adults who are overweight or obese

Learn more about data from the Canadian Community 

Health Survey and overweight and obesity rates in Canada 

at mag.cangeo.ca/apr15/data.

IIs it something in the water, British Columbia? It’s a 
rhetorical question for the province where just 46.9 
per cent of adults (18 and older) were classifi ed as 
overweight or obese* in 2013 — but one that you could 
also ask Newfoundland and Labrador, where 69.2 per 
cent of adults were classed as such. 

The two provinces are at the low and high end on 
this map, which shows the percentage of adults in 
each province and territory that are either overweight 
or obese, according to the most recent results from 
Statistics Canada’s Canadian Community Health 
Survey. The annual survey collected information from 
about 65,000 people about their health, the factors that 
determine it and their use of health-care services.

So why do differences such as those between the 
coastal counterparts exist? “We can’t say why,” says 
Amanda Wright, a Statistics Canada analyst. “But you 
can look at it in the context of other health behaviours.”

Two of these behaviours — the consumption of 
fruits and vegetables** and physical activity during 
leisure time*** — are included in the more than 30 
health indicators used in the survey, and the propor-
tions of people who engage in them appear on the map 
and accompanying table to provide some context.

There are countless other behavioural factors at 
play, including smoking and heavy drinking. And, as 
the “Geography of obesity” story on page 56 explains, 
where you live, how you get around, access to healthy 
food and your income level can also affect your weight. 

More than half of Canadians (53.6 per cent) are 
overweight or obese, conditions that can have an impact 
on health. Obesity — the measured rates of which 
roughly doubled among adults in most age groups 
between 1981 and 2009 — is an especially serious con-
cern, not only for the individual but also for the econ-
omy. A 2011 federal government report pegged 
economic costs, based on the eight chronic diseases 
most consistently linked with obesity, at $4.6 billion in 
2008, up about 19 per cent from eight years earlier.

BY CARYS MILLS AND HARRY WILSON

OnTheMap_Apr15.indd   31 2015-03-04   10:11 AM


