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        Preface
      

         

         Most people would be accepting of the following narrative to briefly describe the main issues facing the globe with respect to excess weight and specifically obesity: the modern epidemic of obesity started in the mid-1970s to mid-1980s in the US, and was quickly followed by similar growth surges in the prevalence of obese persons across the globe, which, to this day, continues to rise almost everywhere. As the prevalence of overweight and obesity rises in a given country there is a parallel rise in a number of adverse health outcomes, most notably, high blood pressure, adult onset (type 2) diabetes and heart disease. The scale of obesity, ranked by the WHO as the fifth leading cause of death globally,1 is estimated in the US to cost just over $92,000 per obese person per lifetime amounting presently to $20 trillion.2

         The rising levels of obesity are associated, and I stress associated, with an abundance of widely advertised cheap food and beverages, mainly industrially processed and high in sugar, fat and salt. Physical activity, which in itself is very healthy, plays a moderate role in weight gain and weight loss. Caloric balance is what matters. Governments can help tackle obesity through taxation of bad foods or the restriction of bad food availability in or near schools and by many other regulatory means. But ultimately, weight management is the responsibility of each individual. Some people blame their genes but the reality is that human genes have remained constant for dozens of millennia while our environment and the availability of cheap, industrially produced foods has soared. Obesity, in a sense, is the new tobacco. Large companies get rich on poor quality, even addictive foods and are in denial of any responsibility.3 Until their power is curbed with taxes, until cheap food product promotion and availability is restricted and until powerful and shocking images are displayed to the obese, the obesity epidemic will continue to grow, particularly among the most vulnerable such as all children and the socially disadvantaged.

         So, do I agree with the above? If the answer were unequivocally ‘yes’ then, clearly, I wouldn’t have written this book. So, let’s ask the converse question: ‘Do I comprehensively deny the general truth of this narrative?’ The answer to that is also ‘no’. I fully accept that overweight and obesity together represent one xiiof the most important and challenging areas facing global public health nutrition, that excess body weight is a global pandemic and rapidly rising in the emerging economies, that it is a major contributor to non-communicable diseases such as diabetes, hypertension and heart disease and that it is a major drain on national health service costs. Among these points that I don’t dispute at the high level, I challenge the way in which they are grossly oversimplified by populist advocates who parade them as such in the media and who lay them out to policy makers for implementation. I do question the simple concept that the modern food industry is to blame, I absolutely dispute the rejection of a role for genes in deciding who gets obese and I do not see obesity as the new tobacco of public health. In addition to all of these, I see some key issues that are quietly ignored at the policy level such as eating disorders, the stigmatisation of the overweight and the fatal flaw of epidemiology and public health in not embracing a sympathetic feeling for the individuals that make up the populations they study and their every joys and woes. I also believe that governments pay lip service to obesity. They allow big egos to shape obesity-related policy when in fact it is the moral duty of government to do so. They allow the simplistic view of obesity to become the hobby of governmental aficionados from Michelle Obama4 to New York’s Mayor Bloomberg.5 And all the time, they keep their hands in their pockets.

         Quite simply, the full picture is very complicated and the problem that advocates face in communicating complex messages to the general public and to policy makers is that they must simplify the complicated and they must continually repeat the simplified message until it becomes a given that only contrarian and sceptical luddites like myself or vested industrial interests would challenge. It is against this background that I wrote this book. I hope that by the end of this book, the reader will look back on this narrative and understand it better. I don’t ask them to dismiss this narrative or to radically re-write it. But maybe in casual conversation they might be in a better position to express opinions that are a little more open to doubt than is generally the case at present. The objective of this book is not to solve the problem, but in analysing it, to inform the reader of its complexity.

         A quick overview of the book is as follows: the first few chapters look at the manner in which we define obesity, how we use those measures to gauge its health impact and how we measure the major input of calories as everyday foods. These chapters are intended to be informative but, as in keeping with the overall philosophy of this book, the basic tenets outlined in it will be challenged. Even though serious flaws will be identified with all of them, the book adopts a xiiiconservative view and seeks to live with what we have. We then move to two chapters which probe the history of obesity and the history of the food chain because a popular but very incorrect view is that these went pear shaped just recently, in the last half millennium for example, leading to our present problem with obesity. This is not the case. We have always had obesity as long as we had affluence and the modern ‘processed food’ industry dates back millennia. The Greeks used crystalline sugar at the turn of the tenth century and Aztec girls danced adorned with popcorn garlands half a millennium ago.

         The next few chapters focus on the present day dietary supply of foods and nutrients. They follow the rise and fall and rise again of fashions in the meaningless but nonetheless extremely popular quest for the super calories. They look at the drivers of food choice and deliberately ignore, well almost so, the brain and focus primarily on our obesogenic environment and how some of us manage to cope with that while others have difficulty in so doing and this section also looks at how our genes shape this variation in how we respond to a calorie-laden food supply. Of course, this part of the book must also look at the opposite end of the calorie equation: its disposal as energy through physical activity. It will make the point that a sedentary lifestyle is a killer every bit if not bigger than obesity but it manages to be its poor relation. Before moving to people and the problem in its causes and solutions, a few minor but important inputs are discussed, some of which receive great media attention while others don’t.

         People come next – the skinny persons with anorexia nervosa and the many with other awful eating disorders. If these lie at one end of a scale of human concern, the obese lie at the other, scorned for their failure to act responsibly, detested by many in society and utterly stigmatised for their disgusting grossness. But if the fatties and their bigots deserve the microscope of integrity, others also do: non-governmental organisations, global organisations, scientists, the media, editors of scientific journals and the food industry are all called to account for their upholding of scientific integrity and they all do badly. And so we then come to the crunch of the book: what is to be done? What should individuals do, how should governments behave and how should society act to tackle the phenomenon of overweight and obesity? By then the reader will have explored the full spectrum of relevant issues, in a manner that explains and criticises but always leaves a way forward.

         In the writing of this book, many have queried my chosen title Ever Seen a Fat Fox?; so let me explain my reasoning. Humans are the only species that get fat. We and the fox can develop many common cancers or diseases of the gut or heart. Each species can suffer parasitic, bacterial and viral infections. We each xivcan injure a limb and suffer traumatic injuries. But foxes, like all feral animals, don’t develop lifelong obesity leading to major illnesses from diabetes to hypertension. Humans have a unique relationship with food that neither the fox nor any other species has. We share food, not just with immediate kin, but also with total strangers. Foxes don’t. Modern humans do not procure their own food ab initio. Foxes do. We live in highly complex and ever changing environments where technological innovation plays an enormous role and where we divide labour from the procurement of food to its processing, transport, storage, distribution and cooking. Foxes don’t. We communicate in the most advanced ways through traditional media and now social media. Foxes have very limited communication and live solely within their own species. It is to me blindingly obvious that, notwithstanding a common sharing of most of our genomes with animals, we are fat because we organised society in such a way as to make that not simply possible, but probable. That being the case, we can dream that the trillions of dollars spent on reductionist biology will one day lead to a miracle cure à la drug route such that we can continue to lead our lives as we do and kiss obesity goodbye. Dream on I say. Obesity is so complex from both a social and biological perspective that we will make slow progress in our understanding of bits and pieces of the biological jigsaw and even slower progress in the social jigsaw. In the meantime we can wait and hope. Or we can recognise that obesity is simply a consequence of the way we live and we can seek to change our ways. It’s no easy road and that is the central tenet of this book: beware of self-serving advocates selling simple solutions. Good luck if you think that they will work. So, the not so fat fox is my inspiration for how we should see the challenge of human obesity.

         
             

         

         
      mike gibney
    

         
      Dublin, April 2016
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            CHAPTER ONE

            Ever Seen a Fat Fox?

         

         
            In the course of a harsh winter, a fox becomes thinner and thinner until he fears that he will starve. One day he comes across food inside a hollow tree, this having been hidden there by a man who believes the hole in the trunk to be too small for an animal to enter. The fox can get through the hole having become so thin. He eats all the food, but finds himself too fat to get out. He has to wait for a few days until he is thin again before he can get out again. (Aesop’s Fables, ‘The too fat fox’)

         

         With the exception of domestic pets, some experimental animals and some farmed stock, man is the only species that develops obesity. Some animal species gain fat when food is abundant and lose it when the winter comes and food is scarce. Unlike man, all of the animals in these species gain and lose fat when appropriate. But it remains a fact: we alone manage to develop overweight and obesity and it is only by the hand of humans that any other species becomes fat. A fox will eat sufficient food, and no more than that, to meet the energy needs of procreation, the procurement of food and the protection of its lair. Apparently, we share most of our genes with the fox. We have genes the fox doesn’t need such as the genes for speech and language. However, the fox expresses far more genes than we do in those attributes of importance in hunting – the genes for the senses of sight, sound and smell. When we move up the evolutionary chain to our nearest neighbours, the great apes, we share even more of our genes with these animals, but again, they don’t get obese. Foxes and apes digest, absorb and metabolise fat and glucose just like us and we share common hormones that regulate metabolism and regulate the control of food intake. But you’ve never seen a fat fox.

         To understand obesity, its origins and its management, we must look beyond the biology to the social dimension of our world. Literally, billions of dollars and euros per year are invested in obesity research through private and 2state funding. The vast majority of this spend is on the minutia of the regulation of energy balance and in the majority of instances we use animals to study this minutia because we can conduct experiments on such animals that would not be considered ethical in humans. Such experiments can tell us a great deal about the metabolic pathways that lead to the accumulation of excess fat and we can be confident that when we see an obese person, we can explain in detail how things happened in terms of biochemical and metabolic events and how our nutrients were absorbed, transformed, transported, stored, released and oxidised for energy. We can explain the links between key organs from body fat, the gut, muscle and the liver right up to the brain, in the developing pathology of excess body fat. But we cannot avoid what is glaringly obvious. All who are overweight and obese have persisted for lengthy periods in consuming more calories by way of food and drink than they have expended in terms of energy. They have also done so involuntarily, except in rare cases. So human alone overeats. If we share so many genes with all the other animal species that don’t gain weight on a permanent basis, then we should be looking beyond complex biological pathways to understand obesity. Why do people overeat and why do they opt for an increasingly sedentary lifestyle? This is a very complex question and this book will seek to explore that complexity and to make the case that the so-called ‘battle’ against obesity can only be solved by a multi-level, multi-disciplinary approach, adequately funded by central governments and within a framework for action that has a long-term view. The present chapter explores the complex nature of modern human civilisation and how it might both contribute to obesity and at the same time determine the success of otherwise well-meaning plans to tackle the obesity question.

         Homo sapiens: Uniquely Wise and Uniquely Fat

         Life on earth is about 4.5 billion years old. The first 2.5 billion years of this life consisted of single-cell organisms and about one billion years later, multi-cell organisms in the form of marine sponges arrived. Half a billion years later we saw the first animals emerge from the sea and the first hominins arrived just seven million years ago. During all this time, genes ruled. Everything that each species needed for life and death was in their genes. As recently as 160,000–200,000 years ago something remarkable happened when evolution saw a competitor to genetic rule arrive. Humans learned to do something that no other species had achieved. They had acquired the capacity to learn from one 3another and to share ideas.1 The capacity to transmit knowledge through rudimentary baby-like grunts and sign language meant that the capacity not just to survive but to develop to a higher plane was now significantly independent of genetic data. The rate of development of the human race would take off. Animals can learn and can be very smart. Thus a crow, given access to a pile of stones and a peanut floating in a bottle of water, as yet inaccessible to the crow, will learn to place the stones in the bottle until the level of the water rises to let the crow have access to the succulent peanut as it gradually floats to the top. Smart crow. However, each crow has to learn this individually. Humans alone transmit knowledge from one to another. Richard Dawkins, in his famous book The Selfish Gene, coins the term meme (pronounced as in cream) to cover the transmission of ideas, knowledge and concepts across society.2 The concept of memes may have its challengers but it does help us to understand some aspects of human communication. Memes are what define culture and culture is what defines humanity. Foxes don’t have memes. Foxes don’t have culture.

         Both genes and memes are what Dawkins call ‘replicators’. We inherit our genes from our parents and depending on the lottery of life, those parents from whom we obtained our genes might live in Dublin, Dubai, Denver, Dar es Salaam, Dubrovnik, Durban or Delhi. The human baby is unique in its early life with a very strong dependence on its parents. The young fox is up and about and ready for life within hours of birth. Its requirements for life are hardwired into their brain with very little left to learn other than where home is. Its life is almost entirely determined by the gene replicator. In contrast, the newborn baby must learn the language and culture of the society into which it was born. It must learn the norms, the manners, the rituals, the loves, the fears and the hates of its society. In time it will learn how to play its role in that society all of which will be driven by the meme replicator. The gene replicator will still be there to regulate the digestion and metabolism of food, to manage the details of its reproductive needs, to manage its immune system, its vision, its smell, its physique, its looks and all its basic biological needs. But almost everything that is important in its society and culture is meme replicated. Foxes don’t do memes.

         As genetic variation arose in the history of man, some conferred such an advantage that the gene replicator persisted. In other instances, the gene replicator was made redundant. Consider, for example, the gene for the synthesis of vitamin C. It no longer exists in vertebrates because there is plenty of vitamin C around in foods. Why waste our energy making the vitamin when it abounds in nature’s supermarkets? Similarly memes must find a permanent place in 4society or else fade away and die, redundant to the needs of man’s progress. Remember the ice-bucket challenge that swept the world in 2014? That was a meme but it’s not a meme to stay. The practice of growing a moustache by men in November for charity, the ‘Movember’ meme, has persisted but it’s not likely to be here in a decade’s time. But the meme for fire capture, for cooking, for social dining, for music, art, song and so on, these memes are forever. Genes may explain the neurological networks of the joy of music. But there is no music gene. Memes are part and parcel of human culture. Foxes don’t do culture. They don’t have rock festivals, the Olympic Games, high mass, opera, air travel, the internet, language, competitive sport or anything resembling human culture. Not even the higher order primates scratch the surface in achieving human civilisation. Memes drive our attitudes to food and body weight regulation: the Atkins Diet, the South Beach Diet, the Grapefruit Diet, the Paleo Diet, the 3 Day Diet, the super foods from quinoa to kale to berries and smoothies. These are all meme-spread drivers of human behaviour toward weight control. They are fostered ad nauseam by the mass media and form the latest opinions of television and social media food gurus. They pedal nonsense memes that lead us to ‘detoxification’, to ‘fat melting’ to ‘fast metabolism’. They promote pills, herbal teas, fat removing wearable devices and physical workouts. As we will see toward the latter part of this book, memes spread the latest scientific findings that hit the headlines and confuse the general public. Memes bring us the fashions of food and health: out with fat as the villain – in with sugar. An understanding of obesity in modern human culture needs to be aware of these drivers.

         Nutrition: Religion and Mysticism Both Past and Present

         In his very scholarly work entitled Sapiens: A Brief History of Humankind,3 Yuval Harari makes some important points which add to the role of memes in shaping modern culture. He makes the point that the ability of early humans to transmit such knowledge as ‘there is a lion down by the estuary’ or ‘there are lots of salmon at the rock pools’ was important beyond belief in distinguishing man from beasts but it was not enough. Man was to rapidly evolve very strong social ties and thus social gossip was every bit as vital as the location of predators or food. As he puts it himself: ‘It is not enough for men and women to know the whereabouts of lions and bison. It’s much more important for them to know who in their band hates whom, who is sleeping with whom, who is honest and who is a cheat.’ That group-binding sharing of gossip is still as important 5today. However, Harari argues that something happened when the size of the social circle increased such that gossip was fine in the finite structures of clan-like groups but not for large tribes. It was not that we stopped communicating about lions, salmon and bison and it was not that we stopped gossiping. We now invented ‘the ability to transmit information about things that do not exist at all’. These included legends, myths, gods and religions. These never bothered foxes. In her book A Case for God, Karen Armstrong takes this further in separating ‘mythos’ from ‘logos’.4 The latter was beyond debate: the sun rose in the east, winter was cold, young people generally grew to be adults, if pricked we bled and so on. That was logos. On the other hand mythos was about what we couldn’t explain: Why were there no rains this year? Why have we had floods two years in a row? Why have so many bison come our way this year? Why do some babies die? Why do some old people never suffer before death while others are tormented, presumably by demons? These questions can all be framed such as to be answered in the myths, legends and religions that man developed. And food issues played a huge role in mythology and in religious service. Group sacrifices of highly desired gastronomic treats such as fatted calves are legendary in religious lore and personal sacrifices of denial exist in every religion from the Christian Lenten fast to the Muslim Ramadan fasts. To deviate from normal behaviour in relation to food was sinful and this brings us to the moral stance of society on obesity. There are seven deadly sins in certain Christian faiths of which three might be regarded as ‘cerebral’ (pride, wrath and envy) with four involving what we call today ‘lifestyle choices’: gluttony and greed associated with diet, sloth associated with a sedentary lifestyle and of course lust associated with sex. Food was the perfect illustration of the need to balance pleasure and sin and so great was the former and so dire the latter in its consequences that the concept of asceticism evolved with hermits living lives of great self-sacrifice, effectively taking total control of their body in terms of food, exercise and sex, so that their body (effectively detached from ‘them’) could not get in the way of the pursuit of the moral ideal. Gluttony was by far the most visible of the seven deadly sins and it was gluttony that attracted most attention from those seeking the afterlife. As ever, the organised churches had very profound views on gluttony, none more so than Pope Gregory the Great who managed to define six levels of gluttony: ‘nimis (eating too much), ardenter (eating with unbecoming eagerness), forente (eating wildly), praepropere (not waiting until decent mealtimes), laute (enjoying food that is too expensive) and studiose (being too picky)’. Food and religion remained inextricably linked right up to the twentieth century when men like John Harvey Kellogg linked a healthy diet to 6the avoidance of excessive sex. So when man separated from other species including at an early stage our friend the fox, the path to mysticism and a role for diet therein was constructed. Today however, that apparently useful bond is all but gone. Religion is in decline and in its place come others waving myths and anecdotes. All are designed to help us to give sustenance to that inner self that once we nourished with religion. Today, we nourish that inner self with antioxidants, super foods, colonic irrigation, fasting and multivitamins. We balance ying and yang. We follow today’s guru with tomorrow’s and we collectively fool ourselves that our inner wellbeing can be nourished such that our organs will flourish to elegant longevity. We are a meme-dominated society when it comes to diet and health and that is partly due to human desperation to explain our ancient ‘mythos’, whether it is the Hunza diet of the Khyber Pass or spirulina, a micro-alga of the Aztecs. When we come to look at diet and health, to weight and physical activity management, we need to understand that the drivers or memes of modern man are rarely our allies.

         Ambivalence: A Uniquely Human Condition

         The average urban fox is no longer scared of cars, of sirens, of house alarms, security lighting or even our pet dogs. A fox can spot a perceived hazard and can find a way to negate it or to get around it, although sometimes the fox doesn’t survive. But if the fox survives, it can recall that hazard and deal with it in a way that doesn’t threaten its life. But foxes don’t imagine dreadful hazards. Humans certainly do. The Ebola viral epidemic scares people. Obesity doesn’t. The public is by and large immune to the constant drip of media coverage of the many putative causes and dire consequences of obesity. But Ebola is still a headline to heed. Three factors operate simultaneously to stir fear in the public.5 The threat should be unfamiliar, dreaded and largely beyond ones control. Ebola hits all three. But obesity doesn’t for we are all familiar with it, it isn’t really dreaded, and by and large we can always manage our weight if we have to. But obesity is actually a greater epidemic than that of Ebola. The annual death rate from obesity is estimated at 2.8 million while at the time of writing just under 11,300 people have contracted the Ebola virus, almost a 250-fold difference. To redress this imbalance of human concern between threats to health that are widely feared but of low global magnitude and those which are socially tolerated but of high global magnitude, we need to try and move the consumer from an emotional analysis of public health to a more logical analysis. We need 7to describe the scale, the costs and the consequences of obesity and hope that this might re-frame how it is that society views obesity. It is, I’m afraid, a long shot. The science of risk assessment has known for many years that the fears people have about the human food chain are emotionally driven and, as such, are largely immune to logical arguments. But some hopefully will listen and learn.

         On a global scale, the economic costs of obesity are on a par with the health care costs arising from smoking or the health care consequences arising from the combined effects of violent crime, terrorism and warfare. On a national basis, the UK health care costs of obesity equal the combined total costs of its police service, fire service, prison service and its law courts.6 Ebola infection will be conquered as was HIV and several virulent flu strains. Obesity has to be addressed but it raises challenges not apparent in other public health care areas. Thus smoking is a single issue, which allows for a highly focused and well-funded campaign to effectively eliminate tobacco from society. Similarly, road traffic accident rates are targeted through better cars, better roadways and better driver behaviour. Obesity has to be tackled from the supply side of the food chain and through behavioural change. Strategies to achieve these ends abound, each championed by some interest group or another, but until the political will exists, as it does for tobacco control and road traffic accidents, the epidemic of obesity will prevail and its ranking in the spectrum of society’s great fears will remain low. In addition to the logic of economic costs, we can also move to the argument of the global scale of obesity.

         The Global World of Homo Sapiens

         Humans alone wandered the world settling in far-flung regions from the frozen tundra to the sun-scorched deserts, from the rain forests to the great plains. Everywhere that humans went, human civilisation took root and with it all of our trade, culture and know-how. The advent of global travel, global trade and global communications meant that all corners of the world had access to more or less the same market, be it Armani jeans, Ray-Ban sunglasses or an affordable modern food chain. Moreover, global trade meant growth in local economies such that the average spending power rose globally and with it the lifestyle of the modern world. Inevitably, that also meant obesity, and in large numbers. Like any epidemic, obesity has spread to all corners of the globe but to different levels and at different rates. The McKinsey Global Institute’s (MGI) report on obesity shows that countries such as Hong Kong, South Korea and Japan share 8the same level of obesity (5–15%) as China, Malaysia and Thailand but are on average ten times wealthier.7 Undoubtedly, this is caused by recent mass urbanisation in China, Malaysia and Thailand. On the other hand these same three countries, Hong Kong, South Korea and Japan, share the same average wealth as the US, UK and Australia and yet have much lower rates of obesity (30–5%). This difference is more likely due to an adherence to a traditional Asian diet. Given that approximately eight cities the size of Chicago are created every year, mostly in China, and that migration to urban centres can adversely affect both lifestyle and food choice, wealth is probably a very important driver of obesity. Increasing personal wealth is essential for the poorer sections of society to invest in the welfare of their children through better health care and better education, which in turn brings with it greater economic independence and social freedom. Within countries, the epidemic also varies with higher obesity rates generally, but not always seen, among the lower socio-economic groups. Gender also plays a role with much higher levels of obesity in women in many countries, particularly among Arab states and the Caribbean and Pacific islands. Although developed countries have a four-fold higher obesity rate than developing countries, the growth in rates of obesity over the last three decades is five times higher in developing countries. All in all, obesity is one of the greatest global public health challenges we face today and of all comparable challenges, it is by far the most complex to resolve.

         Whatever Makes You Happy?

         If the ordinary citizen has difficulty in understanding the grave concerns of nutritional epidemiology and public health nutrition, is it possible that an opposite flow of understanding is necessary? When epidemiologists describe the gross landscape of lifestyle and obesity, they are data-driven and operate solely at the level of the population. They set the scene for public health nutritionists to advise governments and health agencies on how to tackle obesity at the national and local level. But they do not sit down with the obese and over weight to understand their everyday concerns. And as we will see, these everyday concerns of family, of spouses, of children and grandchildren, of work, of finance, of homes, of leisure, of dreams and hopes, all of these shape how individuals think about food and health. These don’t enter the world of epidemiology or public health nutrition and it is to these everyday concerns of ordinary citizens that we turn next.9

         Cats purr and dogs sleep at our feet, clear and obvious signs of contentment. Presumably, foxes also can exhibit contentment. But no animal species can match humans for the complexity of their contentment and happiness and to understand the social dimension of human obesity we really do need to delve a little into the science of human happiness and in doing so, I draw heavily on Professor Paul Dolan’s book, Finding Happiness by Design.8 The original thinkers on happiness focused on the balance between pleasure and pain. You were happiest if you had very little negativity (pain) and lots of positivity (pleasure). A more recent aspect of happiness replaces the balance of the enjoyment–suffering axis with a different axis, that of purpose–pointlessness. The former is associated with positive feelings such as fulfilment, meaning and worth whileness, while the latter is associated with boredom and futility. This pleasure–purpose principle is central to the interpretation of human happiness as outlined by Professor Dolan. Happiness is not simply about pleasure. It is also about purpose. In large surveys, people are asked to rate various activities on a scale of one (low) to six (high) as regards the pleasure they give them and the extent to which they give them purpose in their lives. Work scores high on purpose but very low on pleasure. Television viewing is the exact opposite: high on pleasure and low on purpose. Eating is just below television viewing for pleasure but moves quite up the scale on purpose. Thus people find eating highly pleasurable but they also find it mildly purposeful since they are aware of the needs to abate hunger and hopefully to do so overall in a healthy manner. If eating is high on the pleasure scale, where does excess body weight fit on both the pleasure and purpose scales? To understand the links between obesity and happiness, we must first learn about the drivers of happiness. These can be as diverse as our love lives, our financial circumstances, family, our looks and image, our ambitions, our cares, our self-belief, our self-esteem, our health and wellbeing, careers, children, ageing parents and whatever makes you happy or unhappy. The process of producing happiness requires us to allocate our attention to these drivers of happiness. Attention, the happiness experts tell us, is a finite resource and thus attention spent on one driver of pleasure or purpose means less attention is spent on other such drivers. According to the research of Professor Paul Dolan, there are two ways to maintain happiness once one has gained weight. The first is to lose the weight. That will return you to normal and make you happy. The second is to adopt the ‘so what?’ attitude. Dieting comes with a relentless day-in, day-out mental effort that we can see all around us and largely leads to a temporary loss of weight with most people bouncing right back to their fat weight after that holiday or wedding or whatever seemed 10a good reason to lose weight at the time. Why not just live with your obesity and devote that mental effort to more productive drivers of happiness be it work or golf or gardening or the church or whatever. All of Professor Dolan’s research shows that it is the second option that will dominate. Everyone around them is overweight so what’s the issue? Health is not a problem now but job security, love life, ageing parents, income, children, neighbours are all more deserving of immediate attention.

         The Nobel laureate in economics, Daniel Kahneman, in his book Thinking Fast and Slow describes our decision-making processes in two systems.9 System 1 he argues: ‘operates automatically and quickly, with little or no effort and no sense of voluntary control.’ In contrast, System 2 requires attention and involves ‘effortful mental activities’. It involves concentration and choice. So let’s spend a while understanding System 1 and System 2. Consider a bank teller engaged all morning in monetary transactions, which require knowledge, thought and mental effort. That is System 2 (effortful mental activities). Then at lunch time, the teller enjoys the company of his or her friends and the chat turns to issues such as sport, politics, fashion, books and so on. Views are expressed but mostly these views are gut feelings, instincts, and intuition and are based more on superficial reflection than deep analysis requiring serious mental effort. You either like George Clooney or you don’t and nobody expects a detailed analysis of your views on Mr Clooney. All of this lunch time banter is System 1 (automatic and rapid decisions).

         Attention to drivers of happiness can be managed by these two conceptual systems that operate our brainpower. There was a famous experiment carried out at Harvard in which basketball teams in black or in white sports gear played a match.10 The researchers took a video and asked subjects to accurately count the number of times that the ball was passed by the white team. When the test was over, they were asked if there was anything out of the way they had noticed or any participants other than the players. A total of 50% of the subjects failed to spot a person dressed as a gorilla strolling across the court in the middle of the video. When they were shown it again, the 50% who hadn’t spotted the gorilla couldn’t believe how they had missed this event. But they had. What this showed is that when your mind is focused on System 2 (counting passes of the basketball), something as simple as the interloping gorilla (a simple System 1 observation: that’s a gorilla) was missed by half the population. To understand System 1 and food we need to turn to a simple study which flashed images past people such that their System 1 automatically and unconsciously noted them, 11without any role for the mental effort aspects of System 2.11 One set of images was of fast food. The other was of plain squares. Those shown the subliminal fast food pictures subsequently read a set text 15 seconds faster than those shown the squares. Fast food has connotations with snappy, quick eating, more to achieve purpose than pleasure. So when subliminally exposed to images of fast food from big-brand suppliers, that snappy frame of mind determined utterly unrelated behaviour. Other studies look at a related phenomenon the ‘spillover effect’. This relates what you do and see to other unrelated events. For example, people exposed to videos of exercise subsequently eat more when offered a snack than those shown control neutral videos. Another example asked students to step on and off a box for two minutes.12 They were divided into four groups: Group 1 received ten pence per step; Group 2 received two pence per step; Group 3 did not receive any financial reward but received strong encouragement to continue stepping; Group 4 received neither financial nor verbal encouragement. Groups 1 and 2 did 105 steps and Groups 3 and 4 did 95 steps. They were the objective measures. But how did they feel? Groups 1 and 3 were most satisfied with their performance. They all agreed that the two minutes of work expended about 20–30 calories. But then the twist came. After the test and on their own, the students were offered a free selection of snacks and sandwiches. Groups 1 and 3 consumed 320 calories compared to Groups 2 and 4 who consumed 240 calories. Groups 1 and 3 were happier with themselves and that happiness spilled over into allowing them to eat more. This happens in real life every day and many examples exist in the scientific literature to support these findings. These are extremely complex social behaviours that go beyond the claims that this or that food causes obesity by this or that complex biological pathway. The fox forages on whatever food it might find in our suburban bin and processes it along those same biological pathways. But it eats no more than it needs to live, as it must. Once again, with the exception of Aesop’s fabled fox, you’ve never seen a fat fox. Happiness research tells us that we balance pleasure and purpose by applying attention to their drivers and that attention devoted to one driver reduces the attention devoted to another. A recent UK study has thrown direct light on the link between happiness and body weight.13 The National Childhood Measurement Programme records weight and height of children four to five and ten to eleven years old. This anti-obesity programme provides parents with a standardised written feedback. A survey of randomly selected parental responses to feedback from this pro gramme showed that the majority of parents rejected the suggestion that their child had a health 12issue because of excess weight. The parents believed that ‘health and happiness was more important than weight’. We shall see through this book that well-meant intervention does not take into account the holistic picture, of which happiness is primary.13

         From the Fox to the Human

         Dietary advice to populations cannot be written on blank sheets. The sheets are in fact already adorned with many constraints, constraints that are part and parcel of the way we live. So like it or not, when we set out on public health nutrition campaigns, the issues seem sensible and logical to those who draft them. But research shows that humans manage their happiness in terms of pleasure and purpose by devoting attention to where the biggest happiness dividends will be found and part of that happiness is driven by our environmental cues and by spill over effects of one healthy action on another unhealthy action. Fears of hazards such as Ebola are real but readily forgotten. So too are the logic of the dire global health consequences of obesity. They are noted and then conveniently parked. Not lost, just parked. Changing human behaviour is complex and must take account of what might be done by individuals and what might be done by society to facilitate change. Both are needed. Foxes don’t have the level of social and economic organisation that humans have and thus they don’t get fat. For them, fatness would be a big dis advantage. For humans, obesity is a massive public health problem, inextricably linked to a poorly understood social dimension and operated by an increasingly understood biological dimension. It shouldn’t surprise us that with human fatness being such a complex issue, that our understanding of it is imperfect or indeed that the tools we use to measure and tackle it have significant short comings. It is to the overall complexity of human obesity that we now turn.
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