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Introduction


We as a society often reserve our harshest criticism for those conditions we understand the least. Such is the case with obesity. Obesity is a chronic and often-fatal disease that accounts for 300,000 deaths each year. It is second only to smoking as a cause of premature death in the United States. People suffering from obesity need understanding, support, and medical assistance. Yet what they often receive is scorn.


Today, children are the fastest growing segment of the obese population in the United States. This constitutes a public health crisis of enormous proportions. Living with childhood obesity affects self-esteem, employment, and attainment of higher education. But childhood obesity is much more than a social stigma. It has serious health consequences.


Childhood obesity increases the risk for poor health in adulthood and premature death. Depression, diabetes, asthma, gallstones, orthopedic diseases, and other obesity-related conditions are all on the rise in children. Over the last 20 years, more children are being diagnosed with type 2 diabetes—a leading cause of preventable blindness, kidney failure, heart disease, stroke, and amputations. Obesity is undoubtedly the most pressing nutritional disorder among young people today.


This series is an excellent first step toward understanding the obesity crisis and profiling approaches for remedying it. If we are to reverse obesity’s current trend, there must be family, community, and national objectives promoting healthy eating and exercise. As a nation, we must demand broad-based public-health initiatives to limit TV watching, curtail junk food advertising toward children, and promote physical activity. More than rhetoric, these need to be our rallying cry. Anything short of this will eventually fail, and within our lifetime obesity will become the leading cause of death in the United States if not in the world.


Victor F. Garcia, M.D.


Founder, Bariatric Surgery Center
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University of Cincinnati
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Words to Understand
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stigma: The disgrace attached to something seen as socially unacceptable.


type 2 diabetes: A disease caused by the lack of or inefficient use of insulin, usually occurring in adulthood, but being increasingly seen in teenagers and younger children.


osteoarthritis: A form of arthritis characterized by the gradual wearing away of the cartilage of the joints.


media: The methods of mass communication, including television, newspapers, and radio.


stereotypes: Oversimplified ideas held by one person or group about another person or group, often based on inaccurate and incomplete information.





Chapter 1


A Heavyweight
Matchup:
Our Bodies Versus
the Diet Industry


• America’s Obesity Crisis


• Body Mass Index


• The Diet Industry Weighs In


[image: image] America’s Obesity Crisis


In today’s world, there are many things that demand our thoughts and attention. Our daily commitments to school, work, and family already occupy most of our time. Then there are broader concerns like events in our communities, challenges to our governments, or situations around the world. With so many obligations and issues vying for our attention, many important things can escape our notice. With our concerns pulled in so many directions, we may begin neglecting some of the things that are closest to us, particularly our own bodies and health.


Though many of us do not know it, Americans today are experiencing a health crisis. According to The Weight-control Information Network, an information service of the National Institute of Diabetes and Digestive and Kidney Disease (NIDDK), over two-thirds of America’s adult population is overweight. One-third of all American adults are obese. But struggles with weight are not limited to adults. America’s young people are also suffering like never before. Today, one out of three young people ages six to nineteen are overweight or obese.


For those who suffer with overweight and obesity, it is often their own feelings toward their physical appearance and the social stigma that they face that are most devastating. There are, however, many other reasons to be concerned about weight issues—reasons that have nothing to do with appearance.


Overweight and obesity carry huge short- and long-term health risks. In the short term, excess weight has impacts like decreasing one’s fitness and energy levels, increasing cholesterol, elevating blood pressure, and negatively impacting mood. In the long term, excess weight increases one’s risk of atherosclerosis (clogged arteries), type 2 diabetes, cancer, osteoarthritis, stroke, heart attack, and other debilitating and life-threatening conditions. Those are huge risks! Clearly, if a person is truly overweight, he needs to take action to protect his health. His life and longevity depend on it.


But how does a person know if he is truly overweight? American culture today is one that values thinness to the point of absurdity. Many people, looking at the skinny models and actors pictured in the media, assume that they in comparison must be overweight. This is plainly untrue! The images of starvation-thin models we see all around us are ridiculous and unachievable standards of beauty. Worse yet, being underweight (which one would have to be to conform to many beauty stereotypes) can be just as dangerous and unhealthy as being overweight or obese. So how do you know if your weight is a healthy one or not? Thankfully, there are reliable tools that can help you understand your weight and what it means.


[image: image] Body Mass Index


One tool commonly used by doctors and laypeople alike to determine the meaning of one’s body size is body mass index (BMI). BMI is simply a formula that uses your height and weight to estimate the amount of your body that is made up of fat. According to the National Institutes of Health (NIH), BMI is a reliable indicator of approximate total body fat, one element necessary to assess overall fitness. BMI is also a useful tool because you can calculate it yourself without the help of trained professionals. If you are under twenty, go to this website to determine your BMI using one of the charts: www.cdc.gov/healthyweight/assessing/bmi/childrens_bmi/about_childrens_bmi.html. If you are over twenty, you can calculate your BMI using one of the following formulas:


BMI = [weight in pounds ÷ (height in inches x height in inches)] x 703
or
BMI = weight in kilograms ÷ (height in meters x height in meters)




Here is an example for a person who is 5’3” tall (63”) and weighs 120 pounds. The equation looks like this:


[120 ÷ (63 x 63)] x 703 = BMI


[120 ÷ (3969)] x 703 = BMI


.03 x 703 = BMI


.03 x 703 = 21.09





Once you determine your BMI, you can compare the result to government guidelines.












	BMI Classifications According to the CDC







	BMI


	Classification







	< 18.5


	= Underweight







	18.5 – 24.9


	= Normal







	25.0 – 29.9


	= Overweight







	30.0 and above


	= Obese










Keep in mind that BMI is not the sole indicator of health, and it has definite limitations. For example, it often overestimates body fat in very muscular people and athletes. According to BMI alone, Arnold Schwarzenegger, Sylvester Stallone, and Jean-Claude Van Damme are all obese. Anyone can see these men are bigger than average, but their bulk does not come from fat, so using the term “obese” to describe their physiques is very misleading. On the other hand, the index can underestimate body fat in the elderly and others who have lost muscle mass. Lastly, BMI offers no means of measuring heart-healthiness such as blood pressure or cholesterol. Hence, it becomes critical to understand that BMI is merely one tool most effectively applied in conjunction with other factors like diet, physical activity, waist circumference, blood pressure, cholesterol levels, and blood sugar.
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Still Americans need realistic, impartial standards to guide them to better health, and BMI is one of the best and most objective standards. Its numbers generally don’t lie (unless, of course, we fudge the data we enter into the formula!). Sadly for many Americans, calculating their BMI would indeed yield an overweight or obese result. There’s no denying it: Obesity is a problem in twenty-first-century America. But we face another crisis as well—bad information and companies that exploit our weight woes for profit!


[image: image] The Diet Industry Weighs In


Whether truly suffering from a weight problem or just believing they would look better if they lost weight, millions of Americans are desperately scrambling for weight-loss solutions. Literally thousands of weight-loss products, programs, and plans scream for our attention. America’s weight crisis has spawned a multi-billion dollar industry. In 2010, Americans spend $61 billion on diet products, which is equal to $200 being spent on every man, woman, and child in the United States. The diet products consists of meals like Lean Cuisine® and NutriSystem®, and also of “miracle” drugs that are supposed to help people lose the pounds quickly. And yet, we’re still getting fatter. Sadly, the vast majority of the diet industry is not part of the solution; it’s part of the problem.




[image: image] Make Connections: Fat Facts


Since the 1960s, obesity among American adults has more than doubled, increasing from 13.4 to 35.7 percent.


Overweight and obesity put people at higher risks of developing many different types of cancers, such as breast, colon, esophagus, and kidney cancer. Obesity is the second-leading preventable cause of death.





Who exactly are we talking about when we use the term “diet industry”? And more importantly, what is a “diet”? People may use these terms in different ways, but in this book, we define a “diet” as any program that for the purpose of weight loss modifies the type or amount of food consumed. However, we will not consider certain modifications (like reducing one’s intake of salt, fat, or sugar; increasing one’s intake of fiber; or increasing exercise) that are made for specific medical- or health-related goals (such as lowering cholesterol, reducing one’s risk of developing diabetes, or lowering blood pressure) to be “diets.” We will consider anyone who develops, manufactures, or markets weight-loss products to be part of the “diet industry.”
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