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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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Words to Understand
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corporations: Businesses made up of groups of people authorized to act as a single body.


assembly line: An arrangement of machines and workers in which a task moves from operation to operation until it is complete.


conglomerate: A mass formed of diverse things or parts.


mass-produced: Made in large quantities at a time.


entrepreneurs: People who start their own businesses.


franchises: Individuals or groups who have been given permission by a company to sell its goods or services.


uniformity: The state of being the same, consistent, or unchanging.


dehydrating: Preserving food by removing the moisture from it; drying.


sociologist: Someone who studies the development, structure, interaction, and collective behavior of organized groups of human beings.


inherently: At the core; essentially; naturally.


perpetuated: Aided or helped to continue.





Chapter 1


The Birth of
a Nation?


• America’s Obesity Crisis


• A Legend Is Born: The Assembly-Line Mentality


• The McDonald’s Story


• Moving Across the Nation: The Evolution of Fast Food


[image: image] America's Obesity Crisis


Look around. The signs are everywhere: they’re in the headlines of newspapers, the titles of bestselling books, the lead stories on the nightly news, and the bodies of people all around you. In America today, obesity—the state of being very overweight—is not simply a problem, it’s a national crisis.


Think that’s an exaggeration? It’s not. Two out of every three American adults are overweight, with one out of three officially obese. And adults aren’t the only ones suffering. One out of every six people between the ages of six and nineteen is also overweight, with an additional one out of six in danger of becoming overweight. The numbers (along with our waistlines) are still growing. Experts now fear that obesity will soon be even more than a crisis; it will be the American way of life.


So how did Americans get to be the heaviest people on earth? Are individuals to blame for ballooning buttocks and walloping waistlines? Are Americans more irresponsible than people of all other societies? Do we care less about our health than anyone else? If American obesity rates increase every year, does that mean that each year we become less and less concerned with the way we eat, feel, and look?


On the one hand, as the heads of fast food corporations and their marketing groups love to remind us, we do make our own personal decisions every time we put a piece of food into our mouths or decide to watch television instead of take a walk. On the other hand, Americans certainly have not decided that they want to be obese. In fact, each year Americans pour billions of dollars into trying to lose weight. We might be the heaviest people in the world, but we also spend the most money trying to slim down.


So why can’t we? Why does the obesity crisis keep looming larger? Why are young people now gaining weight at an astonishing rate when they are constantly bombarded by images telling them to be impossibly beautiful and impossibly thin? Clearly, there are other forces at work: forces that encourage us to make unhealthy lifestyle choices, forces that sometimes make it impossible to do anything else.


Although there are a number of factors behind America’s bulging bodies, fast food is one of the biggest. In this book, we will explore fast food’s role in the American obesity crisis. Along the way, you will learn how the fast-food industry has shaped not only our bodies but our society. Many experts agree: we Americans do not simply eat fast foods. We lead fast-food lifestyles, and this is killing us.
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[image: image] A Legend Is Born: The Assembly-Line Mentality


Believe it or not, many of the ideas that would create fast food did not originate in the food industry at all. They originated in the car industry. In 1913, Henry Ford, that famous American who brought affordable cars to working-class people, created a moving assembly line for his car factory. In so doing, he changed American industry and the world. What made Ford’s cars affordable was a revolutionary concept of labor division. Prior to Ford’s assembly line, every automobile was handcrafted from start to finish resulting in a unique, one-of-a-kind vehicle. This was an incredibly labor-intensive and time-consuming undertaking that required highly skilled (and expensive) craftspeople.


Henry Ford believed he could make cars in a more efficient and cost-effective way. To do so, he imagined the automobile as a conglomerate of different components or parts. These parts were mass-produced to be identical and interchangeable. (For example, the engine in one car was identical to the engine in every other car and could therefore be put in any car.) The work of putting an automobile together was likewise broken down into all its different components, and one person was assigned to each task. This eliminated the need for expensive skilled labor because workers no longer needed to know how to build a complete car. They just needed to know how to perform one task, like tightening a specific bolt or putting on a tire. To save time, Ford put the cars on an assembly line. Now workers never even wasted time walking around. The cars just rolled to them, they performed their specific tasks, and off the cars went down the line. The result was amazing: a huge increase in production, a dramatic decrease in production costs, and a steady supply of cars that average Americans could afford. Within twenty years, well over fifteen million automobiles had been sold in the United States, and American society had changed forever.


[image: image] The McDonald's Story


In 1948, Richard and Maurice McDonald applied Henry Ford’s principle for building cars to making food. In his book Fast Food Nation: The Dark Side of the All-American Meal, awarding-winning journalist Eric Schlosser explains the rise of McDonald’s and the fast-food industry. In what they called their “Speedee Service System,” the McDonald brothers removed any food that needed silverware from their menu (this left the basics like hamburgers, fries, and milk shakes), standardized the menu (all the hamburgers would be cooked and served exactly the same way, and customers could not get substitutions), and divided the food preparation into tasks with each task being performed by one person. The McDonald brothers no longer needed skilled cooks; they just needed people who could put burgers on a grill, lower fries into hot oil, or run a milk shake machine. If workers needed fewer skills and less training, then they could also be paid less money. Furthermore, by doing away with plates and silverware and wrapping all the food in paper or other disposable products, the McDonalds eliminated the need for dishwashers and the cost of dishes and equipment, another labor-reducing, money-saving move. With their new system, the McDonalds could make food faster and cheaper than anyone else, allowing them to undercut competitors’ prices and still make enough profit to get rich. Fast food was born.


Today we are so accustomed to prepared, prepackaged, fast foods, that the McDonalds’ system doesn’t seem revolutionary. In fact, you might well think it’s the only logical way for a restaurant to run. How else would a restaurant get its food made and delivered to its customers in a fast and affordable manner? Well, that’s exactly the point: before the McDonald brothers introduced this system, food preparation was time-consuming and expensive. Although at the time, drive-in restaurants were extremely popular (especially with young people), restaurants simply weren’t affordable for families to eat at on a regular basis. If you were a single person, you might be able to save your pennies for a night out with friends, but if you were a family with children, dinner at a restaurant would be a rare, special, or perhaps nonexistent event. With cheaper fast food, however, a family could now afford to go out to dinner. It was still much more expensive than making dinner at home, but the occasional night out at McDonald’s wasn’t going to break the bank.




Fast food (n). Food that is wholly or partially prepared for quick sale or serving, especially in a snack bar or restaurant.
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