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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.
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Words to Understand
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AIDS: Acquired immunodeficiency syndrome—a condition characterized by the destruction of the immune system and caused by the human immunodeficiency virus (HIV).


coronary heart disease: A condition characterized by hardening of the arteries to the heart, which can result in diminished blood flow, heart attack, and death.


type 2 diabetes: A disease characterized by the body’s inability to correctly use insulin.


gluttony: The act of eating or drinking excessively.


stigmatization: The process of being labeled socially unacceptable.


genetics: The study of how traits are passed on through generations.


osteoarthritis: A condition of the joints in which the cartilage breaks down resulting in pain, stiffness, and decreased mobility.


sedentary: To spend most of the time seated; not requiring much movement.





Chapter 1


Obesity:
A Growing
Epidemic


• Defining Obesity


• The Costs of Obesity


• Why Do We Gain or Lose Weight?
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If you ever watch the news, read a newspaper, or even scan the covers of magazines, you probably can’t help but notice that people are always talking about health threats. In recent decades, an increasing focus on public health has led to many educational campaigns, often with impressive results. Smoking and alcohol use have decreased. There’s greater public awareness about AIDS and how it can be prevented. Huge amounts of money and resources have been committed to treating (and hopefully one day curing) cancer and other diseases. But while the public has faced these obvious threats head-on, another health concern has been growing practically unnoticed. This new health threat has reached epidemic proportions. Obesity, the state of being very overweight, now threatens the health of millions of Americans.


Since 1980, obesity rates in the United States have doubled, going from 15 percent to nearly 36 percent of the adult population. As the number of people with obesity increases, the health complications and diseases associated with obesity also increase. Today, potentially deadly conditions like coronary heart disease, high blood pressure, type 2 diabetes, and many forms of cancer (all of which may be associated with or worsened by excess weight) are not only common among adults, they are also increasingly seen among children. In fact, some experts now believe that if the trend toward excess weight and obesity continues unchecked, this newest generation of young people may actually have a lower life expectancy than that of their parents! That’s a serious claim, and it’s causing more and more people to open their eyes to obesity and its health risks.


Despite increasing awareness of obesity as a serious health issue, many people continue to see obesity not as a legitimate medical condition but as a personal problem—a problem people bring on themselves through laziness, gluttony, or other destructive habits. Myths about obesity abound. People who are overweight or obese still face great stigmatization and discrimination in American society. Many people simply don’t understand that one’s weight isn’t just a result of eating and exercise habits. Weight is also the product of genetics and complicated environmental factors, factors that are often outside a person’s ability to control.


[image: image] Defining Obesity


Clearly, excess weight and obesity are topics that deserve our attention. But before we can have a valuable discussion about obesity, where it comes from and how it can be prevented, we need to understand exactly what it is. If you look up the word obesity in the dictionary, you’ll likely find a definition like this one: a condition characterized by excessive body fat. But how much does that tell you about what obesity really is? How does a person know if he has an appropriate or an excessive amount of fat? Most people think they can just step onto a bathroom scale, read a number, and know whether or not they have too much fat. Unfortunately, defining obesity is not nearly so simple. The human body is a complicated thing, and each body is unique. There is no magic number that can tell a person whether he is a healthy or unhealthy weight. In fact, weight isn’t a very good measurement of obesity at all.
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The technical term for fat is adipose tissue. Adipose tissue is made up of special cells that store lipids. Lipids are packed with energy; they contain more than twice as much energy per gram than carbohydrates or proteins. Adipose tissue, therefore, is the best way for the body to store excess energy. When you eat more food than you need to meet your daily energy requirements, your body converts the extra energy into lipids, which are stored as adipose tissue. This is not necessarily bad, because when you don’t get enough energy, you burn that fat to keep you going. However, large quantities of adipose tissue can be dangerous. Most very healthy individuals have less than 15 percent body fat. In other words, at least 85 percent of their total body weight is made up of non-fat cells.





Why is weight a poor measure of obesity? Because different types of body tissues weigh different amounts. Muscle, for example, is a very dense, heavy tissue. Fat, however, is relatively light. In fact, muscle tissue is between eight and nine times heavier than an equal amount of fat tissue! A small amount of muscle, therefore, can be as heavy, or heavier, than a larger amount of fat.


Imagine two people. One weighs 150 pounds. The other weighs 140 pounds. Judging by weight alone, you might immediately assume that the 140-pound person is healthier and has less fat than the 150-pound person. If the 150-pound person, however, is very muscular, and the 140-pound person has practically no muscles at all, then your assumption would probably be wrong. The 140-pound person could actually be both lighter and “fatter” than the muscular 150-pound person. Instead of relying on weight alone to determine if someone is overweight or obese, doctors try to determine how much fat tissue the person has in comparison with lean tissue (muscles, bones, organs, and other healthy body tissues). This measurement is called percentage of body fat, and it is a much more accurate way of determining if someone is overweight or obese than weight alone.
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Currently, the most common method for determining if someone is overweight or obese is with a formula called body mass index (BMI). The BMI formula is a calculation based on height and weight. The number the calculation yields is compared to ranges of numbers that correspond with medical definitions for “underweight,” “normal,” “overweight,” or “obese.” For people over twenty, BMI can be calculated using one of the following formulas:
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