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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


Cincinnati Children’s Hospital Medical Center


Professor of Pediatrics and Surgery


School of Medicine


University of Cincinnati
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Words to Understand
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media: The means by which information is transmitted, including television, radio, Internet, and newspapers.


epidemic: An outbreak of a disease or condition that spreads more rapidly and more extensively than expected.


paradox: Something that appears to be contradictory but which may in fact be true.





Chapter 1


Battle of
the Bulge


• America in Crisis


• A Strange Paradox


[image: image] America in Crisis


If you live in the United States of America, you can likely call yourself one of the luckiest people on earth. While all over the world people labor from sunup to sundown to obtain only the most basic necessities, Americans as a people are awash in surplus: surplus goods and surplus time. Our society is filled with technological marvels, time-saving appliances, and convenience items that simplify nearly every aspect of our lives. At every turn we have machines, gadgets, and companies that do our work for us: cars that practically drive themselves, eliminating the need for us to walk; televisions that entertain us, eliminating our need to play; and prepackaged foods to eat, eliminating our need to cook. And yet, in the midst of all this surplus and splendor, a lifethreatening crisis is brewing.
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The popular media is filled with stories of war, terrorism, and threats to homeland security. As frightening as these things are, the average American today is at risk from a much more immediate threat. This threat doesn’t come from terrorists or warlords; it comes from our very own bodies. The signs are everywhere: they’re in the headlines of newspapers, the titles of best-selling 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 an epidemic. More than two out of every three American adults are overweight, and one out of three American adults is officially obese. The crisis is also spreading to young people like never before. One out of every three American children is overweight or obese, which is triple the rate it was in the 1960s, and childhood obesity has become the number-one health concern for parents. Today, the United States is one of the most overweight nations in the world. and the numbers (along with our waistlines) are growing. Experts now fear that obesity is quickly becoming an American way of life.


[image: image] A Strange Paradox


Americans certainly have not decided 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.
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America’s obesity epidemic is a strange paradox, because although America is now the heaviest nation on earth, it is also one of the most image conscious. At the same time that Americans are suffering from ballooning weight, they are bombarded by images telling them to be impossibly beautiful and impossibly thin. Think about the people you see on television, in movies, and splashed on the covers of magazines. How many real-life people do you know who actually look like this? Probably no one. And yet, how much do you, your friends, or your family members want to look like this? Probably a lot. Each year Americans spend billions of their hard-earned dollars not trying to get healthy, but trying to look like the images in magazines.




We might be the heaviest people in the world, but we also spend the most money trying to slim down.





So, if we as a society care so deeply about appearance and being thin, why does the obesity crisis keep looming larger? Clearly there are forces at work that encourage us to make unhealthy lifestyle choices, forces that sometimes make it nearly impossible to do anything else. We will talk more about some of these forces in later chapters, but part of the problem is that when it comes to losing weight, too many of us have the wrong goals. We may become so focused on looking a certain way that we forget our goal should be good health. We may begin to hate the way our bodies look so much (even when they look the way the average human body is meant to look) that we become frustrated, give up, and sabotage our own health.




Research Project


[image: image] According to this chapter, Americans are gaining weight even as they spend more and more money on diets and weight-loss solutions. Do some research to find out why this is. Go online and find the answers to these questions: Why do most diets fail? What motivates most people to go on a diet? How does the body respond to constant dieting? What would be a better solution to America’s weight problem?







Text-Dependent Questions:


[image: image] 1.What is the “crisis” facing Americans described in this chapter?


2.Explain what the author means when she says that America’s obesity epidemic is a “paradox.”


3.What is the “Supermodel Myth”?





If our goal shouldn’t be to get thin or look like a supermodel, why should we be concerned about overweight and obesity? After all, if a person is happy and comfortable with her body, why should she care if a number on a scale says she weighs too much? On the one hand, it is extremely important for people to learn to accept and be happy with their bodies and to realize that no one’s body is perfect. Only a tiny handful of people on this earth can look like supermodels, and it’s ridiculous for the rest of us to feel bad about ourselves when we can’t achieve these unattainable looks. On the other hand, the health risks of overweight and obesity are so numerous and serious that people should not ignore a weight issue if it arises. None of us needs to strive to look like a supermodel, but we should all strive to be as healthy as we can.


Although there are a number of factors behind America’s bulging bodies, lack of exercise is one of the largest. Most of us tend to live busy, fast-paced lives. With school to attend, work to complete, friends to see, e-mail to read, a favorite television show to catch, and numerous other demands on our time, it’s easy to forget about the basic things we should do for our bodies every day. At the heart of America’s weight crisis is a general abandonment of a physically active lifestyle—the very foundation of good health.




[image: image] Make Connections: The Supermodel Myth


In magazines, women are tall and thin with perfect skin; voluptuous breasts; and long, flowing hair. Men are tall and tan with bulging biceps and rockhard abs. But who actually looks like this? You may think these models are simply blessed with rare genes. They probably are, but their beauty secrets go much further. They also have dieticians, personal trainers, makeup artists, and sometimes even use drugs to achieve their perfect bodies. Their job is to look good, so huge amounts of time and money are devoted to developing this image. Even with all of this help, however, these models will still never look as good walking down the street as they do on the covers of magazines. That’s because their perfect physiques are not just the product of good genes, starvation, hard work, and talented artists. They are also photographed under special lights and carefully planned conditions. After the photograph is taken, it undergoes an elaborate design process including airbrushing and computer enhancement to eliminate any remaining “flaws” and to “improve” parts of the body. Like so much of what you will read inside that magazine, the picture on its cover is a work of fiction.
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