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First Lady versus Obesity: Fat Chance, or Fighting Chance?

As someone personally devoted to helping turn the tide of epidemic obesity and the chronic diseases that follow in its wake, I am, of course, enormously gratified to have First Lady Michelle Obama on our team.  Or maybe we’re on her team.  Either way, it’s a good thing.

But, how good?  How much can the First Lady, or anyone for that matter, do against a problem that –while recent data suggest may be plateauing at last- has risen relentlessly for decades, and defied a wide array of well-intentioned responses?  History might invite a “fat chance, Mrs. Obama” cynicism.  But I believe the First Lady can make a difference, just not on her own.
We all know the saying, “where there’s a will, there’s a way.”  If that were true, the First Lady would be almost assured of success.  She is influential, popular, and seemingly prepared to inspire by example.  Inspiration is the ultimate expression of “will,” and the First Lady will provide it to many.  If the power of will alone were enough to see this job done, the First Lady might manage it with little help from the rest of us.
But that is not to be.  For the reality is that ‘will’ is not the same as ‘way,’ and generally, we need both.  

That we do need ‘will’ is clear.  Even if the things that rather reliably prevent and reverse obesity- eating well and being physically active- were far easier than they actually are, people wouldn’t do them if they didn’t care at all.  Even an easy thing won’t get done by people who don’t bother to try.

Mrs. Obama will likely get people who already care to care more.  She may get some people who have never really cared to start caring.  And she may inspire people who haven’t bothered to try before, to try now.  She will help grow the collective ‘will.’
But over the years, I have tended to many patients who care about their weight more than just about anything in their lives- for better or worse.  And they have not just bothered to try and do something about it- they have, in some cases, devoted much of their life to the effort.  But all too often, without success.
These people are not lacking will; they don’t know the way.  Perhaps for some people, there simply isn’t one.

People who don’t know how to make time for daily physical activity can’t find the way.  People who cannot reliably identify the foods they should be eating from those they almost certainly shouldn’t…don’t know the way.  Kids who don’t get recess or physical education during the school day have had a ‘way’ taken away.  People who can’t afford, or think they can’t afford, nutritious food- can’t find a way.
My perspective on any challenging problem- and obesity certainly makes that list- is that we must both cultivate will, and pave the way.  Will power can start us moving forward, but only skill power will get us over the finish line.
The First Lady can potentially contribute to both.  First, she will help raise awareness of the problem- its scope, urgency, immediacy, and intimacy.  She will help other mothers, and fathers, understand that the danger of obesity and diabetes is stalking their children.  We will cultivate the will to tackle this problem more effectively with Mrs. Obama at our side.
Second, the more people there are with a will to address this problem- those working right by the First Lady’s side, and those working at increasing distances from that bright spotlight- the more energy, resourcefulness, and ingenuity we have at our disposal.  Ultimately, human ingenuity will solve this problem.  After all, human ingenuity caused it.

Throughout most of human history, calories have been scarce and hard to get, and physical activity has been unavoidable.  We applied our ingenuity to these problems, and solved them.  We have created- for most of the world, although unfortunately not all- a food supply that is actually in excess of our needs.  We have devised technology that has made physical exertion not merely discretionary, but downright elusive.
In other words, human ingenuity has solved the age-old problems of caloric scarcity and daily exertion so well, that we now have new-age problems in the opposite direction.  Physical activity is now scarce and hard to get, and calories are unavoidable.

The causes of epidemic obesity are obvious and simple- we eat too much of all the wrong things, and do too little.  The solutions are equally obvious and simple- we need to eat less and better stuff, and be more active.
But…achieving those solutions will be very hard.  Because they call for nothing less than throwing the gathering momentum of human ingenuity set in motion at the dawn of agriculture 12,000 years ago into reverse.  They call for defying many powerful impulses laid down by eons of natural selection.
The stones that will pave our way out of this mess are myriad acts of constructive ingenuity.  Engineers who turned stairs in a Swedish subway station into music-making piano keys, so that the incentive of fun would direct people from the escalator to the steps give us a good example.

As do those who start walking groups, or exchange healthful recipes.  As do those who devise clever ways for children to get physical activity during the school day, or for their parents to do so during the work day.  As do those who make nutritious food more convenient, or accessible, or affordable, or identifiable, or delicious, or fun.

Since so much of modern living is obesigenic, it comes down to this: just about everything we do in every setting needs to be part of the solution.  And just about everything that isn’t part of the solution remains part of the problem.
It’s a big job.  But if we can couple the will the First Lady helps inspire with ways to eat well and be active paved through schools and supermarkets, living rooms and legislatures, kitchens and restaurants, worksites, clinics and neighborhoods… we’ve got a fighting chance to get it done.
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