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The Basic Care & Feeding of Your Kids
Technically, a kid is a baby goat.  So perhaps a snack line by Muhammed Ali called “GOAT” (for “greatest of all time”) is just right for kids of the human variety threatened by epidemic obesity.  But I doubt it.

No doubt, childhood obesity is an urgent crisis in this country, crying out for creative responses.  A tripling in the rate of childhood overweight in the past two decades is the reason we now see more and more “type 2” diabetes, known not long ago as “adult onset” diabetes, in children under age 10.  While the official data from the National Center for Health Statistics tell us that 17% of children nationwide are overweight, I think the real figure is dramatically higher.  My reasons are both philosophical, and observational.

Philosophically, I know that the complicated definition of overweight in children was established with the stigma of obesity in mind.  Obesity is the last bastion of socially acceptable prejudice in our society, and that has got to stop.  But until it does, the stigma attached to the label is a serious burden in its own right.  Thus, we define obesity in children in a way that leaves many overweight children out, but at least avoids the stigma of the designation whenever even remotely defensible.

Observationally, I know the definition is wrong because I have children of my own; five, in fact.  Three of them attend the same elementary school, which I get to visit periodically for the school talent show.  While the definition of talent in the school is a very questionable thing, the preponderance of flesh on display is not.  The kids are in tights and leotards, and there’s no way just one in five is overweight.  It’s easily half, or even two out of three; and this in a reasonably well-to-do Connecticut suburb.  It must be much worse in most places throughout the country.


So one must suppose that Muhammed Ali and his business partners took a similar look around and recognized both the magnitude of the health threat, and the business opportunity, childhood obesity represents.  And thus, the GOAT line of snack products was born.

At this point, it’s difficult to get details about the snack items, to be produced by confectionery giant, Mars.  A variety of websites and wire stories indicate the product line will be vitamin and fiber fortified, “reduced calorie,” and “low fat.”

While the products may prove nutritious on closer inspection, I have serious concerns about the venture, no matter how altruistic the Champ’s intentions.   Consumers- adults and children alike- should be learning how to make good food choices based on the general properties of foods, rather than celebrity endorsement.  Many celebrity sponsored food lines to date have had objectionable nutritional profiles.  The first ingredient in some of Dr. Phil’s “Shape Up!” bars is high fructose corn syrup- an ingredient most of us who devote our careers to the study of obesity advise strongly against.  Many low-carb products bearing the Atkins seal of approval over the years delivered impressive doses of saturated and trans fat.

The very notion that people not trained in nutrition should be developing food lines is a bit disquieting.  It would be as if Bono, or Angelina Jolie, or Oprah- instead of supporting the work of others to fight HIV around the globe- came out with their own celebrity-label anti-HIV drug.  It takes genuine pharmacologic expertise to develop antiviral drugs.  It should shock no one that it might take genuine nutrition expertise to offer guidance about food choice to fight obesity.  Perhaps a knack for knocking the daylights out of people will suffice, but there’s no evidence to suggest it.


Given the sullied history of nutrition and snack bars, I am unenthusiastic about the likely effects of the GOAT line on the rates of childhood obesity.  There is some evidence, much of it courtesy of my friend and colleague Brian Wansink, PhD, of Cornell University, that packaging food into smaller servings may help control portions.  But we have little evidence that low-fat or calorie-controlled products reliably decrease calorie intake, as both may leave appetite unattenuated.  If one GOAT bar leaves a child wanting more, they may eat three; so much for calorie control!


 What, then, is a parent concerned about the threat and implications of childhood obesity (as almost every parent should be) to do?  Here are my tips:
· Walk the walk: literally, in terms of physical activity, and figuratively, in terms of eating well.  Be a role model.  A snack line for kids from Muhammed Ali leaves you out of the equation, and yet it’s likely that in the eyes of your child, YOU are the champ!
· Choose Mother Nature’s wrappers: the best foods for both health and weight control are those closest to nature.  Fresh fruits and vegetables bear no celebrity label, and don’t come in a package.  Fruit is a far better snack than a fruit roll, no matter whose smiling face is on the cover.

· Get a clue: Well, 5 clues actually, about food labels.  They are: (1) look for the truth in ingredient list and nutrition facts panel, not amidst the marketing hype on the front of the package; (2) be aware that the first ingredient is the most abundant; (3) generally choose items with short ingredient lists as these have lesser additions of salt, sugar, fats, and artificial ingredients; (4) avoid products with partially hydrogenated oil or high fructose corn syrup whenever possible; (5) choose grain products that actually say “whole grain,” and provide 2 or more grams of fiber per 100 calories. (For more details on the significance of these 5 clues, see: http://www.davidkatzmd.com/nutritiondetectives.asp 
· Make your home a safe nutritional environment.  Once you learn to identify nutritious products, make sure these are the only ones you keep around you.  There are good choices in every food category, including treats, so this is not about sacrifice, but actually a way to have your cake and keep your waistline, too!
No offence to the champ, but I am not sure GOAT foods are what our kids need.  I believe they need loving, informed, health-conscious, and non-judgmental parents who lead by example.  Only when we all champion the cause of health for our families will this become a fight we can win.
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