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Bigger Birds of a Feather: How Obesity Spreads
The run-away medical news story of the past week was a study in the New England Journal of Medicine showing that obesity spreads through social networks.  Headlines and on-air teases spouted such witticisms as “blame your friends” for obesity, or “obesity is contagious.”  

These interpretations may be attention-grabbers, but they are misleading.  Obesity is not contagious, and you should certainly not blame your friends for your struggles with weight, any more than they should blame you.  While we’re at it, you shouldn’t blame yourself, either.  

But obesity does track through social networks.  So, by the way, does speaking Chinese.  In fact, people who speak Chinese are notorious for their association with other people who speak Chinese.  Regrettably, that does not mean you or I could “catch” Chinese; I wish learning a language were so easy!
I am a scientist, and have a deep and abiding respect for the power of science.  But I have respect for common sense, too, and don’t think we’re obligated to choose between the two.  We have proverbs and adages to capture the kind of common sense insight that deserves to stick with us.  In this case, “birds of a feather flock together” seems pretty a propos.

It does not surprise us that the close social contacts of people who speak Russian, English, or Chinese tend also to speak Russian, English, or Chinese.  Doctors tend to have an unusually high number of health care professionals among their social contacts.  The same is no doubt true for lawyers, engineers, and astronauts.  
I am confident the riders in the Tour de France have an unusual number of world-class cyclists on their friends and family lists.  But I am equally confident that making friends with a cyclist will not win me the yellow jersey.

The simple, obvious to the point of self-evident fact is that people with things in common tend to get and stay connected with one another, and people with nothing in common do not.   You and I are much more likely to make beautiful music together if we BOTH like pina coladas, getting caught in the rain, or watching “Breakfast at Tiffany’s.”

Scientists use a fancy word for this- homophily- but there is another word we all know: compatibility.  We hear about how important it is for lasting relationships on every eHarmony commercial.

How does this relate to obesity?  First, obesity is ultimately about behaviors: how much and what we eat, how much and what we do to burn calories.  Behaviors are a major aspect of compatibility.  If you compete in triathlons and my favorite recreation is watching TV, we may have some difficulty staying close.  Being friends will be easier if we both do triathlons, in which case we will probably both be thin; or if we both watch a lot of TV together, in which case the odds of us getting heavy go up.  That doesn’t mean I can blame you, or you me.
Then there is the issue of what seems normal.  If my friends are all athletes of one kind or another, my expanding waistline will likely bother me sooner than later, because it will stand out as different than the norm.  If all of my friends are larger than I am, my weight will seem fine in comparison.  This is another common sense revelation captured in an adage: everything is relative.
The comfort of fitting in is a good thing, and the bias against obesity that makes people feel ashamed is a cause for shame in us all until we banish that bias.  But letting obesity become the social norm is not the answer.  Another study published last week, in Epidemiologic Reviews by researchers at Johns Hopkins, suggests that obesity may soon become the leading cause of premature death in the United States.  Premature death, and the chronic disease that precedes it, is not an acceptable way of “fitting in!”   

Our health and our weight are related to our behavioral choices.  And those choices are part of what determines our compatibility with friends.  So obesity tracks through social networks because compatibility does.

But that does not mean friends are in any way to blame for obesity.  There was virtually no obesity 100 years ago, but I’m pretty sure people did have friends back then.  What they did not have was cars, suburban sprawl, fast food, and video games.  Human nature and relationships are not the root cause of epidemic obesity; the obesigenic modern environment is.

As a result, obesity is overtaking more and more of us, just some faster than others.  And it is overtaking us not just as individuals, but as entire villages.  For me that highlights the most important message in the new study, another adage hidden between the lines: in unity, there is strength.  No one of us can change the countless obesigenic elements in the modern environment, but large groups of us can.  And small groups of us can help one another overcome them a bit more successfully in the meantime.

If our social networks help obesity spread, they can help put a stop to it, too- by making healthful eating and physical activity the norm.  By making health and vitality a communal goal we support in one another.  

The preacher John Donne told us centuries ago that “no [one] is an island,” and it’s just as true today.  We are, it seems, all part of one village or another.  Reversing the ominous trends in obesity will take those villages.  Thanks to the new study, that’s not just common sense; it’s science, too.
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