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Couch Potato (Chips)
Those of us concerned with epidemic obesity in America- among children and adults alike- have long inveighed against excessive "screen time," meaning time spent in front of both computers and television sets. Both intuition, and some science, suggest that television viewing, and other screen time, can contribute to obesity in four ways.

First, time spent in front of a screen, TV or otherwise, is generally sedentary time.  Second, the use of television and computers for recreation is often at the expense of alternative, physically active recreation, so screen time bumps physical activity out of a child’s day.  Third, while watching TV, and increasingly while on-line, children are bombarded with advertisements for the very foods health-conscious adults would caution them against.  Estimates vary, but with fairly average viewing patterns, a school-age child is apt to see as many as 10,000 TV ads for sugary cereals, dessert items, fast foods, and snacks in any given year.

Fourth, and finally, TV viewing invites munching of the most absent-minded variety.  While portion control tends to be a problem any way in the case of “betcha’ can’t eat just one” type snack foods, that is even more the case when eating occurs in a distracted state.  Both quality and quantity of food choices is apt to be overlooked while in that trance-like state only TV can induce.  
And of course, watching TV simply makes noshing almost irresistible.  I once heard a colleague put it very aptly: it is much easier to eat while watching football on TV than while actually playing it yourself!

All of which suggests that reducing television/screen time should help combat childhood obesity. In fact, if TV can contribute to obesity in four or more ways, then reducing TV time would seem potentially to be a uniquely important and powerful approach.

There is some vintage evidence to suggest that is so.  In the late 1990s, both Dr. Steven Gortmaker at Harvard University, and Dr. Tom Robinson at Stanford University, published separate studies suggesting that reducing TV viewing time in children had favorable effects on the body mass index.  The Harvard study was noteworthy for being school based, hinting at something that deserves more attention: school-based and home-based approaches to combating childhood obesity and promoting the health of children should be linked.  More on that later.
Now we have some new evidence, courtesy of Dr. Len Epstein and colleagues at the University of Buffalo, to support the utility of restricting screen time.   As reported last week in the Archives of Pediatric and Adolescent Medicine, these investigators  randomly assigned a group of children at risk for overweight, between the ages of 4 and 7, to an intervention that restricted screen time, or a control group.
The intervention reduced sedentary time, calorie intake, and body mass index- all good results, and none too surprising.  The surprise was that the effect of reducing TV viewing time on BMI was correlated not with a change in energy expenditure (i.e., physical activity) with but with a change in energy intake (i.e., eating).  Restricting screen time resulted in kids eating less.
Now back to the issue of schools and homes working in unison.  In the summer of 2007, a research article was published in New Directions in Youth Development suggesting that young children tend to gain weight twice as fast over the summer as when in school.  This does not indicate to me that we can let down our guard about health-promoting, weight-controlling policies and programs in schools, but rather that home can undermine the gains such interventions provide.  Many factors are causing our children to succumb to ever higher rates of obesity and related chronic disease, and many reforms are needed to turn the tide.  It won’t be enough for just schools, or families to pursue health- both will have to, and each can help the other. 
In terms of the new research, schools can teach the benefit of reducing screen time, and provide guidance in alternative ways for children to recreate.  But the message will have to reach parents, whose job it will be to help implement and monitor that good advice.  The health of children is everyone’s business, and it will take the proverbial village to defend and improve it as it needs and deserves.

In my view, Dr. Epstein’s study confirms what we suspected about the multiple, adverse influences of excess screen time on weight in children, and demonstrates gratifyingly that the flip side is also true: reduce screen time, and get multiple benefits. 
In other words, the problem with kids turning into the proverbial couch potato may have as much or more to do with the potato chips consumed while lounging on the couch, as with the lounging!  The findings encourage us all to get ourselves, and our kids, to spend a bit more time both off the couch, and away from the potato chips.  That begins with turning off the TV.
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