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Obesity, by any other word…

How common is obesity in the United States?  We will need to look around, and see past our own white lies, to know.

A recent report in the Journal of the American Medical Association by investigators from the Centers for Disease Control provides an update on America’s obesity epidemic.  The news, of course, is not good.  Obesity rates continue to rise in adults (more so in men than women, apparently), and children alike.  The official word is that roughly 17% of our children are overweight as of 2004.

But I don’t believe this estimate.  I think the real figure is much higher.


I have two reasons for doubting the CDC estimate.  One based on what I know about the word “obesity,” and the other based on what I know about the world just from looking around.


Obesity is, arguably, the last bastion of socially acceptable prejudice in our society.  This is shameful, has gone on for far too long, and has got to stop.  But until it does, “obesity,” and its erstwhile synonym, “overweight,” are stigmatizing terms.


Because of the recognition that obesity attaches stigma, the very definition of childhood overweight was designed to minimize the number of children to which it applies.  The prevailing definition of overweight in a child is an age- and sex-adjusted body mass index at or above the 95th percentile, based on a historical reference population.  Use of the word “overweight” rather than obesity is a further attempt to minimize the stigma to which children are exposed.


The overweight definition for children leaves many kids out by design.  In technical terms, this definition is specific, but not sensitive.  That means it is more apt to leave people out who should be included, than to include anyone who doesn’t belong.  We would prefer to miss the diagnosis of obesity in some children than to ever apply the label when it is not well and truly warranted.


This, of course, raises some questions about the importance of a condition versus a label.  Thanks to Shakespeare, we know a rose smells as sweet no matter what we call it.  Presumably, the health effects of obesity are the same whether or not we call it like it is.  The fact that we are reluctant to make the diagnosis of obesity because of the stigma attached to the term is testimony to how serious anti-obesity bias is in our society, and the work we must do to overcome it.  


The second reason I know the CDC data are wrong is based mostly on my little corner of the world.  Specifically, the elementary school just down the block.

Of my five children, three currently attend the same elementary school.  As a result, I periodically get to attend the school talent show (god help me!).  While the definition of “talent” in elementary school is a very suspect thing, the prevalence of overweight really is not.  The kids are on stage in tights and leotards, and the obesity problem is there for all the world to see.  There’s just no way only one in five of the kids is overweight.  It’s easily half, perhaps even two out of three.


If obesity (or overweight if feeling squeamish about terminology) is this prevalent in a reasonably well-to-do Connecticut suburb, let’s just imagine how bad things must be in less privileged parts of the country.  The CDC estimate is a crisis seen through rose colored glasses.  Things are clearly worse than we’re admitting.


I have already made the case in this column for how serious an issue obesity in children is.  Obesity at epidemic levels in kids has caused adult-onset diabetes to become increasingly common in children under age 10.  Type 2 diabetes in young children threatens to make heart disease a condition of adolescence- and in thankfully still rare instances, already has.  No need to belabor these issues, recently addressed.

But we must grapple both with the implications of worsening obesity trends in children, and the stigma of obesity that compels us to, in essence, define it away in many children.  Recent literature has suggested that parents are often oblivious to overweight in their own children.  This kind of denial in parents is no surprise when the health care profession itself is denying how bad things really are.

 Like Shakespeare’s rose, obesity is what it is, no matter what we call it.  Adverse health effects of overweight will occur even in those children left out by a carefully crafted definition.

The battles we must wage are about the causes and complications of obesity, and the stigma we have attached to it; not terminology.  That which we call obesity, even by any other word, remains a grave and unacceptable risk to the future health of our children.
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