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Epidemic obesity is an emergency in slow motion, but an emergency just the same.  Some 2/3 of adults and 20% or more of children nationwide are now at least overweight.  The protean consequences are epitomized by noting that what was “adult onset” diabetes less than a generation ago is now routinely diagnosed in children under age 10.  If one chronic disease can follow obesity down the age curve, so can others; unprecedented perils, such as adolescent heart disease, lie ahead should current trends persist.

And thus current trends cannot be allowed to persist.  But like other recent emergencies with a more familiar timeline, obesity calls for a brisk and well-coordinated crisis response that for the most part isn’t materializing.  Instead, as our bodies expand, the body politic has divided into opposing camps claiming personal responsibility, or environmental factors, as seemingly mutually exclusive explanations of our plight.  Such polarity translates into paralysis, forestalling the cooperative actions needed to curtail this relentless scourge.  For realistically, we must invoke both environmental reform and personal responsibility to curtail the spread of obesity.
Proponents of personal responsibility contend that individuals can, and therefore should, control their own behavior.  After all, weight gain is about calories in versus calories out.  And since adjustments to either of these is a matter of personal choices –how much and what to eat, how much and what to do- the case for personal responsibility is ostensibly as open and shut as the mouths in question.

But we have no reason to think our leaner ancestors had will-power that we lack, and know for sure they lacked the video games, vending machines, and suburban sprawl that we have.  And any fair-minded person must recognize that the playing field of opportunity for weight control is not level.   Implying that people struggling with poverty, unsafe neighborhoods, and resource-poor environments are personally “responsible” for their weight can be the literal addition of insult to injury, a blame-the-victim mentality that ignores access, affordability, and social privilege.  A recent series in The New York Times highlights the prevailing association between type 2 diabetes and poverty.

And then there’s the fact that even the socially privileged, well-informed are apt to be confused, with headlines routinely challenging everything we thought we knew about sensible eating (e.g., Low-fat diet does not cut health risks, study finds; NY Times, Feb. 8).  Neither the well-off, nor the tough can get going if they are befuddled about where to go.

Nor are the limits to personal responsibility for weight control necessarily altogether accidental.  A stunning expose in The Chicago Tribune suggests that food and tobacco industry scientists have long collaborated to study appetite, brain stimulation, and even mechanisms of addiction (Where there's smoke, there might be food research, too; January 29, 2006).  Evidence of the manipulation of processed foods in ways that might goad- even coerce- appetite is as accessible as the food label itself.  On the shelves of every supermarket in America are pasta sauces with more sugar per comparable serving than chocolate fudge sauce, and breakfast cereals with more salt than potato or corn chips.  These surprising formulations are substantially concealed to our taste buds (who, after all, would pour sugar over pasta or salt over cereal?) but powerfully stimulate the brain’s appetite center as detailed in an extensive scientific literature on a property called “sensory specific satiety.”  Obesity by design is not that far-fetched; profits and pounds seem to be gained concomitantly, if by different people.
  Which lends ammunition to the environmental determinists at the opposite pole who suggest that in an “obesigenic” world awash in tasty, inexpensive calories and diverting, labor-saving technology, the individual is all but hapless victim.  This camp emphasizes the need for environmental and social reforms.
But we surely risk both ineffectiveness and irrelevance if in our enthusiasm for environmental determinism we renounce personal responsibility altogether and fail to acknowledge that you can lead people to carrot juice- but you can’t make them drink. Any more than you can make them use stairs instead of elevators, rakes instead of leaf blowers, or soccer balls rather than video games.  

The ideological impasse naturally owes something to politics.  The republican dominated US House of Representatives, for example, passed H.R. 554, the "Personal Responsibility in Food Consumption Act," in the fall of 2005.  Sponsored by Rep. Ric Keller (R-FL), and intended to prevent “frivolous” lawsuits that hold food companies liable for an individual's obesity and related health claims, the bill contends that one “cannot litigate personal choices and lifestyles.”  The legislation was applauded by the National Restaurant Association (http://www.restaurant.org/pressroom/pressrelease.cfm?ID=1162). 
The opposing view, that an obesigenic environment trumps personal choice, tends to prevail among public health advocates.  In the movie Super Size Me for example, not only was the potentially adverse influence of fast food on health highlighted, but so was individual helplessness.  One interview in the movie features a man whose last resort for obesity management is gastric bypass surgery.  But his obesity is ascribed to the consumption of nearly four gallons of soda a day!  That he might have cut back to, say, three gallons a day as an alternative to surgery was unaddressed.
Books have been published contending that the obesity epidemic is myth rather than menace, hyperbole devised by those who want to legislate behavior (e.g., The Obesity Myth, Penguin Books, 2004); as have books that highlight fast-food industry practices designed to confound individual will (e.g., Fast Food Nation, Houghton Mifflin, 2001).  In a recent column in US News & World Report (Why Our Kids Are Fat; 12/26/05), Dr. Bernadine Healy responds to an Institute of Medicine call for constraints on food marketing to children by invoking parental, rather than corporate, responsibility.
The New York Times has suggested we should declare war on diabetes (Editorial; 2/5/06).  If so, we are well advised to heed the daily reminders that declaring war, and winning it, are two different things.  For now, it seems we are at war with ourselves.

As we contemplate a jump from complacency to battle, we might pause to consider that polarizing debate over responsibility for weight may be tantamount to fiddling as the storm surge rises.  Debate can usefully illuminate options, but the time to argue over evacuation routes is before, not after, flood waters reach your door.  We need a middle path toward common, higher ground now- before we’re all in over our heads.  

We can, and should, base vital public policies on data rather than reciprocal disparagements.  Questionnaires can test what behavioral science calls “self-efficacy,” the capacity to take personal control.  Who does, and who does not, have the knowledge, skills, and resources to compensate for the obesigenic modern environment?  We should find out, and devise means of providing personal control and empowerment where they’re lacking, making environmental changes- such as the elimination of junk foods from schools, or the addition of side walks to a suburban neighborhood- where necessary. At times, it may be both more expedient, and cost-effective, to alter obesity-promoting aspects of the environment than attempting to empower a significant proportion of the population with sufficiently robust aptitudes to overcome them.
Hurricane Katrina gave us all a vivid demonstration of what failure to develop a prudent crisis response can cost.  Like the hurricane, epidemic obesity is a storm perfectly suited to breech our meager defenses- indeed, in a veritable flood of tasty calories and labor-saving technologies, it already has.  We begin a new year with potentially all Americans living below the level of this threatening sea. 

To rise above the floodwaters of this crisis will require a blend of bold actions by those in power, and empowerment of those we ask to take responsibility for themselves. At some point, the interaction of environment and behavior does come down to choice, and we can ask individuals to make good ones; just as we can ask them to make personal preparations for a dangerous storm.  But the levees will remain our collective responsibility.

-fin

*Biographical Information:
Governor Mike Huckabee of Arkansas, and Dr. David Katz of Yale University met in 2004 at the TIME Magazine/ABC News Summit on Obesity in Williamsburg, Virginia, and a friendship at first sight ensued.  Close correspondents ever since, Katz & Huckabee have frequently discussed obesity control from their different perspectives.  Governor Huckabee is well known not only for his leadership role in government (Governor of Arkansas; Chair, National Governors Association), but for personally losing well over 100 lbs in a life-altering commitment to fitness, good nutrition, and good health, chronicled in the book, “Quit Digging Your Grave with a Knife and Fork,” (Center Street, 2005).  Through personal experience, Governor Huckabee became a proponent of personal responsibility for weight control.  This view has been tempered, however, as a result of the close working relationship with Dr. Katz, a long time proponent of the importance of environmental factors in the modern obesity epidemic.  An advisor to Huckabee and the National Governors Association on obesity control policy, Katz is the author of 9 books to date, several of which- including “The Way to Eat” (Sourcebooks, 2002) and “The Flavor Point Diet” (Rodale, 2006) are dedicated to empowering individuals with strategies and skills to compensate for obesigenic forces in the modern environment.  The relationship between Katz and Huckabee exemplifies the potential to blend personal responsibility with environmental reform in obesity control efforts, and demonstrates the possibility of combining science and politics to advance the public health.
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