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The Obesity Blame Game


The headlines are everywhere: “Our Children Are too Fat!” and  “The Rate of Obesity is Rising!”  We are constantly seeing and hearing about a horrible epidemic that is sweeping the nation: obesity.  A staggering number of Americans are categorized as being obese, resulting in thousands of deaths each year.  The article in USA Today, “Heavy Workers, Hefty Prices” also acknowledges the heavy financial burdens that obese people have to deal with and inflict on their healthy peers.  In a country as advanced as the United States, why is it that we can’t find a solution to what is obviously a major crisis that we, as a society, are dealing with?  One of the main problems is that everyone is trying to play the blame game and force the culpability off on someone else.  Parents, schools, food makers, advertisers, policy makers…it seems no one has escaped criticism.  Policy makers and government officials are the ones with the clout to assure that certain changes are made.  The question is, should the government be responsible for the eating and exercising habits of Americans, and if so, what should be done about it?  Veronica Feeg’s From the Editor article, “Combating Childhood Obesity: A Collective Effort” discusses a study that provides recommendations that different areas of society can take to fight the epidemic.  

For the most part, obesity is the result of a calorie intake that is too high, coupled with an exercise level that is too low.  Those who are obese often are at risk for developing cardiovascular problems, diabetes, and joint troubles, as well as long-term psychological and self-esteem problems.  With the lifestyles that many children are now accustomed to, the risk of becoming overweight or obese is becoming more and more imminent, as showcased in the article “Fat Boy” by Janet Reitman.  Instead of playing outside, technology now encourages children to spend their time indoors, watching TV, surfing the Internet, and playing video games.  There are other numerous factors that also contribute to this growing epidemic, so it is impossible to place the blame on just one sector of society.  Parents, schools, advertisers, food makers—all seem to be placing the blame on each other.  Alan Greenblatt’s article for CQ Researcher, “Obesity Epidemic” provides an abundance of information on the causes and consequences of obesity.

 Advertisers are one group that is taking a lot of flak.  Many claim that they market their junk food too heavily to children.  Critics feel that more restrictions should be placed on the industry that limit how much they can advertise their products and what age groups they should be allowed to target.  Even though the Children’s Advertising Review Unit (CARU) oversees kids’ advertising, many feel that they are too small of an agency to handle such a large industry.

Schools are also being criticized for some of their actions.  Standardized tests often force schools to limit physical education.  The selling of sodas and junk food in vending machines is also a controversial issue, but school officials argue that the need the additional funding to maintain certain programs.  However in the article, “Some Schools Start ‘Dieting’ Ahead of U.S. Rules,” Michelle Davis writes about how one Austin school district has eliminated all junk food and sodas from its campuses.

Also falling under fire is the fast food industry and its penchant for “super-sizing” their products.  Portion sizes are out of control and the amount of food Americans consume has vastly increased the past few decades.  However, some food makers, such as Kraft and General Mills, are trying to help control the problem by introducing healthy and reduced-sugar foods into their product lines.  The articles, “Food Makers Weigh in with Ads,” “Curbing Their Appetite,” “Junk Food Nation,” and “Food Police Target Food Marketers: Controversial Practices Aimed at Kids Draw Federal Ire” all offer information on what food makers and advertisers are doing (or not doing) to offer healthier products and encourage more physical activity.

There are things that can be done for children who have become obese.  Doctors can put them on a low-fat diet that is rich in fruits, vegetables, and other healthy foods.  In her article, “Obesity: From a Health Issue to a Policy Issue,” Tao Hong gives information on the various causes of obesity and makes a plea for her fellow medical colleagues to step up and do their part by accurately diagnosing the disease and ensuring that they set good examples for others.  Parents can limit the time their children are allowed to spend in front of the TV and computer and make sure that they engage in at least 20-30 minutes of exercise daily.  As a last resort, bariatric surgery, also called stomach stapling, is quickly becoming an option for children, though it remains contentious.


So who should be held accountable?  There is no one group that we can place the blame on.  Many groups—advertisers, food makers, schools, the fast-food industry—all contribute in some way to the growing problem.  The government has taken several steps in an attempt to help ease the problem, such as restructuring the Child Nutrition Act, but many critics still believe that more should be done.  However, food makers, schools, and individuals believe that they have certain rights that should not be infringed upon by the government.  Just as there is no one group to blame, there is no one magical solution that can solve the problem.  The only way to effectively curtail the epidemic is if individuals begin “exercising” their willpower and start developing healthier food and exercise habits.
