D. 1

C. D.
Professor Staley

English 103

11 March 2009
The Obesity Epidemic in America

When traveling across the world, American tourists are the easiest to pick out of a visiting crowd. Although language and appearance might play a role in this identification, the major factor in determining citizenship is weight. Americans have undoubtedly been gaining more pounds in the last couple decades than they ever have before. But why? Is it our fast, cheap, easy, high-caloric, readily available food supply? Or are our traditionally active, outdoors lifestyles being pushed aside and forgotten for other things? Many people would say it is a combination of both, and it might be. But one of these factors, diet or behavior, have taken a drastic turn for the worse leaving health behind and Americans larger than ever.

Diet unmistakably plays a role in any sort of weight fluctuation, and American diets definitely have the potential to be the leading cause of the obesity epidemic. According to Dr. J.G. Lambert, representative of the Blue Cross Health Insurance Company, people are spending more time away from home and therefore have less time to cook a well-balanced meal. He also states that in 1970, married couples spent an average of 53 hours a week away from home compared to married couples in 2000 that spent around 63 hours away from the home. Dr. Lambert also illustrates that the average amount of commuter time in 1980 was around 21.7 minutes each way, and in 2000 it increased to 24.4 minutes each way (Lambert). This means that people have lost 10 hours of home-time that could be used to cook a nutritious, healthy meal. Also, more time in the car could mean less time to eat a healthy meal. Even if people have the time to stay home and a make a healthy meal, some people don’t even have time to eat it. Elsevier Health Sciences reviewed a study published in 2009 in the Journal of the American Dietetic Association, a scholarly peer-reviewed journal, and found that out of 1,687 young adults, 35% of males and 42% of females stated that they did not have sufficient time to even sit down and eat a meal; this lack of time would lead them to “eating on the run” and in turn result in eating fast and unhealthy food (Elsevier Health Sciences). When people don’t have time to be at home and make a meal or even time to eat it, they might be driven to spend their money on fast foods, which would save them a trip to the grocery store and additional hours in the kitchen preparing food. According to Dustin Frazier, who has a BBA in accounting and business pre-law, in 1970, the percentage of all food spending that was spent only on away-from-the-home food was only 25%; it shifted to 47.5% in 1999 and is anticipated to rise to 53% by 2010. The fast food industry’s sales rose 200% while the amount of out-of-home food spending went up between 1970 and 1995 (Frazier 295). These statistics show that while people were spending more food money on away-from-home food, the fast food industries sales were rising. This coordination suggests that people have been spending more and more money on fast, unhealthy food instead of healthy, home-cooked meals. In his article “Fast-Food Nation: The True Cost Of America's Diet,” awarding-winning journalist Eric Schlosser states that “Americans now spend more money on fast food than they do on higher education, personal computers, software or new cars. They spend more on fast food than on movies, books, magazines, newspapers, videos and recorded music—combined.” He also demonstrates that in 1970, $6 billion dollars were spent on the fast food industry by Americans; in 1997, more than $100 billion was spent on fast food (Schlosser). These facts show that people are not only spending more food-money on fast food, but also spending more everything-money on fast food; it’s like purchasing fast food has become a new favorite pastime for Americans.

Although people are spending more time away from home and more money on fast food, that doesn’t explain weight gain and obesity. Therefore, the actual characteristics of the food must constitute a higher calorie diet. Dr. Lambert contends that 18% of daily calories were from take-out foods from 1977-1978; the daily percentage rising to 32% in 1994-1996 (Lambert). This could suggest that people are relying more on fast food to satisfy their hunger; more fast food means more calories. Dr. Alan Greene, a renowned health-fanatic pediatrician, claims that although most fast foods usually lack nutrients and contain much larger amounts of calories, sodium, and bad fat than home-cooked meals, the children’s meals are the worse source of nutrition. Children are labeled as such because they are still developing into adults; it is a shame that their potential to have healthy bodies as adults is being neglected the most by fast food nutrition. Another point highlighted by Frazier is that a study of rats’ diets performed at Wisconsin University found that fast food could have addictive qualities (Frazier 297). If the nutritional components of fast food were in fact addictive, then more and more Americans would become dependent on and dominated by the unhealthy food.

 
So it is obvious that fast food, and more of it, could be a cause of soaring obesity rates but another probable cause is that behaviors and physical activity have drastically changed in the past few decades due to amazing technological advances. With less physical activity comes more weight. In a study performed by Lakdawalla and Philipson, researchers for the National Bureau of Economic Research, they found that advances in technology have caused a decrease in job-related exercise; technology (machines, computers, etc.) have replaced a lot of physical activity people use to expend while at work. They contend that the less exercise a person gets while working, the more they must make it up outside of the job and paying money to exercise is a lot less convenient than paying money to eat, something that has to be done regardless. They found that “a worker who spends her career in a sedentary job may end up with as much as 3.3 units of BMI more than someone in a highly active job” (Lakdawalla and Philipson 5). This significant drop in exercise at people’s everyday jobs is serious. 40 hours a week is the typical amount of work for a full-time job; that’s 40 hours less a week that people aren’t being physically active as compared to pre-technology jobs. Not only is technology making Americans more sedentary at work, but at home and school as well. According to Woman’s Day, in the 1950’s, only 24% of all US homes had a television and the average daily amount of time spent watching TV was 4 hours and 31 minutes; in the ‘70’s, the average daily amount of time spent watching TV was 5 hours and 56 minutes, then 7 hours and 17 minutes in the ‘90’s and a whopping 8 hours and 14 minutes in the 2000’s (Woman’s day).  This huge increase in daily time spent watching television could mean less time dedicated to physical expenditures. 

Although most schools require participation in P.E. programs for able students, there is a new alternative for playing basketball during lunch. Computers have become a norm for most households and now, for most schools and classrooms as well. An option at my middle school from 2001-03 was to stay inside and play computer games during lunch recess instead of being outside on the playground or on the courts. Newsweek journalist Robert J. Samuelson stated that, “By 2000, public schools had roughly one computer for every four students.  Almost all schools were connected to the Internet, as were about three quarters of classrooms” (37). This increase in availability of technology and rising rate of obesity could very well be correlated.

It is apparent that the main cause of the obesity issue for Americans is our diets. As time becomes sparser and the grave economic situation remains the same, the fastest and cheapest foods appeal to us more and more. As a school commuter, I can relate to being short on time and money. I don’t have time to stay home and make a meal before driving to school and don’t have time to go back between classes. Restaurants are expensive and I make minimum wage. It seems like fast food joints are on every corner. It’s hard to deny that fast food is a regular patron of American’s wallets. The nutritional aspects of fast food are upsetting, but we still consume it regularly. I believe that the fast food industry is benefiting from the growing obese population, while Americans are suffering from more health problems.
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