
    

              

 

                     

                    

                  

  

                  

                   

                       

                 

 

                       

                   

                      

                 

                    

                     

 

                  

                    

                  

                

                     

                    

                       

                     

                    

          

               

             

        

 

                       

                    

       

                    

                   

                 

                    

                 

                        

                

 

                    

               

                 

                      

           

The Big Picture 

St. Paul Pioneer Press Monday March 26, 2007 

Ask anyone why there’s an obesity epidemic, and they’ll say it all comes down to eating too much and burning too 

few calories. That is true. It’s also true we live in an “obesogenic environment.” Calorific food is plentiful and cheap, 

and our lifestyles are increasingly sedentary. Most of us have to make an effort not to get fat. 

But many now believe something else must have changed in our environment to precipitate such dramatic rises in 

obesity over the past 40 years. Nobody is saying the “big two” – reduced physical activity and increased availability 

of food – are not important contributors to the epidemic, but they cannot explain it all. In 2006, a review paper by 

20 obesity experts set out the 10 most plausible alternative explanations for the epidemic. Here they are: 

1. Not enough sleep: It’s widely believed sleep is for the brain, not the body. Could a shortage of shut-eye also be 

helping to make us fat? Several large epidemiological studies suggest there may be a link. People who sleep less 

than 7 hours a night tend to have a higher body mass index (BMI) than people who sleep more, according to data 

gathered by the U.S. National Health and Nutritional Examination Survey. Similarly, the U.S. nurses’ Health Study, 

which tracked 68,000 women for 16 years, found those who slept an overage of 5 hours gained more weight during 

the study period than women who slept 6 hours, who in turn gained more than those who slept 7 hours. 

2. Climate control: Like all warm blooded animals, we humans can keep our core body temperatures constant 

regardless of what’s going on in the world around us. We do this by altering our metabolic rate, shivering or 

sweating. Keeping warm and staying cool take energy, unless we’re in the “thermoneutral zone” – about 80.6 degrees 

for a naked body – which is increasingly where we choose to live and work. 

There’s no denying ambient temperatures have changed in the past few decades. In the U.S., the proportion of 

homes with air conditioning rose from 23% to 47% between 1978 and 1997. In the southern states – where obesity 

rates tend to be highest – the number of houses with air conditioning has shot up to 70% from 37% in 1978. 

Could air conditioning in summer and heating in winter really make a difference to our weight? Sadly, there’s 

some evidence it does, at least with regard to heating. Studies of people enclosed in respiration changers for a few 

days show in comfortable temperatures we use less energy. 

Sweating burns up energy, however, and there’s evidence high temperatures reduce the amount people eat, 

according to biostatistician David Allison, of the University of Alabama-Birmingham. Whether these factors 

significantly alter energy balance is not clear. 

3. Less smoking: Smokers do tend to be thinner than the rest of us, and quitting really does pack on the pounds, 

though no one’s sure why. It’s probably has something to do with the fact nicotine is an appetitive suppressant and 

appears to up your metabolic rate. 

Katherine Flegal and colleagues at the U.S. National Center for Health Statistics have calculated that people 

kicking the habit have been responsible for small but significant portion of the U.S. epidemic of fatness. From data 

collected around 1991 by the U.s. National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey, they worked out that people 

who had quit in the previous decade were much more likely to be overweight than smokers and people who had 

never smoked. Among men, for example, nearly half of quitters were overweight compared with 37% of nonsmokers 

and 28% of smokers. Between 1978 and 1990, the prevalence of obesity in the U.S. increased by about 9%. 

Flegal reckons about a fifty of this increase can be attributed to people giving up smoking. 

4. Prenatal effects: Your chances of becoming fat may be set, at least in part, before birth. Children of obese 

mothers, especially those who develop gestational diabetes, are much more likely to become obese themselves. 

While this may be largely due to genetics, there’s evidence some “intrauterine programming” goes on. Offspring of 

mice fed a high fat diet during pregnancy are much more likely to become fat than the off spring of identical mice 

fed a normal diet. Intriguingly, the effect persists for 2-3 generations. 



                   

                    

                

 

                      

               

                    

                  

                     

                  

   

                  

                     

         

                      

          

 

                     

                   

                   

            

                  

                   

               

 

                    

               

                   

               

             

 

                 

                 

                   

              

                   

                   

     

 

                      

                       

   

                   

                   

                   

 

                       

                     

                  

            

At the other end of the spectrum, we know from studying people born during the famine inflicted on the 

Netherlands during WW II that energy restriction in the womb can lead to obesity later in life. This is especially 

likely if there’s a period of rapid catch-up growth in the first 2 years of life. 

5. Fat equals fecund: Heavier people have more children. A study by Lee Ellis at Minot State University in North 

Dakota found “small but highly significant correlations” between BMI and reproductive rates. Women of normal 

weight or below had an average of 3.2 children, while overweight or obese women had an average of 3.5 children. 

Does having more children make women gain weight, or does being overweight cause women to have more children? 

Probably both. Having lots of kids can increase the chances of getting fat, if for no other reason than poor sleep. 

Ellis also showed that people’s BMI before they became parents is associated with the number of children they 

eventually have. 

Explanations vary. Extreme thinness impairs fertility in both men and women. Extreme obesity does, too , but Ellis 

thinks the effect if probably stronger at the thin end. Also, as David Allison points our, obesity can lead to lower 

socioeconomic status, in turn associated with having more children. 

Why is this relevant? It’s because obesity if heritable, so a tendency for this to be associated with having a large 

family will cause the proportion of overweight people to rise. 

6. A little older: Some groups of people just happen to be fatter than others. Survey by the U.S. National Center 

of Health Statistics found adults ages 40-79 were around 3X as likely to be obese as younger people. Nonwhite 

females also tend to fall at the plumper end of the spectrum: Mexican-American women are 30% more likely than 

white women to be obese and black women have twice the risk. 

In the U.S., these groups account for an increasing percentage of the population. Between 1970-2000, the chunk of 

the U.S. population ages 35-44 grew by 43%. The proportion of Hispanic-American also grew, from less than 5% to 

12.5% of the population, while the proportion of black Americans increased from 11 to 12.3%. 

7. More drugs: In the 70s, a new class of antipsychotic meds called neuroleptics came on the market, and millions 

of people worldwide now take these drugs. Alongside their undoubted success in treating psychosis, neuroleptics 

have a drawback: Users typically gain weight. Neuroleptics are not the only class of drugs to cause weight gain. 

Anticonvulsants to treat epilepsy, antihypertensives for high blood pressure, protease inhibitors to treat HIV and 

diabetes medications, including insulin, have been associated with packing on the pounds. 

8. Pollution: In daily life, people are exposed to thousands of industrial chemical, such as pesticides, dyes, 

flavorings, perfumes, plastics, resins and solvents. We swallow them, inhale them and absorb them through our skin. 

There’s some evidence low levels of some chemicals can lead to weight gain. Mice given small amounts of the 

pesticide dieldrin, for instance, more than doubled their body fat. Hexachlorobenzene, another pesticide, caused 

rats to gain significantly more than controls, despite eating half as much. Studies of humans exposed to PCBs by 

eating fish caught in North America’s Great Lakes have found similar association – The more the toxic load, the 

greater the body weight. 

9. Mature moms: Mothers around the world are getting older. In the U.K., the mean age of having a first child is 

27.3, compared with 23.7 in 1970. Mean age at first birth in the U.S. has also increased, rising from 21.4 in 1970 to 

24.9 in 2000. 

And apparently, having an older mother seems to be a risk factor for obesity. Results from the U.S. National 

Heart, lung and Blood Institute’s growth and health study found the odds of a child being obese increases about 

14% for every 5 extra years of their mother’s age, through why this should be so is not clear. 

10. Like marrying like: Just as people pair off according to looks, so they do for size. Lean people are more likely to 

marry lean and fat more likely to marry fat. On its own, like marrying like cannot account for any increase in 

obesity. But combined with others – particularly the fact that obesity is partly genetic and that heavier people 

have more children – it amplifies the increase from other causes. 


