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Discuss the causes of the so called “obesity crisis” facing the UK.
This submission aims to identify some of the causes of obesity and whether this amounts to an “obesity crisis” in the United Kingdom. All four nations that comprise the United Kingdom have different responsibilities for securing data on health, including obesity. This means there will be statistics for the United Kingdom as a whole, and separate statistics for England, Wales, Scotland and Northern Ireland. This submission will discuss relevant data for the United Kingdom, as well as data by individual nation when relevant. The discussion begins by describing obesity, and the incidence of obesity with a particular focus on the UK. It then considers two identified causes of obesity, before reflecting on the question of whether there is an actual obesity crisis in the UK. 

In this section the submission will describe obesity, outline how it’s measured and detail the statistics. According to the National Health Service [hereafter NHS] (2023) obesity is present when a person has “excess body fat”. The World Health Organisation [hereafter WHO] (2024) states that in 2022, “1 in 8 people worldwide were living with obesity”, with the UK Government (2024) releasing statistics for 2022 showing as 63.8% of adults being overweight or obese. Statistics from the UK Government (2023) also show that child and adult obesity figures in England, Wales and Scotland are on the rise. Obesity is explained by WHO (2024) as resulting “from an imbalance of energy intake (diet) and energy expenditure (physical activity)”, although there is growing evidence to suggest that genetics can cause obesity in some cases (Xu et al. 2011; Ramachandrappa, S. and Farooqi, I.S. 2011). Body mass index (BMI) is the most used tool for determining whether someone is a healthy weight (therefore not obese). The NHS (2023) explains that to calculate an adults BMI you take their weight in kilograms and divide it by their height in meters squared. With children, the NHS (2021) states that age, sex and height is also taken into consideration. However, BMI does not take into consideration muscle mass versus body fat and could be considered inaccurate and outdated, with recent studies showing that waist circumference may be a better tool for identifying health risks than BMI (Zhu. et al. 2022). 

This section of the submission will discuss two of the many identified causes of obesity. This submission will focus on the links between a lack of physical activity and socioeconomic status, and obesity. The first cause relates to a lack of physical activity. WHO (2024) defines physical activity as “any bodily movement produced by skeletal muscles that requires energy expenditure”. It includes (but is not limited to) a person’s day-to-day activities such as walking or cycling to work, dancing, taking the shopping into the house, gardening or participating in any form of physical exercise such as running, swimming or going to the gym. WHO (2024) notes that physical activity is important for a person’s overall physical health in both children and adults, as well as having mental health benefits. According to the Office of National Statistics [hereafter ONS] (2021), despite a decline in unemployment, the UK has also seen a decline in employment opportunities requiring physical labour. This is due to the evolution of artificial intelligence, advancements in transportation and automation in manufacturing as well as many hybrid and home working opportunities because of the COVID 19 pandemic.  These technological advances have also resulted in a decline in day-to-day activities, leading to greater incidence of sedentary behaviour. “Sedentary behaviour is defined as a distinct class of behaviours (e.g. sitting, watching TV and computer use), characterised by little physical movement and low energy expenditure (≤ 1.5 METs) (Chinapaw, et al. 2011, pp. e621–e632). Obesity in children has become a growing concern with more children spending time in sedentary behaviour.  Although Data from the Office of Communications [hereafter Ofcom] (2023) shows that children are using smart phones at progressively younger ages, the evidence linking screen time and sedentary behaviour is lacking (Hoffmann. et al. 2019), with other factors playing a large part in why children spend too much time sedentary. A Sport England (2024) report states that only 63.4% (29.5 million) of adults in England were getting an average of at least 150 minutes (the current guidelines) of physical activity a week. The same organisation published an earlier report (Sport England, 2023) stating that only 47% (3.5 million) of children in England were getting an average of at least 60 minutes a day of physical activity. There are several studies that support the correlation between sedentary behaviour and weight gain e.g. Bayles and Swank, 2018). 

A second cause of obesity is socioeconomic status. Although there is a dearth of research, the evidence has found that both children and adults with lower socioeconomic resources (e.g. low income, fewer educational opportunities, less access to quality healthcare services and inadequate housing conditions) are at an increased risk of obesity as they are likely to have a higher BMI (Mayor, 2017). “The rise in obesity rates in low-and middle-income countries, including among lower socio-economic groups, is fast globalising a problem that was once associated only with high-income countries” (WHO, 2024). Mayor (2017) discusses research conducted on three national birth cohorts (Bann, et al. 2017) where the objective was to use data from the British cohort studies initiated in 1946; 1958 and 1970 to examine the trends in the socioeconomic distribution of BMI and obesity with adults. It was found that persisting socioeconomic inequalities led to increased BMI and obesity (ibid). Buck (2018) also discusses socioeconomic status and details how this adversely affects health, including obesity with adults. As shown in the figure below (Buck, et al. 2018), Dahlgren and Whitehead’s well-known model (The Rainbow Model) show how our health is affected by socioeconomic, cultural and environmental conditions. Recent statistics published by the UK Government (2023) also support the argument that those living in deprived areas (an indicator of low socioeconomic status) are more likely to be obese, with data for England, Wales and Scotland reinforcing this finding (ibid). Research may be scarce, but it is evident from the data available that socioeconomic status plays a significant part in determining whether a person will have what is considered an unhealthy BMI, being regarded as obese. 
How socioeconomic, cultural and environmental conditions affect health.
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This final part of the submission will focus on the ‘so called “obesity crisis”’ (see submission title) in the UK. This has become a growing concern over the years with WHO (2024) finding that the UK ranked 79th globally for obesity amongst adults in 2022. The Oxford Dictionary (1989) defines crisis as “a time of great … difficulty or doubt when problems must be solved”, and an epidemic as “a large number of cases of a particular disease or medical condition happening at the same time in a particular community”. Given the rapid growth in numbers of persons with obesity over the years, and the direct consequences that result, it could be argued both a crisis and an epidemic. Shan (2008) uses the two phrases interchangeably during her article detailing the range of conventional medicines available in the UK to treat obesity. Shans argument supports the proposition that the consequences of obesity do not fall only on the individual, but also the wider population. Obesity places a huge burden on healthcare resources costing the NHS £6 billion a year, with this expected to rise to £9.7 billion by 2050 (UK Government, 2022). The UK Government have revised and implemented several guidelines and policies (based on the most recent evidence) to tackle the obesity crisis either directly or indirectly, including updating the guidelines for children and adults on the amount of time spent on physical activity to achieve optimal health benefits (Department of Health and Social Care, 2020), introducing the School Sport and Activity Action Plan (UK Government, 2024) and implementing the Levelling Up the United Kingdom policy (Department for Levelling Up, Housing and Communities, 2022).

Having discussed relevant literature it is reasonable to conclude, there is sufficient data and evidence to support an argument that sedentary behaviour and lack of physical activity in children and adults is linked to, and one of the causes of obesity. Given the evidence available, it can also be said with confidence that socioeconomic status is one of the causes of obesity. With the growing number of children and adults living with obesity in the UK, its implications for physical health and the UK’s healthcare system, it is suggested that UK is indeed facing an obesity crisis. 
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