	
	
	



Learning in the Digital Era 4008/C                                     Ellen Denning 2405487
Assignment: Discuss the causes of the so-called “obesity crisis” in the UK.
[bookmark: _Int_ZHuz9wfF]It has been suggested that a large proportion of adults in the UK are either overweight or obese. Statistics put forward by the Government Office for Health Improvement (2024), estimated that 64% of adults (aged eighteen and over) were overweight or living with obesity in England. In addition, in 2023 the National Survey for Wales (2023) estimated that being overweight or obese cost the NHS £73 million. Assuming these figures are credible, the crisis that faces us is alarming, not just for those individuals considered to be overweight but for the entire country.
[bookmark: _Int_WusSCBOA][bookmark: _Int_q0FLvV31]There may be a range of reasons why so many people are overweight. Poor diet or a lack of exercise are potential causes (Johnstone and Lonnie, 2023), but consideration should also be given to the influence of the environment.  The sheer abundance of food could be a contributing factor.  One might assume that the easy availability of food would reduce the desire in people to buy large amounts and yet the opposite appears to be true. In an evolutionary sense, human nature may encourage consumers to take advantage of the availability of groceries. “Food cue exposure can lead to food seeking and excessive consumption in otherwise food-sated individuals and a high level of food cue responsivity is a risk factor for overweight and obesity.” (Kanoski and Boutelle, 2022, p.683). To make shopping even less arduous, groceries can now be ordered online and delivered directly to our home, lessening the need to leave the house and walk around the supermarket.
Affordable and accessible food is not only available in shops. Home delivery services for fast food make it simple to order any quantity and a wide variety of ready to eat meals. Even though it was acknowledged that it might not be the healthiest option, participants in a recent study reported “they used online food delivery services because they did not have time to cook at home” (Keeble et al., 2022, p.10). This type of food is likely to be low in nutrients and high in calories. When comparing the speed and convenience with which these ready meals can arrive, to the effort and time required to plan, buy and prepare a meal from scratch, it is easy to understand why picking up the phone might seem an attractive option.
[bookmark: _Int_FnwLNoWC][bookmark: _Int_02an32ab]Technological advances during the last century have radically altered daily life, reducing the need for people to be physically active and consequently to become more sedentary, (Bonilla, D.A. et al., 2023). Motorised personal and public transport has meant that people are less likely to cycle or walk and homes can be furnished with many labour-saving devices such as washing machines and vacuum cleaners that automatically do strenuous work. Jobs too have become less labour intensive, and many occupations now involve working from home, again, removing the need for travelling. In the wider environment, escalators and lifts remove the need to climb stairs. On the other hand, some sources of information technology, such as smart phone apps, have provided people with the ability to track their daily activity or set reminders to move more. For example, Garmin claim that their fitness tracker “constantly monitors your heart rate and can alert you if it stays too high or too low while you’re at rest. It also helps gauge how hard you work during activities.” (Garmin Ltd.) Even so, the conveniences of modern life mean that physical inactivity is becoming more prevalent with a resultant tendency to become overweight. To balance this reduction of movement and energy expenditure and therefore maintain a healthy weight, it may be necessary to participate in some form of planned exercise. This might include fitness programs, competitive sports, and many other kinds of physical activity. However, time, expense and a lack of motivation among other factors may prove to be barriers to participation. Not everyone can afford to join a gym or go to an exercise class. There are government guidelines for the recommended amount of physical exercise one should undertake in order to be healthy, but this information may not be widely known. 
Given the lack of awareness about recommended exercise guidelines, it also seems that various initiatives to advise people about how much and what to eat have failed to get the information across. Many of those asked did not understand or had not heard of Traffic light labelling or the Eatwell Plate model, (Buttriss, 2016). Even the advice to eat five fruits or vegetables a day, while quite well known, is followed by just a third of adults and is not clear or easily understood in terms of portion size. (Public Health England, 2024)
[bookmark: _Int_pic1IAGo]It is possible that the habits formed around eating and food that are created in childhood could continue to affect people when they become adults. The National Survey for Wales (2023) found that 20% of children starting primary school were classed as overweight or obese and that one third of children about to go on to secondary education could also be described in this way. Childhood obesity increases the risk of non-communicable diseases such as type 2 diabetes. Rewarding children with edible treats for acceptable behaviours or restricting foods could develop an unhealthy relationship with eating that persists as the child grows. Once the child is old enough to make independent decisions about what to eat, their choices may not be the healthiest. Calorie snacks, often high in salt and fat; confectionary and fizzy drinks are carefully designed by the manufacturer to be as appealing as possible. Fast food companies aim to tempt young people with special menus and meals that sometimes include toys or activities. “Exposure to fast food marketing is consistently and positively associated with brand preferences and fast food intake.” (Bagnato et al., 2023, p.1436). It is further suggested that fast food consumption increases the risk of becoming overweight or developing obesity (Bagnato, 2023).
[bookmark: _Int_ljpoyIxH][bookmark: _Int_KIpkWjEF][bookmark: _Int_GCsurU6w][bookmark: _Int_XtYlyRx5]Attractive packaging is not just targeted at children. Glossy images of delicious food, not always a fair representation of what is to be found inside the box, could tempt anyone to buy extra items. Ready to eat food is quite often revealed (by the ingredients list in exceedingly small print on the back of the package), to be highly processed and containing additives to improve shelf life, texture and appearance. Ultra processed foods make up many of the foods available and contain ingredients such as emulsifiers, thickeners and artificial sweeteners, that make the product cheap to produce and therefore affordable, highly palatable and easy to eat. Beslay et al. “highlight positive associations between the dietary contribution of UPF with weight gain” (Beslay et al., 2020 p.14). These types of food are energy dense and lacking nutrients and fibre. As a result, larger portions may be consumed in order to feel full and satisfied, leading to possible weight gain.
Another potential cause of obesity could be the overconsumption of alcohol. It may be that people are unaware of the nutritionless calorie content of alcoholic drinks. Again, here the government efforts appear to have been only partially successful in their efforts to inform the public about suggested safe limits of alcohol intake. Commonly, there is awareness of a recommended number of units of alcohol for men and women but much less well known are the actual figures or the exact amounts in millilitres in one of those units. Few people have taken on board the recently revised advice that 14 units per week, spread over at least three days applies to both men and women. “Less than a quarter know the recommended weekly limit and only around half think it is 14 units or less.” (Jackson et al., 2023 p. 423). It seems unlikely, for example, that a person mixing themselves a gin and tonic at home will accurately measure out 25 millilitres for each drink.
Aside from the physical causes of the obesity crisis are the potential psychological reasons why many people in the UK are overweight. A bi-directional relationship has been suggested as a potential barrier to increasing activity (Bayles, 2024). where an increase in weight lessened the motivation to exercise, causing more excess weight to be gained, further decreasing a desire to exercise. Mental health issues such as depression may also be a contributing factor to weight gain. Obesity was linked to a particular set of depressive symptoms characterised by low mood, little interest in doing things, feelings of inadequacy and a lack of energy, according to Frank et al. (2022). This suggests that people suffering these symptoms may gain weight more easily.
It is possible that living in an obesogenic environment can cause a tendency to become overweight or obese. Factors such as the types of food available, social norms, the cost-of-living crisis or access to physical activity could be some of the potential reasons for the so-called obesity crisis. It is becoming increasingly clear that simply telling people to eat well is likely to have little impact and that there is an urgent responsibility for governments to act effectively to improve the health of future generations and to avoid cripplingly expensive costs to the health service.      
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