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Obesity epidemic in the United States
	The past four decades have seen a rapid increase in the number of fast food chains across the world and a systematic obsession with foods that are prepared outside the home environment especially in the United States. According to Young et al, today “Americans spend nearly half of their food budget on foods prepared outside of the home and consume about one-third of daily calories from outside sources, much of it from fast food” (239). As a direct consequence of the consumption of excessive calories, today the United States is one of the nations that comprises the highest percentage of overweight people a phenomena referred to as obesity. While the consumption of fast foods in itself has no significant consequences if done within reasonable proportions, obesity is a condition that has serious side effects and often leads to ailments commonly referred to as “lifestyle diseases”. This essay is an attempt at exposing obesity for the epidemic that it is due to the grasp and severe impact it has had on the American population for the last couple of decades.
To understand how serious obesity as a societal issue is in the United States and why it can definitively be said that it has indeed grown to the proportions of being labelled an epidemic, it is crucial that we first define the term “epidemic”. According to Morril and Chin, an epidemic is a disease or condition (in this case the latter) that spreads rapidly within a population with simultaneous and significant effects (353). In the early 1980s, with the emergence of fast food chains and the convenience of saving time for the working population a lot of Americans embraced the idea of eating outside their homes as opposed to having to prepare meals themselves. While this in itself was not an issue, to gain competitive edges, fast food chains would often increase portions of the food they served and subsequently the amount of calories consumed by their customers. A consensus report by the National Institutes of Health in 1985 for instance, states that, “obesity (is) considered fully explained by the single adverse behavior of inappropriate eating in the setting of attractive foods” (Andrea & Nakaya, para 6). Since then the situation has only gotten from bad to worse with more than half of the American population being overweight and about 31.8% being obese (Elder, 355).
	In the United States today there are a ton of reasons why obesity can be called an epidemic and rightly so. The effects of living with obesity as a condition range from chronic diseases to societal issues such as social stigma and discrimination. This should come as a no surprise since two of the main causes of obesity are poor diet (such as excessive consumption of high calorie foods) and lack of proper exercise. According to Morril and Chin, deaths that are as a direct result of physical inactivity or unbalanced diet or due to related ailments have risen to about 35% while deaths due to other causes have declined over the past decade (355). While obesity in itself does not cause death it has been associated with a string of diseases most of them fatal without proper treatment and a change in lifestyle. This is unequivocally stated in the “obesity epidemic in the united states” where it is concluded that:
Obesity has been linked to an increased risk of chronic disease, disability, death, and decreased productivity and quality of life (5.6). Overweight and obese individuals are at an increased risk of: hypertension, hypercholesterolemia, Type II diabetes, coronary artery disease, congestive heart failure, stroke, gallstones, gout, osteoarthritis, obstructive sleep apnea and other respiratory problems, pregnancy complications, poor reproductive health and psychological disorders. (Morril & Chin, 355)
	By definition an epidemic is a disease or condition that affects a large portion of a population simultaneously. Although obesity is not a disease, it very well falls in the category of a condition. Today every single household in the United States is affected by a family member who is either overweight or obese. More so, the prevalence in the number of people living with lifestyle diseases such as diabetes has skyrocketed. For the past couple of years, obesity has been the second leading cause of preventable deaths only surpassed by cigarette smoking. While most of the affected people are the middle aged and elderly, recent data shows a rise in the number of young people who are chronically obese. For instance a poll placed the greatest increase in obesity at 171% among men aged between 20 and 34 years, while the lowest increase was at 80% among women aged 65-74 years (Morril & Chin, 354). This is cause for concern for two reasons; the first is that the largest rate of increase affects the population that is responsible for running the country- the working population, and the second is that in both of the aforementioned cases, there is a significant increase nonetheless. 
	Another reason why obesity can definitively be called an epidemic is the impact it has had on children especially in the United States. Since the early 1970s the population of obese children between the ages of six and eleven years has more than doubled while that of children aged 12-19 years has more than tripled ( Henry et al., 13). While this numbers show an urgent need for action the irony is not lost to some parts of the world where the same age groups are the ones affected by severe malnutrition, the opposite of obesity. For a number of reasons this is a situation that demands attention and a more affirmative stance. The first and perhaps most significant of these is the fact that children are the future of any nation and as such utmost care and attention should be given to them to ensure a prosperous world. Since the United States is a leader in this regard, it is unfortunate that little attention is being paid to its young population. Another reason why obesity in children is slowly evolving into an epidemic of its own is the fact that obesity in children easily transcends into adulthood where productivity is needed to build the nation. If measures are not taken to address this surge then the population of obese adults will keep increasing. The third and final reason is the fact that children are more vulnerable and likely to succumb to obesity related diseases. It thus goes without saying that to root out the prevalence of obesity in the United States, its effect on children is a good place to start.
	While there are reasons to argue that indeed obesity is an epidemic in every sense of the word, there is still a common rhetoric to the contrast that argues that this is just a societal vice and a matter of choice that every American still has very much control over. Recent research by US Center for Disease and Control points to the notion that the number of obese children had levelled off or remained stagnant in a decade whereas that in adults had declined in the same period (Basham & Luik, para 3). This is reiterated by health agencies downplaying the impact that obesity has on the national scale by labelling the term “epidemic” in regards to obesity an overstatement and comparing it far worse health scenarios like HIV/AIDS. 
	Indeed the United States has seen far worse health crises than obesity or the diseases that come along with it, more so because most of these diseases are either treatable or conditions that people can live with. It may also be accurate that in recent days the surge of obesity that had been experienced up to a decade ago may not be as evident. This does not however mean that obesity should be treated any lesser than an epidemic because the reason for the drop in numbers of new obesity cases is the fact that it was recognized as a critical matter to begin with and measures put in place to control it. This is evidenced by the control of fast food chains menus and the numerous attempts by different factions and agencies to encourage exercise and healthy living. For instance in 2004, “the US surgeon general challenged the food industry to confront portion size as a factor in weight control (and also) provide foods in more appropriate amounts” (Young et al., 239). This coupled with the fact that obesity numbers are not actually dwindling but rather remaining stagnant means that it still remains a major issue and an epidemic in the United States. 
	Since the identification of obesity as an issue requiring urgent attention by the Nation Institutes of Health in 1985, the government and health sector has been constantly trying find ways to regulate the situation. In many ways, these efforts are slowly beginning to pay off more than three decades later. It is however crucial that the same level of vigilance is maintained henceforth if the prevalence of obesity is eventually going to be defeated in the United States. This means giving it the same attention and considering it the epidemic that it still remains today. 
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