
Cantelmo 1 
 

Jennifer Cantelmo 

Strong 

CULF 2321.07 

8 Dec. 2011 

Should Obesity Be Considered a Growing Epidemic Among Americans? 

 Obesity is an epidemic in the United States that is often overlooked as a “social 

problem” because it does not have anything to do with the government, the environment, or 

the economy. It is in fact one of the largest social problems in the U.S. and is not only a 

common cause of death among American adults but is slowly destroying the health of the 

youth as well.  

 According to the Merriam-Webster Dictionary definition, obesity is “a condition 

characterized by the excessive accumulation and storage of fat in the body.” The U.S. Centers 

for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) named obesity as the number one health risk posed 

to Americans in 2004 (understanding obesity). The history of obesity stems from many sources, 

including hereditary factors and poor eating habits in addition to a lackadaisical lifestyle. In this 

day and age, people are searching for food that is going to fill them up for the least amount of 

money possible, which is where fast food places such as McDonald’s or Taco Bell come in. They 

constantly advertise cheap food with deals that include twelve tacos for three dollars or 

burgers, fries, and a drink all for just 99 cents off the dollar menu. It is deals like these that lead 

Americans to eat so unhealthy, because it saves money and it is quick food to eat while on the 

go. When a person takes in more calories than they burn off, it causes substantial weight gain. 

Although many people consider this to be the sole reason for the obesity problem in America, it 
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is important to understand that even though people who are obese can seem lazy and 

unhealthy, and many times their genetic make-up plays a large part on why it is difficult to lose 

weight. Things like a low metabolism, the functioning of one’s organs, and hypothyroidism (an 

underactive thyroid gland) contribute to obesity as well.  

 There are privately funded campaigns throughout the U.S., such as Shape Up America, 

that try to combat the obesity epidemic, but it is not enough to create widespread change in 

behavior among a significant portion of the population (Jacobson and Nestle). If change is to 

occur among the masses, the government must take a larger stance on public health policies 

and fund more programs, because like Jacobson and Nestle state in their article, Halting the 

Obesity Epidemic: A Public Health Policy Approach, “Just as the environmental crisis spurred the 

public to make a huge financial investment in seeking solutions, so should the obesity 

epidemic.” 

 Unfortunately, there are no solid government funded laws, policies, or programs related 

to the social problem of obesity. Private programs throughout school systems and states are 

becoming more and more popular, but the government has yet to take a strong stance and 

fund a nationwide program to thin down Americans. There are quite a few public health 

organizations that collect data and statistics as well as advocate for healthier living, but it seems 

that none are having a great enough impact to solve this social problem. The American Obesity 

Association, the National Center for Health Statistics, and the Weight Control Information 

Network are just a few of the public health organizations trying to make a difference, but until 

actual legislation occurs, it is very possible that people will still be unaware of the severity of 

the obesity epidemic.  
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 According to the CDC, “About one-third of U.S. adults (33.8%) are obese and 

approximately 17% (or 12.5 million) of children and adolescents aged 2 to 19 years are obese.” 

An even more shocking statistic is that 20% of the population in every single state in America is 

obese (CDC). These statistics are constantly growing and are only further proving that although 

some public health policies are making efforts, until the government steps in and takes real 

action through the use of legislation, America will keep getting fatter. There are currently no 

federal policies that have tried to take action on the obesity stance that have been rejected, 

because the government has yet to present a policy to possibly even reject.  

 Action needs to be taken before people lose their lives to obesity related issues, and 

living in a modern day society doesn’t help the situation much either. More people have desk 

jobs as opposed to active ones, people have less free time to go out and be active, and less time 

to plan healthy meals. Schools have less of an emphasis on physical education and more of an 

emphasis on academics, and cafeterias are well known to have extremely unhealthy menu 

options for students. Children are seduced with high tech video games and trashy television 

shows to watch during their free time and are not taking advantage of playing outside and 

running around, like the norm used to be. Social networking websites such as Facebook and 

Twitter have contributed to a mass amount of teenagers becoming distracted for hours at a 

time by just sitting and browsing the profiles of friends and strangers. It seems to be that the 

more of a technology driven society we become, the less we care to be active and healthy.  

 If the government continues to overlook obesity as a social problem then more lives will 

be taken each year and more Americans will continue on the unhealthy path they are currently 

on. It is important to recognize that just because the problem of obesity has nothing to do with 
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environmental issues or economic issues does not mean it isn’t imperative to solve as soon as 

possible. America has a reputation for being the fattest country in the world, which has 

statistical evidence to back up that claim. This epidemic is likely to affect Americans sooner and 

more forcefully than global warming or the decline of the economy. Without a possible solution 

and push from the government to solve the obesity epidemic, Americans are going to find 

themselves at a loss sooner than later.  

 Within the epidemic that is obesity, there are two common arguments that people give 

to express their feelings about it: the first being that we need to fight for a healthy America and 

the government needs to create more effective, nationwide, health reform policies to solve the 

problem of obesity. The major supporters of this argument are those who believe that fitness is 

important and that the number of deaths obesity causes is rising too quickly; they are often 

groups of people who have come together to form local or statewide efforts to get America 

healthy.  

One reason that people believe Americans need to lose weight and a healthy America is 

the best choice for everyone is because the economy will be better off with rapid weight loss. 

These people believe that if the government takes a stand and implements a nationwide policy 

that forces people to lose weight somehow, that the entire nation will benefit from a monetary 

standpoint. In The Fattening of America, research shows that: 

In the absence of overweight and obesity, private health insurance and Medicaid 

expenditures would be about 8 percent lower than they are now, and that Medicare 

expenditures would be about 11 percent lower. In total, overweight and obesity 

increase the annual medical bill by over $90 billion per year…this figure represents 
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about 9 percent of all medical spending in the United States. (Finkelstein and Zuckerman 

93).  

 A second reason that is given in support of the first argument is to protect people for 

death and disease caused by obesity. There are many diseases that obesity causes and increase 

the risk of developing, such as stroke, heart disease, hypertension, diabetes, gallbladder 

disease, and even cancer. Being overweight “increases the risk of developing several types of 

cancer, including cancers of the colon, esophagus, gallbladder…prostate, as well as uterine and 

postmenopausal breast cancer” (Wexler 39). According to Wexler, “researchers now recognize 

that obesity does not simply result from willful overeating and laziness, but from a complex 

combination of genetic, metabolic, behavioral, and environmental factors” (21). This means 

that something must be done to help people lose the weight that is necessary to keep them 

healthy, happy, and alive for as long as possible.  

 A third reason that there are major supporters of the first argument is that obesity in 

America is reaching outstanding proportions and in a time when Americans are working more 

than ever, fitness and a healthy lifestyle should be more important. The way obese Americans 

live their lives affects the future of their children, and no problem will ever be solved if children 

and adolescents pick up on their obese parents eating habits and lifestyle. When addressing the 

issue of childhood obesity, Critser states that “the obese child who becomes an obese adult will 

have an increased risk of cancer” (Fat Land 146). It is not acceptable to let the children of 

America grow up with increased risks of diseases due to obesity, so taking a nationwide stance 

to control obesity would benefit our children immensely.  
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 There are many values that fuel this argument and create passion among people to find 

a solution to the obesity epidemic, but the values supporting these three arguments are 

financial security, health, and family. Although this argument seems fool-proof to many people, 

there are consequences and weaknesses that come with using these ideas to solve obesity. If 

people slim down, it may save us money on healthcare and taxes but the cost of funding a 

government program to completely transform the health and habits of Americans would be 

extremely difficult to pull off. But, there are strengths in this argument because people would 

benefit from less disease and a lower risk of an early death due to obesity, and they would live 

a happier, healthy lifestyle.  

The second argument that people believe about this controversial issue is that being 

obese is a personal choice, and we should let those who want to be fat, be fat. The major 

supporters of this argument are often individuals who are obese themselves and just want to 

be left alone regarding the entire chaos surrounding obesity in America. These people strongly 

believe that they make their own choices and want to hold themselves accountable for their 

actions and not have anyone else tell them what to do.  

The first reason given that supports this argument is most likely one of the more popular 

reasons; diets do not work and many of those who are obese cannot help it. The pressure of 

trying diet can often backfire on an individual and many times people find themselves 

struggling with eating disorders such as bulimia and anorexia nervosa. Although developing an 

eating disorder contains many more neurological factors than just being overweight, eating 

disorders are commonly used among young women as “protection from or defense against 

attention from males that may make them fearful or uncomfortable” (Wexler 49). People are 
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obese for a variety of different reasons; often stemming from many other factors than just poor 

eating habits and laziness, so this reason is often given as to why many people do not even try 

to change their lifestyle because they believe it to be hopeless.  

A second reason people give to support the second argument is that being obese is a 

personal choice, if they wanted to fix the way the look, feel, and the status of their health, they 

would. Privacy is extremely important to people, regardless of social networking sites and 

technological advances. There are certain things people believe is their business and no one 

else’s, such as their income or religious beliefs. For obese people, many believe that their 

weight is their own personal issue and others need to just let it be. Trying to change the weight 

and health of Americans as a whole is too difficult to accomplish, so just let those who want to 

be obese, be obese.  

The last reason given for the second argument is that the media creates more pressure 

on people to lose weight with ideals that seem unreasonable and unreachable, in addition to 

always making fun of overweight people. Finkelstein and Zuckerman point out how “movies like 

Shallow Hal and The Nutty Professor are liberally laced with fat jokes” (91). These movies are 

offensive and the media is making the light of the situation and ultimately making people feel 

worse about themselves because of their weight. The media also contributes to the depiction of 

what men and women should look like, and the goal seems so unreachable that many people 

do not even attempt to look the way celebrities and models do. Men are supposed to be 

masculine, buff, and strong, and women should be at least a size 4, if not a size 2. The pressure 

the media places on the average American man or woman is too much to handle and often 

leads to diets that don’t work and dissatisfaction with oneself.  
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The values that come with these reasons tend to lean further away from being values 

and closer to being vices. People who support this argument are often described by people as 

lazy, gluttonous, and selfish; though often they are just discouraged, unsatisfied, and unhappy 

with their outward appearance. The consequence that largely lies with this argument is that if 

people support this point of view, they are contributing to the skyrocketing number of deaths 

due to diseases caused by obesity. The strength of this argument is that it is a personal decision 

and people are able to choose their own path and their own lifestyle. It is a weak argument as 

well those because it provides no solution to the given situation, it just creates a “laissez-faire” 

attitude and doesn’t solve any problem. 

In my personal opinion, I agree with the argument that believes that not only is obesity 

a growing epidemic, but that there must be something done on a national scale in order to 

prevent this social problem from getting worse. Obesity is a growing social problem that has 

been overlooked for too long, and although there are policies implemented on a smaller scale, I 

believe that something must be done in order to save Americans from disease, health 

problems, and even death.  

 I believe there are a few possible solutions to help solve the issue of obesity in 

Americans. One potential solution that I believe will work most effectively is to introduce 

healthier living style programs at an earlier age in schools, daycares, and at home. If parents 

took more of an interest in what their child is being served at school for lunch, we might be able 

to make a change. Some schools have implemented healthy menu items and health policies in 

their cafeterias, but this idea would serve our youth the best if school lunch menus were 

changed nationwide. Just like the implementation of any nationwide policy, this solution will 
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cost money and need a large support following in order to be effective, but the emphasis of 

healthy eating at school has the potential to change the way a child eats for the rest of his or 

her life.  

 The first supporting argument I would give to support this alternative solution 

would be that if we start teaching our kids to eat healthy from an early age, it will carry on to 

other parts of their lives and most likely stick with them as they age. If kids aren’t introduced to 

junk food, or at least an excessive amount of it, they won’t be able to make the comparison of 

candy to carrots and everything in between. This way, as they age they will be used to eating 

healthy and will make personal choices as they age to choose certain items to eat over others. I 

feel that this argument supports the common phrase, “you don’t know what you’re missing out 

on if you’ve never had it.” 

 My second supporting argument would be that kids are so easily influenced at a young 

age, why not influence them in a more positive manner? We are showing kids that pizza, 

cheeseburgers, ice cream, and chicken nuggets are the norm by serving them in school 

cafeterias every day, so the child becomes used to these types of food and decides he or she 

doesn’t want anything else when they’re at home. If we serve children healthier menu items, 

they are going to be positively influenced and become accustomed to healthy foods quicker 

than if the only one forcing them to eat their vegetables are their parents.  

My third supporting argument is an extension of the second argument, in that I believe 

parents should take a stand at home in making healthy meals and snacks for their kids. Even 

though children spend majority of their childhood at school, if they come home to parents who 

feed them Oreos and soda when they get home, the efforts put in by programs at schools will 
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be useless. Parents must be in support of the implementation of health policies in schools and 

participate in eating healthy themselves to serve as a positive model for their kids.  

 The problems that come with the solution I have offered is that it would be 

extremely expensive to change out the menu items at every school across the nation and many 

people will not want to see their tax dollars spent on something that they may view as petty or 

unimportant. Another problem may be the struggle to find a large population that not only 

supports this solution, but takes action to make a change. Even though obesity is a growing 

epidemic and must be taken under control, many people would choose to solve problems of 

the environment, economy, and healthcare before they choose to support and put their money 

into this.  

The greatest foundational value I find that comes with this argument and its supporting 

factors is that of health. So often adults find themselves at a loss as they grow older and find 

themselves suffering from diseases that have been onset from obesity, such as stroke and 

diabetes. If we don’t value our own health in this day and age, what are we working towards? 

Having wealth, power, and success mean nothing if a person doesn’t have good health.  

In conclusion, I believe that after researching and analyzing the data on the effects of 

obesity and what is being done to fix it, we must take action to stop this social problem from 

becoming a complete epidemic. By implementing nationwide policies and programs, we have a 

chance of solving obesity and reducing the commonality of diabetes, strokes, heart disease and 

other diseases. It is one of the largest social problems in America, and will continue to destroy 

the lives of children and adults unless we take action now.  
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