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higher in urban areas than rural areas, and it is observed

significantly lower amongst those involved in agricultural
and manual activities. These are the recent findings of the
National Family Health Survey (NFHS), India.

A person with BMI (Body Mass Index) between 25 and 29.9
is considered overweight, while 30 and beyond is obese. Despite
the fact that obesity is significantly preventable, the problem
almost tripled globally since 1975. According to estimates of
the World Health Organization (WHO), across the world, 650
million people were obese in 2016 and 1.9 billion adults (18
years and older) were overweight. In 2016, over 340 million
children and adolescents aged between 5 years to 19 years were
either overweight or obese, of which 41 million were children
under the age of 5 years.

It is widely known that unhealthy food choices and lifestyle-
patterns are often responsible for instances of overweight and

T HE prevalence of obesity or overweight individuals is
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obesity. These act as predisposing factors for diseases that
may give rise to various health problems such as heart disease,
cancer, mood swings, dyslipidemia (abnormal level of lipids
in the blood), type 2 diabetes, hypertension, liver disease and
reproductive disorders. Childhood obesity may cause difficulty
in breathing, increased risks of fractures, and also have a
psychological effect.

These non-communicable diseases are preventable to a great
extent through healthier food choices as well as regular physical
activities. For instance, there are many foods ranging from fast
foods, fried foods, fatty and processed meats, numerous dairy
products, ready-made breakfast cereals and cookies that tend
to amplify risks of overweight and obesity.

Also, foods containing hidden sugars (ketchup, other
canned or packaged food items, etc.), alcoholic drinks,
sweetened juices, sodas as well as high-carb foods like bread
and bagels, some processed food products which contain high-



fructose corn syrup as sweetener, including savoury items, such
as ketchup, etc. can lead to weight gains.

It is better to opt for unsweetened and less processed items
in diets. Fresh food, whole grains, fruits and other fibre diets
along with water promote healthy digestion and uphold healthy
weight. But, overeating of these healthy foodstuffs too can be
risky and lead to weight gain.

However, physical activities have a quality impact on
hormones which process food as well. Findings from several
studies suggested that in addition to improving general well
being, physical activity helps us in keeping insulin level stable
and reduces the chances of weight gain.

Overweight and Obesity Development
Researchers are still engaged in identifying inducers of weight
gain. Some scientific insights into include the following:

a) Feeding Centre: Researchers have found that certain
neurons in the Lateral Hypothalamic Area (LHA) of the
brain give a signal when to stop eating. LHA is said to be
involved in survival mechanisms which also include food
intake. Gorove and his colleagues in 2003, in their published
research in Neuroscience, discussed appetite regulation
in the context of LHA functioning. In 1951, Anand and
Brobeck, designated LHA as “feeding centre” while
experimenting on rats and cats; their paper was published
in the Yale Journal of Biology and Medicine.

b) Faulty Gene: Scientists recognised a faulty gene named,
‘fat-mass and obesity-associated gene’ as a responsible
agent in some cases of obesity. These faulty genes lead to
obesity, change behaviours tending twoards higher food
intake along with preferences for high-calorie foods and
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d)

more importantly, an impaired ability to feel satiety.

According to biologists, ghrelin hormone plays a vital
role in a person’s eating behaviour which not only releases
growth hormones but is also decisive in how the body
accumulates fat. This gene deters the amount of ghrelin
hormone and thus causes obesity.

In 2017, Philippa D. Darbre in Current Obesity Report

also discussed the term “Obestogenes” which are endocrine-
disrupting chemicals - environmental chemicals able to
interfere in the endocrine regulation of energy metabolism
and adipose structure. These obestogenes potentially cause
weight gain.
Liquid Fructose Alterations: Researchers have explored
a link between high consumption of fructose and obesity
and metabolic syndrome. In 2017, Dr Juan Carlos Laguna
and his colleagues published a study in the Journal of
Hepatology providing clues that fructose in some beverages
may alter the metabolism of lipid energy and cause fatty
liver and metabolic syndrome. They administered fructose
solution (10 %) to rats and observed changes in metabolism,
oxidative stress and inflammation within two weeks’ period
of their study. Such findings compelled authorities in some
countries to express concern over the use of high-fructose
corn syrup to sweeten drinks and other food products.

Medications: In 2015, The Journal of Clinical Endocrinology
and Metabolism published the finding suggesting that some
medicines can evoke weight gains if used over a period
of several months. For instance, anti-psychotic drugs
like quetiapine, olanzapine, risperidone; anti-convulsants
and mood stabilizers specifically gabapentin; some
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glucocorticoid medicines normally used to treat rheumatoid
arthritis; hypoglycaemic drugs like tolbutamide and some
anti-depressants have their effect on weight gain and
obesity.

e) Missed Sleep: The School of Health Education Unit
(SHEU), UK collected data since 1977 and concluded
sleep deprivation as one of the significant drivers of
obesity. SHEU formally drew this conclusion in the year
2012, after reviewing evidence of some 28,000 children
and 15,000 adult population from 1977 to 2012. It was
suggested that sleep deprivation affects hormonal changes
which provoke an increase in appetite.

f)  Self-perpetuating Obesity: In 2015, a team of scientists led
by Andrew J. Whittle of Cambridge University published
their findings in the journal Nature Communications
which suggested that the more fat a person carries, the
less likely the body is to burn it, because of a protein or
gene known as sLR11. This makes it harder to get rid of
the superfluous weight.

War on Obesity

According to the World Health Organization (WHO), annually
4 million deaths happen due to obesity while unhealthy diets
account for more than 11 million deaths across the globe. It has
suggested governments to tax products like sugary drinks to
reduce consumption of these products, which can yield major
health benefits like reduction in obesity, type 2 diabetes and
tooth decay. Mexico has already implemented an excise tax
on non-alcoholic beverages with added sugar; Hungary has
imposed a tax on packaged products with high sugars, salt or
caffeine. United Kingdom, South Africa and the Philippines
are also in the process of implementing taxes on sugary drinks.

Apart from these policy level measures, people also need to
be made aware of the necessity of maintaining a healthy weight
or losing weight through diet and exercise. Some weight control
methods vital for upholding a healthy body weight include:

1. Eating more fibre: The sources of fibre foods are fruits,
vegetables, legumes as well as whole grains. Fibre foods
not only prevent constipation by slowing down digestion
but also enhance the time of food transit and nutrient
absorption which eventually gives the feeling of fullness.

2. Probiotic foods: Probiotics are beneficial bacteria that play
a vital role in digestion and influence weight, fat mass and
mood. These bacteria provide several benefits viz. energy
for gut-wall and liver cells, release anti-cancerous fatty
acids and regulate body weight. Probiotics are naturally
and abundantly obtainable in fermented foods like yoghurt,
kimchi, miso, tempeh, kombucha, kefir, sauerkraut, etc.

3. Protein: Protein is the indispensable ingredient of a
healthy diet and is a prerequisite for growth and efficiency
in metabolism. Some studies suggest that protein-diet
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enhances the feeling of fullness and helps in delaying
hunger.

4. Mindful eating: Eating with awareness and concentration
is considered the best way to manage weight. It helps
reduce hunger and also keeps a control on portion sizes.
Any distraction like watching television, working on laptop
and reading, etc. are to be avoided for mindful eating.
Some researches also recommend dividing single meals
into smaller portions as a way to control obesity.

5. Mastication: Chewing and mastication initiate a digestive
process which by prolonging meal duration reduces the
intake of foods.

6. Sleep: Poor sleep disrupts some important hormones
including those that are essential in metabolism. Having
less than 6 hours of night sleep increases the risk of weight
gain and can lead to obesity.

7. Cutting down sugary beverages: Regular consumption
of sugary and artificially sweetened drinks may result in
higher body fat amongst children. Many beneficial choices
for soft drinks have been proposed, for instance, plain
water with fresh mint, ginger, berries or cucumber can be
more refreshing and also less in calories. Herbal, green
and black teas are also better choices. Lime or lemon can
be added to sparkling water and can be taken as healthful
alternative.

8. Healthy snacks: Healthy snacks can increase fullness
and reduce calorie intake. These snacks may include
yoghurt, fibrous vegetables, carrots, broccoli, high-fibre
fruits like apple, orange, banana, dried prunes or dates,
unsalted nuts, etc.

9. Reducing stress: Stress is also recognised as one of the
causes of obesity. When stressed, the body starts producing
the glucocorticoids which eventually increase the appetite
of the person. Release of too many glucocorticoid
hormones causes obesity. There are several methods which
can be adopted in order to reduce stress. For instance,
yoga and meditation, regular exercise, outings, reducing
caffeine intake, minimising work-load, etc.

Overweight and obesity are becoming a widespread
problem across the continents. Apart from the need to spread
awareness within the communities, researchers also need to
come up with new discoveries and decision-makers need to
evolve innovative frameworks to address overweight and
obesity as a public health challenge.
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