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Historical novelty: Body-weight trends, c. 1930-2010 

Mean BMI, USA & UK 1930-2010 Obesity prevalence 1970-2010 

Offer et al, 2012 
BMI=weight (kg)/height (m2) BMI>30 
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Why should we care? 

• Policy: 

– Individual health 

– Appearance norms 

– Discrimination 

– Economic costs 

• Intellectual: 

– Rapid anthropometric change 

– Challenge for rational decision models 

• Not to worry 

– Denial/Contrarian—no problem (Campos, 2004) 

– Libertarian—anything goes/not my problem 

– Chicago—market always right, so no problem  
(Philipson& Posner, 1999, 2008) 



What to do? Nothing works? 

UK, Foresight Obesity 

Causal Map, 2007 



Fast-food shock: price falls, consumption rises 

Engel’s Law, Portugal, Belgium, 

UK, USA, 1970-1988 

Calorie intake Kcal/person/day 

1965-2005 

USDA FAO 
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Swedes are thin: Welfare regimes, c. 1970-2005 

• Welfare regimes: Esping-Andersen, 1990.  

– ―Three worlds‖: Market liberal, conservative, social-
democratic 

• Varieties of capitalism: Hall&Soskice, 2001: 

– Liberal market economies\co-ordinated market 
economies 

• Welfare regime divergence. Rise of market liberalism. 
Timing corresponds to obesity epidemic. 1970s onwards. 

Offer, 2006 

Gini Coefficients, UK and USA
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Obesity: A response to insecurity? 

• Animal behaviour: high food availability variance associated 
with weight gain (Smith, 2009) 

• Humans: eating a form of self-medication (―comfort eating‖) 

– Forms of Insecurity: 

• Dependence: family, health, income insecurity 

• Employment: employment, rights, skills, etc. 

– Hunger trends in USA (14.6 % (17m) households 
experienced food shortage 2008) (USDA, 2009). 49 million 
households ‗lacked consistent access to adequate nutrition‘.  

– Obesity and hunger hotspots coincide.  

– USDA: ‗Hunger‘ renamed ‗Food Insecurity‘.  

– Consistent with obesity socio-economic gradient 
(Drewnwoski, 2012) 

• Wilkinson and Pickett, The Spirit Level (2009), Marmot, Status 
Syndrome (2004) 

– Inequality, Subordination 

 



Offer (2006) 

Evidence of Stress 
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Obesity and welfare regime: three hypotheses 

a. Supply shock. Decline of physical exercise, increasing 
access to cheaper, pre-processed, high-energy-density 
appetising food.  

b. Response to Stress 

1. Inequality stress. Subordination is stressful  

2. Insecurity stress 
 
Market liberal societies have more competitive labour 
and product markets, are less secure and more unequal. 
Fast food cheaper, less regulated  
 
Offer, Pechey, Ulijaszek, ‗Obesity Under Affluence varies 
by Welfare Regimes: The Effect of Fast Food, Insecurity 
and Inequality‘, Economics and Human Biology, vol. 8, 
2010, 297-308 `  
 
Offer, Pechey, Ulijaszek (eds.) Insecurity, Inequality and 
Obesity (British Academy & OUP, forthcoming 2012) 
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Meta-analysis: Obesity prevalence 

• Ninety-six surveys, 1994-2004 

• Eleven countries: Australia, Canada, UK, USA, Finland, 

France, Germany, Italy, Norway, Spain, Sweden 

• Obesity prevalence: % with BMI > 30 [BMI=kg/m2] 

• Analysis: Ecological OLS regression, weighted (each 

country one unit) 

 Type Number Min. 

% 

Max.

% 

Mean

% 

Market-liberal  46 

(29 self-

report) 

11.0 

(UK) 

33.4  

(US) 

25.52 

Non market-liberal  49  

(35 self-

report) 

4.9  

(Norway) 

32.3  

(Italy) 

19.17 
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Figure 3. Obesity and economic equality
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Figure 2. Obesity and economic security



Decomposing 

Dependency 

Security 

 
Source: Lars Osberg,  

‗Measuring Economic 

Security and Insecure Times: 

New Perspectives, New 

Events, and the Index of 

Economic Well-Being‘, 

(Ottawa, 2009) 

 

[data from Luxembourg 

Household income study] 
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‗Food Shock‘—Catch-up hypothesis: Levels vs. Changes 



Economic Security 

at Work 

 
Source:International Labour 

Office, Economic Security 

for a Better World (Geneva, 

2004). 



 Deeper questions 
• Stress unobservable – obesity is. Provides visible measure of 

insecurity. 

• No effective interventions available?  

• ‗Better fat than red‘? too much to give up? Like climate 

change denial? Peak oil denial? 

• Welfare regime only a proxy? 

• Why are countries different? Path dependence? 

• Distinctive cultures: 

• High obesity: English speaking/Individualist 

• Low obesity: Scandinavian/Communitarian 

• Explanations for exposure/response/ resilience deep in the past? 

• Requires historical socio-cultural explanation? 

• The positive claims of market liberalism are offset by 

unmeasured costs to personal and public health  

• Some reasons for hope 

 



Policy focus on individual choice 
• ‗Personal Responsibility Crusade‘ – shift onus/risk onto 

individual.  

• Part of larger neoliberal agenda.  

• Assumption that individuals maximise utility using all available 
information 

1. If correct, obesity a benign consequence of informed choice 

2. But concurrent view of obesity as moral failure. Knowledge or 
will? 

• Individual‘s task is to resist fast-food marketing 

• Corporations don‘t want them to succeed 

• Governments don‘t want to upset corporations 

• Implications: Business as usual 

• Policy implication: Change incentives 

• e.g. Dubois, Griffith, Nevo ‗Demand for Nutrients: A cross-
country Comparison‘ (2011)  

• Econometrically model demand for food in France and USA. 
French prices higher. Counterfactual model of USA demand with 
French prices.  

• Implication: changing incentives by taxing harmful foods. 
 



Interventions 
• Taking vending 

machines out of 

schools 

• New York trans-

fat prohibition 

• Danish fat tax 

• UK traffic-light 

food labelling 

proposals 

• Fightback by 

fast-food 

corporations 

• Regulatory 

capture 

 



David Leonhardt, ‗The Battle over Taxing Soda‘, NYT, 18 May 2010 
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Trajectories of social pathologies 

Reported Crime and Imprisonment Rates USA
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Andy Coghlan, ‗Food, not 

flab, is the real killer‘ 

New Scientist,  13 March 

2010, 9 



A social learning process 
• Learn how social pathologies are overcome 

• Objective is not greater knowledge, but bringing obesity under control.  

• Gradual process of social learning. Personal & social action 

• Science, social science, regulation, education, voluntary compliance, 
compulsory compliance. 

• Strategy implied: 

• Magic bullet? Viagra.  Physiological/pharmacological/medical research 

• Broad front activity: 

– Research 

• Physiological 

• Psychological 

• Social 

– Regulation 

• E.g. taxation 

• Restrictions on marketing, e.g. labelling, advertising [cigarettes!]; 
children 

– Public health 

• Identifying vulnerable groups? 

• ‗Healthy food‘ subsidies?  



Generate urgency 
• Send society a signal: Good signal is difficult to make and difficult to 

fake.  

• Signal needs to be costly 

• The salience of signals communicates need for personal and social 
action.   

• NIH strategy. Scores of activities 

• Ask explicitly: what leverage? Small for any individual measure.  

• A social learning commission: 

– Invite bottom-up initiatives. Open competition for funds. FAHRE. 
Not ‗co-ordinated‘ top-down, but bottom-up.  

– Because not clear what is going to work. Sum of activity? 

– Some countries more open to interventions  

– Europe in general better-off than Anglo-sphere 

– But: If economic growth does not resume 

• Less funds 

• More obesity 

• Educate governments on costs of economic insecurity, to set off 
against purported economic dynamism of market orientation.   

 


