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CULTURAL LENS

Reducing Obesity Worldwide

Nations around the world are now examining obesity 
as a public health problem. The current approach 
is similar to how tobacco use was previously 

approached—that is, to consider it as an 
epidemic with the goal of reducing its 
occurrence. The developed countries have the 
most accurate statistics concerning obesity 
(see Figure 10.2). Besides the United States, 
current approaches to reducing obesity are 
also underway in Mexico and South America 
(Elder & Arredondo, 2013; Holub et al., 
2013). Mexico is second only to the United 
States in terms of an obesity epidemic. In 
the United States, obesity is present in all 
ethnic groups, but it is higher in adult Latinos 
(38.7%) compared with white/Anglo (25.6%) 
individuals. This relationship is also seen in 
adolescents.

At this point, a number of intervention 
programs have been implemented and evaluated 
in terms of outcomes (Holub et al., 2013). School-
based programs to increase physical activity have 
been established in Mexico, Brazil, and Chile. 

Other studies in 
Latin America were 
directed at teaching 
individuals how to eat 
in a healthy manner. 
Currently, the best 
outcomes have 
been with programs 
that help obese 
individuals rather 
than prevention 
programs.

Thought Question: 
Why do you 
think targeted 
programs aimed at 
obese individuals 
work better than 
prevention programs? 
Does that mean we 
shouldn’t have any 
prevention program? 
Why, or why not?

FIGURE 10.2 Worldwide Obesity Rates, 2009

Source: Elder & Arredondo (2013, p. 527), with permission from Elsevier.
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A common measure of weight in relation to obesity is Body Mass Index (BMI). BMI is 
defined as weight in kilograms divided by height in meters squared (kg/m2). This is an indirect 
measure of body fat based on a person’s height and weight, which can also be calculated in inches 
and pounds (see Figure 10.4). If you are interested, there are a variety of BMI calculators on the 
Internet (http://www.nhlbi.nih.gov/health/educational/lose_wt/BMI/bmicalc.htm). In general, 

A street vendor in Mexico City serves fried foods to customers.
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