
Americans are. The films Super Size Me (2004) and 
Fast Food Nation (2006) address people’s obsession 
with fast food. (See Map 15-3.) Kids are getting 
heavier, too. In the past two decades, the number of 
overweight and obese children has nearly tripled. 
Today, according to the CDC, roughly 18 percent 
of children between the ages of 6 and 11 are over-
weight—up from just 4 percent in the early 1970s. 
The number is 18 percent for adolescents between 
the ages of 12 and 19, too; that is also a significant 
change from the early 1970s, when just 6 percent of 
teens weighed too much.97

Obesity contributes to a variety of ailments, 
among them heart disease, certain types of can-
cer, diabetes, stroke, arthritis, breathing problems, 
and psychological disorders such as depression. 
Overweight individuals suffer from these and 
other related conditions at much higher rates than 
do people who are not overweight. Indeed, in the 
United States alone, researchers attribute about 
112,000 deaths each year to obesity.98 In 2003, 
obesity in the United States cost about $92.6 bil-
lion in medical spending.99 Researchers at Emory 
University have estimated that if the United States 

could curb the rate of increase of obesity, the 
nation could save $821 per adult by 2018.100

In 2006, New York City reignited the debate 
over government’s role in promoting healthy eat-
ing habits when it banned the use of trans fats 
(some of the most dangerous fats) in city restau-
rants. Soon after, other cities and states began to 
consider similar legislation. Parent groups and 
health organizations demanded better, healthier 
fast-food options, and the fast-food restaurants 
quickly took notice. McDonald’s, the world’s larg-
est fast-food chain, received such a negative rap 
for its unhealthy products that it was under strong 
pressure to take immediate action. It began 
expanding its “healthy” meal options with great 
fanfare, shooting commercials showing Ronald 
McDonald rollerblading and exercising with chil-
dren instead of sitting in the restaurant eating, 
and posting fact sheets on its website announcing 
how much healthy food it had sold worldwide. 
Wendy’s, KFC, Chili’s, and other restaurant chains 
began using oils free of trans fats for frying.

One of New York City’s next public health initia-
tives required chain restaurants to post calorie 
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Source: Centers for Disease Control, “Overweight and Obesity: Obesity Prevalence Maps,” 2013, http://www.cdc.gov/obesity/data/prevalence-maps.html.
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