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At this time of year, a lot of Americans have vowed to develop more healthful habits. Unfortunately, most of those who have made weight loss resolutions will fail. But it won't be entirely their fault.

Americans today live in a food swamp. We are constantly exposed to marketing and advertising designed to keep food on our minds and treats at our fingertips. If you go out to dinner, you will probably be served more food than you need and eat more than you should. At the market, you'll be encouraged to buy unhealthful foods. It's not easy to avoid or ignore all the forces that trigger bad eating habits.

Humans are hard-wired to notice food over other items. Once we perceive food, through sight, smell, hearing, taste or touch, we find ourselves wanting to eat, even if we are already full. This was no doubt a useful adaptation as humans evolved. But today, in a time of plentiful food, such impulses aren't in a person's best interest.

If you find yourself reaching in the refrigerator or grabbing a candy bar at the cash register when you're trying to diet, you will probably blame yourself. But the fault won't be entirely yours. Food manufacturers and marketers are playing with your most basic impulses, trying to trigger behaviors you have a limited capacity to restrain.

The ability to interrupt reflexive responses to food cues depends on many things. First among them is awareness. If you are unaware that your feeling of hunger was deliberately triggered by an advertisement or an expertly placed candy bar at the checkout stand, it will be hard to resist temptation. Similarly, if you're distracted, overwhelmed or fatigued, you're more likely to succumb.

Between 1980 and 2000, obesity rates doubled in the United States. That increase came during a period when the food environment changed dramatically. Manufacturers began to embrace impulse-marketing strategies, buying prominent shelf space for tempting, high-calorie foods and beverages at the end of aisles in supermarkets and at cash registers. Even businesses that did not sell food primarily, such as hardware stores and gas stations, began pushing snacks at the checkout counter. The amount of food advertising and the number of convenience stores and vending machines selling junk food mushroomed. Restaurants increased their portion sizes. In short, temptation multiplied dramatically, and a lot of us simply weren't up to the task of resisting it.

A similar situation existed in America 200 years ago with alcohol. It was everywhere, served on the job, in shops, in taverns. It was offered by politicians in political campaigns, and it was pushed with equal fervor to children and adults alike. Although many recognized the harms of alcohol, just telling people not to drink didn't change much -- the power of readily available alcohol was too hard to resist, and the consequence was a nation of drunkards.

In the 1830s, America began to experiment with policies and regulations to change the nation's relation to alcohol, banning sales to children, for example, and restricting drinking on the job. The policies served to decrease alcohol consumption sharply. Government intervention culminated in 1920 with the nationwide ban on production and sales of alcohol known as Prohibition.

Once we realized that Prohibition went too far, as a nation, we settled on more reasonable and acceptable policies that helped many people moderate their intake of alcohol. Standardized portion sizes were adopted, allowing people to gauge their risk of becoming inebriated. Restrictions on where and under what conditions alcohol can be served were instituted.

Alcohol policies differ from state to state, but researchers have found that more restrictions on sales are associated with lower rates of alcohol-related morbidity and mortality. Most Americans have embraced laws that include limiting the number of alcohol outlets, prohibiting sales to youths under 21 and restricting the hours during which alcohol can be sold. Why? Because most people feel it's appropriate for the government to play a role in trying to mitigate the harm associated with drinking too much.

Today, the harms associated with overeating in America are at least as great as the harms from drinking. Just as we needed policies to protect people from having alcohol thrust in their faces everywhere they went, we need to develop and implement policies that protect people from food cues and triggers designed to make them eat when they're not hungry and over-consume. It's time to drain the food swamp.
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· “We live in a food swamp, where food is cheap, ubiquitous, and insidiously marketed. This is the source of the epidemic.”

QUESTIONS:

· Do we need governmental regulations for overeating, for food advertising/marketing?
· Is obesity due to weakness, to a lack of will power, to poor self-control?

· Does making it about personal weakness, & therefore guilt-laden, actually add to the problem?

· Does suggesting outside forces, even a “conspiracy,” are part of the obesity problem make the problem worse?

· What is the connection between “the holidays” and overindulgence?

· Have we not codified overeating during this time?

· Is it not a tradition? … especially with NY resolutions right around the corner?
· Is this not an example of rationalization – it’s ok that I gorge now; I’ll start my diet after New Year’s?

· How many NY resolutions concern food?  Why so many? Is this part of a vicious cycle? Are we as a culture stuck in a Bulimic pattern of binging & purging, of overeating & dieting, of failing & resolving, of sinning & repenting? Is that an apt analogy?
· She uses the comparison to alcohol, that both have a history of insidious marketing – is that a fair comparison? Does the argument that leads from such a connection stand, that we need governmental regulation of food marketing/advertising?
· Is sex another analogy? What if we swapped out alcohol & food with sex:   

· we [need] policies to protect people from having sex thrust in their faces everywhere they [go], we need to develop and implement policies that protect people from sex cues and triggers designed to make them [obsess about sex]. It's time to drain the sex swamp.

· Do self-help books (about food/diet) actually work OR are they part of the problem, feeding the obsession with food?

· Does America have an obsession with food:  
· portion sizes, marketing, NY resolutions, fad diets, fad exercises, diet books, celebrity & “women’s” magazines, talk shows, food networks, food shows, Web sites, …?

· If her claim is true – that we are controlled, that we are puppets, that our fundamental biological drives can be manipulated and used against us – then what else besides our decisions concerning food are not ours, are being controlled, are beyond our control?

· Is awareness of the control sufficient to prevent the control?
· Food, sex, alcohol, cigarettes, … addictions through marketing?
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During the holiday season it's more important than ever that consumers consider the fundamental force driving the obesity epidemic in America: the tsunami of novel strategies used to market food. When shopping for holiday food, keep in mind that the treats being proffered by that smiling, life-sized Santa cutout in the aisle of your favorite supermarket may not be the healthiest gift for you and your waistline.

During the holiday season, a time when overindulgence is a tradition for many, food marketing creates especially serious challenges for people trying to limit their intake and make careful decisions about healthier eating. Walk through any supermarket or big box store this time of year and it's impossible not to be confronted with promotions for fatty appetizers and snacks, processed cookies and cakes, holiday themed sugary drinks and cereals and super-sized chocolates and candy canes.

To be sure, it is ultimately up to individuals whether to reach for that highly processed treat that is all but devoid of nutritional value. Yet the common belief that everyone has the capacity to consciously and independently control what they buy or how much and what they eat is challenged by studies that have proven that people's choices are heavily influenced by the setting, context, framing, and characteristics of the environment in which they make these decisions. This is a problem all year, of course, but it becomes even more difficult to resist in-store temptation when it is bathed in images of holiday good cheer.

Food purchasing environments are controlled by the food industry, whose goal, like all other businesses, is to increase profits. And the food industry is free to craft a seasonal marketing environment that portrays poor nutritional choices as cherished holiday traditions without regard for the consequences on consumers' health.

In the early 1980s, manufacturers discovered that how their products were marketed in stores was among the most important factors in influencing the buying habits of consumers. That fueled an acceleration in the practice of buying supermarket shelf space, a deal in which retailers give preferred placement to the products of wholesalers who pay for it. The ends of aisles, near the check out lines and stand-alone floor displays are choice product locations. This is how that Santa cutout ends up hawking candy canes in the middle of the produce section.

People are very sensitive to such displays. As a consequence, purchases from these locations are between two and five times higher than when the same items are placed elsewhere. The products displayed in this way comprise an estimated 30 percent of all supermarket sales and provide the largest profits for manufacturers. They also disproportionately feature highly processed, low-nutrient, “value added” products — the worst for your health. People typically do not recognize that placement figures in their selection of such products, and instead, tend to blame themselves when their holiday shopping trip yields enough fat and sugar to swell even Santa's ample waistline.

With increasing demand from manufacturers for this premium shelf space, supermarkets have grown larger and larger. The growing variety of products, especially when the holidays are here, can lead people to resort to a type of cognitive processing that relies on mental shortcuts instead of thoughtful decisions. This can lead to impulsive, poor choices based upon superficial characteristics like appearance, pricing, and salience. Thus, the modern supermarket is an environment that increases the risk of chronic diseases all year, but especially now.

Unless we grow our own food, we humans have a limited capacity to avoid exposure to these risk factors. The burden on individuals to keep up their guard, to be wary, and to actively resist an overwhelming food environment has become more than most of us can bear. If we really want to help consumers achieve their long-term goals of controlling their weight and eating a diet that won't lead to heart disease or diabetes, we need solutions that won't force people to work so hard.

So how do we make it easier? We need very specific consumer research on how to place products in stores so they don't overwhelm consumers. Maybe we should segregate all the foods known to increase the risk of chronic diseases from the foods that don't. Then people who want to limit their exposure can do so, and those who don't will still be able to choose what they want. Maybe we should set limits on which products can be placed in salient promotional displays. Would consumers feel that their rights had been abridged if they had to travel to the back of the store to get candy and soda, but could find skim milk right up front?

Ordinarily our society does not tolerate flawed designs or business practices that increase the risk of illness or injury. We should no longer accept food marketing practices that undermine our health. As the most important consumer season gets underway, we need to start mitigating these factors if we want better health in 2014.
