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Adult obesity prevalence, latest available data*

http://www.noo.org.uk/NOO_about_obesity/international/



BMI distribution: Reception children
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BMI distribution: Year 6 children
National Child Measurement Programme 2007/08 to 2009/10 (pooled)
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Underweight
<18.5kg/m2

Healthy weight
18.5 to <25kg/m2

Overweight
25 to <30 kg/m2

Obese
30 to <40kg/m2

Morbidly obese
≥40kg/m2

Adult (aged 18+) BMI distribution
Health Survey for England 1991-94 and 2007-09



Why is this happening?











The bigger picture







Tabula Rosa, 2004. Borjana Ventzislavova, Miroslav Nicic & Mladen Penev: http://www.adbusters.org/content/brand-baby-1



Source: http://www.esrl.noaa.gov/gmd/ccgg/trends/



http://www.theoildrum.com/node/5521



How do we respond?









http://www.thenutritionpost.com/eatright/do-fast-food-customers-read-the-calorie-charts.html





How should we respond?



Source: The Lancet, Volume 378, Issue 9798, Pages 1202 - 1203, 1 October 2011



Source: http://www.kryztoff.com/RAW/wp-content/uploads/2011/08/street-games-web.jpg



Source: http://www.bikingindallas.com/wp-content/uploads/Ciclovia7a.jpg



















How do we know what to do?
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Learn from success



Celebrate failure



Complicated v Complex Systems















How do we know what works?
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•Individuals/populations/environments
•Small effect sizes
•Important interactions
•Compensatory behaviours
•Emergence
•Flows, feedbacks…
•Etc etc

•Analytical / modelling techniques
•Novel research approaches
•Steal ideas from other sectors

•What is (are) the most appropriate 
research paradigm(s)?



What do we do about this?
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What about quality of life effects such 
as:
• Happy petrolheads
• Frustrated cyclists
• Scared pedestrians



Places to Intervene in Complex Systems

1. Power to transcend paradigms

2. Paradigm that the system arises out of

3. Goals of the system

4. Power to add, change, evolve or self-organize system structure

5. Rules of the system

6. Structure of information flow

7. Gain around driving positive feedback loops

8. Strength of negative feedback loops 

9. Length of delays

10. Structure of material stocks and flows

11. Size of buffers and other stabilizing stocks

12. Constants, parameters, numbers
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Source: Leverage Points: place to intervene in a system. Donella Meadows, The Sustainability Institute 1999 



The Intervention Level Framework 

Intervention Level Definition 

Paradigm System’s deepest held beliefs.  System goals, rules and 
structure arise out of the paradigm.

Goals The aim/priorities of the system. 

System structure All of the elements that make up the system as a whole 
including the subsystems, actors and interconnections 
between these elements.

Feedback & Delays Loops that cause an action by one element of the system 
to in turn affect the flows into or out of that same 
element.

Structural elements Subsystems, actors and the physical elements of the 
system.

Source: Johnston, Matteson, Finegood, Simon Fraser University: personal communication



Obesity strategy analysis

Source: Johnston, Matteson, Finegood, Simon Fraser University: personal communication



Cost-effectiveness
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Ineffective and costly:

Don’t do, and stop if 

doing already

Effective and cost saving:

Continue, and start if

not doing already

Ineffective but cost saving:

Avoid, but consider 

potential to tweak

Cost-effectiveness

threshold

Effective and cheap:

Continue, and start if

not doing already

Effective but costly:

Probably avoid, but

consider options
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Hedgehogs and foxes









Social silences

"... one of the things I learned as an 
anthropologist is that to understand how a 
society works you need not just to look at the 
areas of what we call 'social noise' - ie what 
everyone likes to talk about…you need to look 
at the social silences as well."

Gillian Tett: http://www.guardian.co.uk/business/2008/oct/31/creditcrunch-gillian-tett-financial-times



The real world
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