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Source: International Food Information Council Foundation. New Study Suggests Decreased Physical Activity a Key Factor in the Rise in Obesity. Sept 2014. Available at: http://www.foodinsight.org/newsletters/new-study-suggests-decreased-physical-activity-key-factor-rise-obesity 
IMPLICATIONS FOR COOPERATIVE EXTENSION.  Obesity is more prevalent in the U.S. than it was 25 years ago. Many people feel that Americans are eating more now than they used to. However, there is another side – physical activity. This study explores the possibility that the increase in obesity in the U.S. is due to a decrease in physical activity, rather than an increase in calorie intake.
A study by Ladabaum, et al. published in The American Journal of Medicine, 2014 suggests that Americans’ calorie intake has remained fairly constant over the last two decades, but that physical activity has dramatically decrease, which is associated with increased obesity.

The study used data from the National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey (NHANES) to examine trends in obesity, physical activity, and calorie intake from 1988 to 2010. 
The study findings supported increases in the prevalence of obesity, and increases in BMI and waist circumference.

There were; however, surprising findings related to daily calorie intake and physical activity. The 
study findings indicated that on average, Americans were consuming about the amount of calories a day in 2010 as in 1988. In addition, the study results did not find an association between daily caloric intake and increased BMI or waist-circumference.
On the other side; the study findings indicated a dramatic increase in the percentage of Americans reporting no leisure-time physical activity from 1988 to 2010. The percentage of women reporting no leisure-time physical activity more than doubled, and the percentage of men reporting no leisure-time physical activity nearly quadrupled. In addition, the study results did find an association between decreased physical activity levels and increased BMI.

Simply put, from this study it appears that the dramatic decrease in physical activity may be a primary driver of the nation’s increase in obesity. This doesn’t mean decreased physical activity is the only factor in the increased prevalence of obesity, multiple factors a likely at work.
The authors acknowledged limitations of NHANES data, which used self-reported 24-hr recalls for calorie intake, as people may under estimate calorie intake. 
The authors also stated that these findings should not diminish the importance of calorie control in the prevention or treatment of obesity on an individual level. The results simply indicate that, on a population level, too much focus may be being put on diet and not enough on physical activity. However, many communities, organizations, and schools have been making an effort to help Americans become more physically active.
The article by Ladabaum, et al. is available at: http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0002934314001910
The IFIC Foundation infographic, “Obesity and Lack of Physical Activity” is available at: http://www.foodinsight.org/sites/default/files/obesity_exercise_final%20infograph%209%202%2014.pdf
