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IMPLICATIONS FOR COOPERATIVE EXTENSION.  An estimated 61% of U.S. adults and 13% of children and adolescents are overweight or obese.  The problem is increasing among all age groups.  There are twice the number of overweight children and 3 times the number of overweight adolescents as 29 years ago.  One of the reasons for these increases is increased portions sizes eaten at home and away from home.  Extension educators can teach Oklahomans appropriate portion sizes for commonly eaten foods.  They can help individuals understand that even small increases or decreases in amounts eaten can, over time, make a big difference in their weight.  This could help reduce the risk for Oklahomans of heart disease, cancer, diabetes and musculoskeletal disorders.
Obesity is a public health problem in the United States because of its connection to increased risk of chronic diseases and its rapid increased prevalence in both adults and youth.  The cause is obviously the consumption of more calories (energy) than calories expended over a period of time.  Levels of physical activity have not appeared to decrease during the last ten years, which means that the increased incidence of obesity and overweight is caused by eating more calories.  

Most commentators attribute the increased caloric intake to lifestyle pattern changes (women working outside of the home, longer working hours, need for convenience) or to personal preferences for foods high in fat, sugar and salt.  More recently researchers have examined the role of the food system including production, marketing and government policies that may result in people making the choice to eat too many calories on a regular basis.  One result of the overabundant food supply is an increase in the amount sold and eaten at any one time.  Bigger portions have more calories and people tend to eat more when presented with more.  

Studies have shown that the actual size of food portions sold as single servings in convenience food stores, fast food restaurants and chain restaurants have gotten larger since the mid-1980s.  The USDA Continuing Surveys of Food Intakes by Individuals (CSFII) which uses surveys collected as 24-hour recall shows respondents reported eating bigger portions of nearly one third of the 107 foods examined between 198901991 and 1994-1996.  Foods respondents reported eating in larger portions included: bread, crackers, cookies, cereals, pasta, French fries, beer, wine, fruit juices and drinks, and soft drinks.  The reported eating smaller portions of rice, macaroni and cheese, pizza, carrots, bacon, chicken, margarine, and mayonnaise.  

Some of the decreases may not reflect what consumers actually eat.  In this type of survey respondents tend to underreport those foods they believe the researchers will view as bad and over report those they expect the researcher to perceive as “good.”  This could be the case for pizza which people reported as eating in smaller portions while the marketplace reports increased sales.

It is estimated that CSFII participants reported increases in the portion sizes of orange juice by about 1 ounce (15 kcal), of soft drinks by 2 ounces (25 kcal), of fruit drinks by 2 ounces (30 kcal), of wine by 1.5 ounces (30 kcal) and beer by 8 ounces (96 kcal).  An increase of 25 kcal/day comes to about 9,000 kcal/year or nearly a three pound weight gain.  
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