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IMPLICATIONS FOR COOPERATIVE EXTENSION.  Health problems resulting from overweight and obesity could reverse many of the health gains achieved in the U.S. in recent decades, according to the Surgeon General.  “The Surgeon General's Call to Action to Prevent and Decrease Overweight and Obesity,” outlines strategies that communities can use in helping to address the problems.  Extension educators can help when it comes to preventing overweight and obesity by utilizing these strategies in counties where they work, live, and play. 

Overview

Current knowledge indicates that the prevalence of overweight and obesity is high, and that obesity is increasing rapidly.  Overweight and obesity increase the risk for serious diseases such as type 2 diabetes, hypertension, and high blood cholesterol; and overweight and obesity are associated with premature death and disability. 

Both the prevention and treatment of overweight and obesity and their associated health problems are important public health goals. Communities can help when it comes to health promotion and disease prevention.  To achieve these goals, the Surgeon General’s Call To Action To Prevent and Decrease Overweight and Obesity is committed to five overarching principles: 

· Promote the recognition of overweight and obesity as major public health problems. 

· Assist Americans in balancing healthful eating with regular physical activity to achieve and maintain a healthy or healthier body weight. 

· Identify effective and culturally appropriate interventions to prevent and treat overweight and obesity. 

· Encourage environmental changes that help prevent overweight and obesity. 

· Develop and enhance public-private partnerships to help implement this vision.

To address these overarching principles, the CARE (Communication, Action, and Research and Evaluation) approach is recommended by the Surgeon General.

Communication: Provision of information and tools to motivate and empower decision makers at the governmental, organizational, community, family, 
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and individual levels who will create change toward the prevention and decrease of overweight and obesity.
Action: Interventions and activities that assist decision makers in preventing and decreasing overweight and obesity, individually or collectively.

Research and Evaluation: Investigations to better understand the causes of overweight and obesity, to assess the effectiveness of interventions, and to develop new communication and action strategies. 

Surgeon General’s Priorities for Action

Educators should take a multidimensional approach when thinking about addressing obesity within their communities. Although individual behavior change is at the root of preventing obesity, successful efforts should focus not only on individual behavioral change, but also on group influences, institutional and community influences, and public policy.   Individuals can only change their behaviors in a supportive environment where healthy food choices are affordable and accessible and where there are  opportunities for regular physical activity. Educators must be sensitive in their approaches to reduce obesity so that they do not reinforce attitudes of stigmatization against the overweight and obese.  Actions to combat obesity should consider social, cultural, economic, and environmental influences that affect individuals.

Within the CARE framework, the Surgeon General identified the following 15 activities as national priorities for immediate action. Extension educators should determine which of these activities are feasible for their communities and take action to prevent and decrease overweight and obesity.  

Communication

· The Nation must take an informed, sensitive approach to communicate with and educate the American people about health issues related to overweight and obesity. Everyone must work together to:
· Change the perception of overweight and obesity at all ages. The primary concern should be one of health and not appearance. 

· Educate all expectant parents about the many benefits of breastfeeding. 

· Breastfed infants may be less likely to become overweight as they grow older. 

· Mothers who breastfeed may return to pre-pregnancy weight more quickly. 

· Educate health care providers and health profession students in the prevention and treatment of overweight and obesity across the lifespan. 

· Provide culturally appropriate education in schools and communities about healthy eating habits and regular physical activity, based on the Dietary Guidelines for Americans, for people of all ages. Emphasize the consumer’s role in making wise food and physical activity choices. 

Action

The Nation must take action to assist Americans in balancing healthful eating with regular physical activity. Individuals and groups across all settings must work in concert to:
· Ensure daily, quality physical education in all school grades. Such education can develop the knowledge, attitudes, skills, behaviors, and confidence needed to be physically active for life. 

· Reduce time spent watching television and in other similar sedentary behaviors. 
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· Build physical activity into regular routines and playtime for children and their families. Ensure that adults get at least 30 minutes of moderate physical activity on most days of the week. Children should aim for at least 60 minutes. 

· Create more opportunities for physical activity at worksites. Encourage all employers to make facilities and opportunities available for physical activity for all employees. 

· Make community facilities available and accessible for physical activity for all people, including the elderly. 

· Promote healthier food choices, including at least five servings of fruits and vegetables each day, and reasonable portion sizes at home, in schools, at worksites, and in communities. 

· Ensure that schools provide healthful foods and beverages on school campuses and at school events by: 

· Enforcing existing U.S. Department of Agriculture regulations that prohibit serving foods of minimal nutritional value during mealtimes in school food service areas, including in vending machines. 

· Adopting policies specifying that all foods and beverages available at school contribute toward eating patterns that are consistent with the Dietary Guidelines for Americans. 

· Providing more food options that are low in fat, calories, and added sugars such as fruits, vegetables, whole grains, and low-fat or nonfat dairy foods. 

· Reducing access to foods high in fat, calories, and added sugars and to excessive portion sizes. 

· Create mechanisms for appropriate reimbursement for the prevention and treatment of overweight and obesity. 

Research and Evaluation 

The Nation must invest in research that improves our understanding of the causes, prevention, and treatment of overweight and obesity. A concerted effort should be made to:
· Increase research on behavioral and environmental causes of overweight and obesity. 

· Increase research and evaluation on prevention and treatment interventions for overweight and obesity, and develop and disseminate best practice guidelines. 

· Increase research on disparities in the prevalence of overweight and obesity among racial and ethnic, gender, socioeconomic, and age groups, and use this research to identify effective and culturally appropriate interventions. 

The Power of People and Ideas

The problem of overweight and obesity is great and may seem a formidable task. Translating the ideas presented into meaningful and sensitive action requires a great commitment. Successful interventions and actions for prevention and management of overweight and obesity call for the concerted efforts of many individuals and organizations utilizing multiple spheres of influence.  Individuals, families, communities, schools, worksites, health care, media, industry, organizations, and government should determine their role and take action to prevent and decrease overweight and obesity. 
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