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ATLANTA (CBS Atlanta) - In one week, families
across the nation will gather for Thanksgiving —
a celebration whose historical significance is
overshadowed by the food I that is customarily
served and shared throughout the day.

After the fourth Thursday of every November,
the holiday season begins, a time marked as
much by the scramble for gifts as it is by
increased food consumption. It's a spell that
remains unbroken until the time comes for
making New Year’s resolutions.

Ours is a society that embraces indulgence in general, but we
especially do so around this time of year. However, ours is also a
nation with critical, widespread health issues, many of which stem
from obesity.

According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention in
Atlanta, an estimated 35.7 percent of adults and 17 percent of
children between the ages of 2 and 19 are considered obese.

“During the past 20 years, there has been a dramatic increase in
obesity in the United States and rates remain high,” researchers
additionally noted on the official CDC website.

More people are becoming aware of the dangers inherent in being
overweight and obese. a recent Pew Research Center study shows
69 percent of Americans view obesity as a significant public health
problem in the U.S. Yet the holidays remain a time of accepted
gluttony.

Will our acknowledgement of our weight and health issues as a
country ever lead to a shift in our societal attitudes toward holiday
eating E7 It isn’t likely, according to the experts.
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responded to the notion with a “resounding no.” N

“We don't eat & because of knowledge,” he said to CBS Atlanta. “We HFTEH g' I" Eﬂll 4' "’

eat because we like it.”

In fact, Dr. Jim Painter, a renowned educator and speaker in the field

of food psychology who produced the documentary “Portion Size Me,”

Others agreed, including Wilhelm Hoffman, an assistant professor of
Behavioral Science at the Booth School of Business of the University
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of Chicago who studies consumer health and habits.

He noted, “Without real changes in the social norms towards eating
(towards which education is a first but incomplete step), real large-
scale change is unlikely even though individuals may succeed in
curbing their intake of high-caloric, unhealthy foods through extra
efforts.”

Though a study published in the New England Journal of

Medicine asserts that holiday weight gain tends to stay below two
pounds for the average person, the unhealthy consumption habits
that many fall into around this time of year could have serious
consequences if not kept in control.
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faculty member in Bastyr
University’s Department of
Nutrition and Exercise
Science and a clinical
supervisor at Bastyr
Center for Natural Health,
noted that “most major religious and cultural events usually involve
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some kind of food.”

“Holidays and food are very much intertwined in all cultures around
the world,” she told CBS Atlanta. “Food has, for as long as people
have been around, been involved in celebrations. It's a central aspect
of celebration.”

Painter agreed, and additionally emphasized the connection between
nostalgia and food.

“[lt is true that food is a social thing, it is in every culture I've studied,”
he said. “Food is a cultural thing. We [eat] when we socialize. And the
things that we ate as children are embedded in us very deeply. They

give us comfort and pleasure.”

He added, “Even if it's not a religious holiday, when groups of people
have an event, whatever it is, there’s food involved. Because the
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holidays innately have people getting together ... food is very
important.”

Morrow also observed that, in American society especially, Christmas
itself heralds “a time of excess,” between the abundance of food and
rampant consumerism that have come to define the religious holiday
for some.

In a nation with a growing weight problem and a nearly toxic
relationship with food — sparked by a mix of fascination with food and
frustration born from self-imposed avoidance of certain edibles — how
can one find balance?

Morrow suggested that planning ahead could go a long way, both in
regards to how a person eats before a social holiday gathering, and
how one behaves during one.

“[People] eat because they see food. They might not have even been
hungry, but if they have food in their visual field, then they will want to
eat it,” she said, adding that simply removing oneself from areas of
temptation such as cookie trays or buffet tables could go a long way
in curbing unnecessary eating.

In regards to altering habits during meals, Painter differentiated
between the concepts of “knowledge” and “awareness,” noting that
focusing on the latter might have more of an impact on a person’s
lifestyle. He then mentioned the notions of writing down everything
that is eaten, making recipe substitutions and utilizing “smaller
everything” — from plates and bowls to drinking glasses — in order to
curb the amount of calories people take in during the holidays.

“Don’t tell people to eat less, it doesn’t work. We need to focus on
keeping track of what you eat. Write stuff down. It helps you, and can
be phenomenally effective during the holidays,” he added. “When you
feel restricted, you rebel and you want more. [That is why] restriction
doesn’t work. You'll crave it and go back to it.”

Hoffman, meanwhile, touched upon the idea of altering norms when it
comes to the types of foods served during celebrations.

“[F]or as long as too many people at once believe that the way we eat
is ‘the way it's supposed to be’ ... we will keep propagating an
unhealthy lifestyle and keep passing it on from generation to
generation,” he said to CBS Atlanta, stressing that availability also
plays a part. “[T]he easiest and probably most successful way of
changing unhealthy lifestyles if by creating everyday environments
that make healthy foods more available and cheaper and unhealthy
foods less available and more expensive.”

On a larger scale, Hoffman asserted that a perfect storm of sorts is
what America requires for true, lasting and wide-spread changes to
take effect. In his opinion, “It is a combination of motivational aspects
... ability ... and creating the right environmental conditions” that is
needed for such shifts to occur on a societal level.
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