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Obesity: Beyond a Health Issue

Dr. Edmund Li, School of Biological Sciences
Dr. Jessica Leung, Division of Mathematics and Science 
Education, Faculty of Education

Lesson 1: Introduction

 Beliefs & Experiences about Obesity

 Course Outline

 What is Obesity?

 Is Epidemic an Overstatement?
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Beliefs & Experiences about Obesity

Instructions

There is no right or wrong answers to the rating of beliefs about 
obesity, and the focus is on how much you agree or disagree with 
each of the statements. Please do not leave any blank. 

Please go to

http://tinyurl.com/hvq9cnf

Beliefs & Experiences about Obesity

 Part I: Personal Particulars

 Part II: Beliefs about fat people (7-point scale)

 Part III: Beliefs about obesity (6-point scale)

 Part IV: Beliefs about the causes of obesity (5-point scale)

 Part V: Weight bias experience (Yes/No)

http://tinyurl.com/hvq9cnf
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Aims
 This course aims to extend students’ understanding beyond the 

conventional thinking that fatness is undesirable. 

 Through critical evaluation of arguments presented by the supporters 
and critics of obesity problematization, and analysis of the causes and 
consequences of obesity from multiple perspectives in a robust and 
rigorous manner, these enable students to reach a reasoned position in 
the obesity controversy, and make informed decisions for taking actions 
in response to obesity at individual, societal and global levels. 

Course Outline

CCGL9043

Obesity: Issue 
Overview 

Uncovering 
the Science of 

Obesity

The Plot of 
Multinational 

Food Industry? 

The Social 
Construction of 

Fat 

Challenging the 
Science 

Legitimating the 
Battle against 

Fatness

What Does 
Fatness Bring to 

Our Life and 
Our World?

Obesity: a 
Pandemic or a 
Panic-demic?

Medical Frame

Market Frame

Social Frame
Scientific Frame

Consequences

Actions & Attitudes

Background



1/26/2016

4

Assessment
Method

Details of Assignment Weighting
(%)

Case study Group project presentation on 
authentic case studies

20

Debates Debate over controversies in obesity 20

Online discussion Online discussion forum for 
exchanging thoughts and beliefs

10

Participation in lectures 
and tutorials

In-class and tutorial participation 10

Individual assignments Initial essay (10%), reflective memo
(15%) and final essay (15%)

40

Assessment

Initial Essay (10%)

1. Do you agree that obesity is a result of failure in controlling 
one’s willpower? Why? 

2. If you want to convince your friend with your position, what 
arguments you will propose to convince him/her?

3. If someone holds an opposite position with you on this issue, 
what arguments he/she may have? 

4. According to the arguments you have proposed in question 3, 
can you write down your opposing ideas to justify your 
position? 

There is no right or wrong answers.
It is your personal view which matters! 
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Initial Essay (10%)
 Below are the format requirements:

 Two-page A4 maximum

 Font size 12

 Single line spacing

 Times New Roman font

Please submit a soft copy of your assignment to Moodle
before Feb 3 (Wed) at 12:30 pm AND a hard copy of your 
assignment during the class on Feb 3 (Wed).

Reflective Memo (15%) 
 The reflective memo is for you to keep track of your beliefs 

about obesity throughout the course. Students are required to 
put down their thoughts and feelings (not for jotting notes!!)
(in no more than 100 words) within one week after each 
lecture.

 Each memo should start with the lecture and the date of the 
lecture (e.g. Lecture 1, 19/01/2016).

 This assignment will be graded based on (1) intellectual 
engagement with concepts, theories or issues covered, (2) 
personal development, (3) regularity and more. Please refer to 
Moodle for details about the grading criteria.
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Reflective Memo Sample (1)

Reflective Memo Sample (2)
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Reflective Memo Sample (3)

Reflective Memo Sample (4)
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Reflective Memo Sample (5)

Ground Rules for Respectful Participation

Rule #1: No comment on others’ body size.

Rule #2: To fulfill Rule #1 without hesitation.

Rule #3: To bear Rule #2 in mind throughout the semester.
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Required Readings
Donohoe, M. (2012). Weighty matters – Public health aspects of the obesity 

epidemic. In M. Donohoe (Ed.), Public health and social justice (pp. 265-285). 

Hoboken: Wiley.

Monaghan, L., Rich, E., & Aphramor, L. (2010). Conclusion: Reflections on and 

developing critical weight studies. In E. Rich, L. Monaghan, & L. Aphramor

(Eds.), Debating obesity: Critical perspectives (pp. 219-258). New York: Palgrave 

Macmillan.

Rich, E., Monaghan, L., & Aphramor, L. (2010). Introduction: contesting obesity 

discourse and presenting and alternative. In E. Rich, L. Monaghan, & L. Aphramor

(Eds.), Debating obesity: Critical perspectives (pp. 1-35). New York: Palgrave 

Macmillan.

Obesity: Beyond a Health Issue

Background & overview

Outline

What is obesity – definition

Prevalence
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What is obesity?

Is body weight a good reflection of obesity?

Fatness = obese ?

Is fat /obese just a subjective description / portray?

Can we quantify them? Do we need to quantify them?

Fat and obese may share similar meaning to 

some but not others

https://answers.yahoo.com/question/index?qid=20120503090301AAdswsG

How well do you agree with these?
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Do you think they have any weight problem?

Reprint from material of the Canadian Dietetic Association

Eye pleasing? Personal preference?

Very much affected by societal value! 

http://www.akhandjyoti.in/wp-content/uploads/2013/12/eye.png
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Obesity is a situation in which body fat accumulates to 

an extent that exerts adverse impact(s) on health. 

How much fat in the body will make one become 

obese? 

Interestingly,  obesity is generally defined by BODY MASS 

INDEX (BMI) rather than body fatness. (Why?)   

Waist circumference also serves as a marker because where fat 

is located also influences health risk.

Quantifying fatness & obesity

http://www.mos.org/cst/article/2040/download_12440.jpg

BMI = Body weight in kg / height in m2



1/26/2016

13

Reprint from material of the Canadian Dietetic Association

What do these values mean?

Whitney & Rolfes, 2005

Note: this pattern 

applies in general to 

non-Asian in 

developed  countries
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Body weight Classification

Underweight <18.5

Normal weight 18.5 – 24.99

Overweight 25 – 29.99

Obese > 30

I 30 – 34.99

II 35 – 39.99

III > 40

Classification for Asians

Underweight <18.5

Normal weight 18.5 – 22.99

Overweight 23 – 24.99

Obese > 25

The ethnicity factor

In 2000 the number of overweight people in the world for 

the first time matched the number of undernourished 

people — 1.1 billion each.
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Latest statistics

> 2.1 billion people are overweight or obese worldwide

Is obesity a pandemic? 

Overcoming obesity: an initial economic analysis, MGI 2014

Pandemic is “an epidemic occurring worldwide, or over a very 

wide area, crossing international boundaries and usually affecting 

a large number of people.”

Last JM et al (2001) A Dictionary of Epidemiology. Oxford University Press.

BMI adults % overweight (>=25.0)

http://apps.who.int/bmi/index.jsp

Significant geographical differences (I)
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BMI adults % obese (>=30.0)

http://apps.who.int/bmi/index.jsp

Significant geographical differences (II)

GUESS Which Country Has the highest 

average BMI?
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GUESS Which Country Has the highest 

average BMI?

A. The United States of America

B. Mexico

C. Kuwait

D. United Kingdom

E. Australia

http://www.dailymail.co.uk/health/article-2301172/Fattest-countries-world-revealed-Extraordinary-graphic-charts-average-body-mass-

index-men-women-country-surprising-results.html
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Kuwait
 Obesity in Kuwait - World's Fattest People???

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=29x3nPHrEis

Epidemic is used time and time again by the 

press to describe the spread of obesity. 

Epidemic is “an outbreak or unusually high occurrence 

of a disease or illness in a population or area.”

The American Heritage Medical Dictionary

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=29x3nPHrEis
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Is Epidemic an Overstatement?

Eradicating poverty and 

malnutrition have always 

been a key objective of 

many nations and the World 

Health Organization (WHO).
SCMP

Nov  24, 2009

Now, the number of overweight 

and obese

is  ~2.5X the number of 

undernourished.

(indicating the gap between rich 

and poor gets wider?)
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http://www.oecd.org/els/health-systems/Obesity-Update-2014.pdf

Obesity among adults, 2012 or nearest year

http://www.oecd.org/els/health-systems/Obesity-Update-2014.pdf

Obesity Trend Among Nations
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http://www.oecd.org/els/health-systems/Obesity-Update-2014.pdf

Trends in child obesity of some developed countries, age 3 – 17

(note the geographic & gender differences) 

The Obesity trend
 Obesity prevalence correlates, in general with a 

country’s wealth

 However, the pace is faster for developing 

countries experiencing rapid growth (such as 

China & India)

 The worldwide prevalence of obesity has nearly 

doubled between 1980 and 2008.

 Worldwide, at least 2.8 million people die each 

year as a result of being overweight or obese. 

http://www.who.int/gho/ncd/risk_factors/obesity_text/en/
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Tackling Obesity, Department of Health, Hong Kong 2005

What about Hong Kong?

http://www.lcsd.gov.hk/healthy/physical_fitness_test/en/findings.php

Selected findings in Hong Kong based on 

random sampling between 4/2011 and 1/2012

Children

Also, ~40% of middle-aged (40-59  years) men 

and older women (60-69 years) are obese 

(note the gender 

difference)


