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complex	interac:on	between	food	and	
environment	

Impact	on	environment:	meat,	ea:ng	faAy	fish	(which	is	strongly	advised	by	
food	agencies	for	health	reasons)	can	cause	deple:on	of	fish	resources.		
Impact	of	(Obesogenic)	environment.	Obesogenic:	with	exclusive	aAen:on	to	
car	driving	and	fast	food		
Four	ethical	issues:		
1.   Iden'fica'on	of	what	type	of	problem	obesity	is.	Are	fast	food	and	

environmental	factors	causing	the	problem?	
2.   Responsibility:	what	should	producers	do	to	prevent	nega:ve	impacts	

on	the	health	of	consumers	and	what	are	they	permiAed	to	do?		
3.  Doing	research	into	the	factors	that	produce	environmental	hazards.	

Research	paid	by	the	fast	food	industry	is	oNen	not	done	in	an	integer	
way.		

4.   Right	to	intervene	to	reduce	unhealthy	factors	and	the	type	of	
interven:on	in	the	behaviour	of	consumers	and	producers	



Obesity:	what	differences	does	genomics	
make?	

Obesity	as	environmental	health	
problem	



Example:	overweight	/	obesitas	
•  Common	defini:on:	unbalance	between	too	much	energy	

(food)	input	and	not	enough	energy	output	
•  Mass	Body	Index:	overweight	higher	than	25,	obese:	higher	

than	30	
–  Dutch	script	of	this	defini:on:		

•  Reduce	your	intake	:	be	sober,	eat	healthy	and	eat	
less!!		
•  Numbers	(calory	etc)	are	obliga:ons!	

– Man	2500;	women:	2000	
•  Qualita:ve,	not	quan:ta:ve	(don’t	pay	aAen:on	to	
your	own	bodily	feelings,	and	taste	etc!)	

	
Julia	Zeh,	Corpus	Delic:;	Jessica	Murdy,	Measured	Meals;		



Obesity	

•  Societal	and	personal	problem	
•  Causes:		
– Environment:	unhealthy	food:	easily	available,	
cheap,	convenient	(sugar,	fat,	salt),	food	deserts	
•  Sa:ety	retarding	
•  Seducing,	addic:ve	(?)	

– Built	environment:	not	enough	exercise,	easy	
access	to	fas_ood	



Obesity:	what	differences	does	genomics	
make?	

Main	Actors	and	their	rela:onships	
	

Food	industry	

PC	industry	

Obese	persons	

Health	Organisa:ons	
(incl.	insurance)	

adver:sing	

Governments	
Building	Environment	



Three	causal	complexes	

•  Behavoir	
•  Environment	
•  Body/genes/nature	



Gene:cs,	environment,	body	
Levels	of	gene'c	
suscep'bility	

Body	in	Non-obesegenic	
environment	

Body	in	obesegenic	
environment	

Strong	disposi:on	 Non-obese/	overweight	 Massively	obese	

Slight	disposi:on	 Non-obese	 Non-obese/overweight/	
obese	

Resistant	 Non-obese	 Non-obese	



iden:fica:on	of	adverse	effects	of	
environmental	factors	on	health	

•  Exposure	to	poten:ally	hazardous	substances	and	
processes	is	oNen	difficult	to	iden:fy	and	document,	
not	only	because	of	the	complexity	of	their	
interac:ons	and	their	long-term	risks		

•  Individuals	can	experience	differing	suscep:bili:es	to	
their	harmful	effects	(Sharp,	2001;	Paulson,	2006).		

•  This	complexity	shows	that	research	into	all	these	
interwoven	factors	is	quite	expensive	and	oNen	
controversial.	Is	society	willing	to	pay	for	this	and	to	
priori:ze	this	problem	rather	than	others	(Resnik	and	
Roman,	2007)?	



research	into	and	policy	measures	
with	respect	to	environmental	factors	
•  Researchers	iden:fy	environmental	toxicants	
like	dioxin	in	waste	loca:ons	or	obesegenic	
factors	

•  research	can	interfere	with	power	rela:ons:	
coopera:on	with	industry	needs	integrity	

•  people’s	concerns	about	safety	and	other	
expecta:ons	differ	oNen	from	experts’.		



responsibili:es	different	people	and	
organiza:ons		

•  Adverse	effects	of	the	environment	on	human	
health	are	at	stake	(Minkler,	2000;	FEC,	2005).	

•  How	far	are	the	people	/	market	par:es	involved	
accountable?	

•  Do	they	feel	responsible?	
•  Can	they,	from	an	ethical	point	of	view,	be	
prevented	in	one	way	or	another	from	repea:ng	
similar	ac:ons	that	contribute	to	those	adverse	
effects?	

•  Role	of	governments:	beAer	labelling,	making	the	
healthy	food	choice	easy,	law	regula:on	



Type	of	interven:ons	
	

•  Personal	types	of	interven:on	and	collec:ve	
social	regula:ons	

•  Expert	or	community	based	interven:on	(Sharp,	
2001;	Paulson,	2006).		

•  Es:mates	of	cost	on	the	basis	of	value	
perspec:ves	do	play	an	important	role	here	

•  Iden:fica:on	of	suscep:ble	sub-popula:ons	can	
lead	to	a	discrimina:on	when	ineffec:ve	
precau:ons	are	taken		

•  Responsibility:	jus:ce	and	respect	for	autonomy	
	



Types	of	governmental	interven:on	

Laws	 Taxes	 Informa'on	 Facilita'ng	 Nudging	

Obligatory	 Free	by	paying	 Free	choice	
(labelling)	
(persuasion)	

Free	choice	 Choice	
architecture	

levels	of	safety,	
health	

Access	and	
affordability	

Requires	
knowledge	

SoN	/	stronf	
community	:es	

Discrimina:on?	



Preven:on:	behavior,	context,	body	

1.  Informa:on,	moralisms	
2.  Change	of	social	context	:	more	exercise	
3.  Products:	tax	on	unhealthy	choice	
4.  Products:	healthy	choice	cheaper	
5.  Products:	healthy	products	default	Nudging	
6.  Products:	less	unhealthy	ingredients	(gene	diet	

interac:ons)	Nudging	
1.  Nega:ve	health:	strategy	of	fear;	disease	oriented	
2.  Posi:ve	health:	combined	with	taste;	good	life	oriented	

7.  Personalizing	products	(gene	diet	interac:ons)	Nudging	
8.  Personalizing	nutri:on/choice:	social	or	personal	coach	
•  [Body:	bariatric	surgery	(gastric	bypass	etc)]	





defini:on	of	a	nudge	

•  Thaler	and	Sunstein,	Nudging	(2009):		
– nudges	do	not	allow	for	coercion,		
–  they	are	in	nudgee’s	(enlightened)	interest	(and	
improve	their	lives),		

– alterna:ve	op:ons	are	s:ll	available,	and		
–  they	can	be	useful	in	situa:ons	of	choice	context,	
where	people	are	confronted	by	tempta:ons,	
complexity	and	too	many	op:ons	for	to	act.	



Environmental	Health	and	obesity	

•  People	cannot	constantly	observe	and	
monitor	the	effects	of	their	choices.	

•  A	s:mula:ng	environment	that	assists	people	
in	making	healthy	choices	

•  Making	the	healthy	and	good	choices	easy	
•  Choice	/	environmental	architecture	
•  Responsibili:es	with	main	actors:	
government,	food	industry,	consumers	


