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Fast Food and Obesity in Children

In July 2003, the US National Chamber of Com-
merce released a report on fast food and obesity,
saying: “This study finds that fast food restau-

rants are not a chief culprit in the fattening of Amer-
ica.”1 Fast-food companies, of course, are involved in
chambers of commerce across the country. The Na-
tional Chamber of Commerce has on its board of
directors executives from CocaCola and PepsiCo.2

With billions of dollars at stake, the food industry
may find it difficult to take an objective position on
their products. Typical is fare issued by the National
Soft Drink Association:

“. . . soft drinks do not cause pediatric obesity, do not reduce
nutrient intake, and do not cause dental cavities in children.”3

and
“The soft drink industry has a long commitment to promoting
a healthy lifestyle for individuals—especially children.”3

Reminiscent are early statements by the tobacco in-
dustry. The “Frank Statement to Cigarette Smokers”
issued by the industry in 1954 said:

“We accept an interest in people’s health as a basic responsi-
bility, paramount to every other consideration in our busi-
ness. . . ”4

and
“We believe the products we make are not injurious to
health.”

The report by Bowman et al5 offers a good test of
whether fast food is associated with increased calorie
intake and rising risk of obesity in children. Preced-
ing it is work showing that: 1) the number of meals
eaten outside the home has increased dramatically6

(the restaurant industry accounted for 46.1% of every
food dollar in 1999, up from 25% in 1955; �40% of
American adults eat at a restaurant in a typical day7);
2) people eat more in the presence of large portions8;
3) portion sizes have grown very large both at home
and in restaurants, with fast-food establishments
having especially large servings of foods such as soft
drinks and French fries9; and 4) the frequency of
visits to fast-food restaurants by children is associ-
ated with increased intake of soft drinks, cheesebur-
gers, pizza, French fries, total fat, and total calories
and decreased intake of vegetables, fruit, and milk.10

Bowman et al, making both between- and within-

subjects comparisons in nationally representative
data from 6212 children and adolescents, report that
30.3% of children eat fast food on a given day. This
itself is startling, but consider that on days children
eat fast food they consume an additional 187 kcal
(summing theoretically to 6 pounds of calories per
year). A study with young adults found that among
whites, but not blacks, eating fast food more than
twice versus less than once per week was associated
with 86% increased risk of becoming obese.11

The food industry claims their products are not the
primary cause of obesity. An inference is that the
industry is blameless and the foods may not contrib-
ute to obesity at all. Companies then cast themselves
as victims of food activism and decry attempts to
curb business as usual. Mounting science makes this
position increasingly difficult to defend.

The nation’s children deserve protection from
damaging forces. There are early signs of bold action
among policy makers to decrease exposure of chil-
dren to the toxic food and physical-inactivity envi-
ronment. On the horizon are actions such as remov-
ing fast food, snack food, and soft drinks from
schools, curbing food advertising directed at chil-
dren, and enhancing opportunities for physical ac-
tivity.12
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