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2009 Significant Issue Statement
Increasing Rates of Obesity and Rising Health Care Costs
Problem Statement:
Improving the well‑being of New Hampshire residents through healthy eating and active living helps individuals and families fight disease, disability, disparities in health status, and even death. Diet quality and physical activity play vital roles in overall health. In fact, research shows diet is associated with the leading causes of death, many of which are preventable, including heart disease, diabetes, obesity, and several types of cancer. Cardiovascular disease and cancer together account for almost two‑thirds of all deaths in the United States. Despite the importance of diet, however, Americans fail to achieve Dietary Guideline recommendations that lower their disease risk. 

Given rising rates of obesity in the Granite State, UNH Cooperative Extension remains committed to looking at ways to optimize the health of the state residents by reducing risk factors through education focused on encouraging physical exercise/activity and diet/healthy lifestyle choices. Individual, group and community coalitions are all ways to get important messages and education to the public. As a group, low income individuals have higher rates of overweight and obesity.

Adolescence is a critical period for developing lifelong habits and it is important for communities to provide opportunities for adolescents to engage in meaningful activities which encourage positive and health promoting behaviors. 

Public Value in Addressing the Issue:
Research shows the effectiveness of nutrition education programs for increasing the nutritional well-being of those served.  Nutrition education programs delivered to limited-income residents help them make better food choice decisions, improve their health, and save them money, reducing the probability they will need public assistance. 

Reduced demand for healthcare and stabilized healthcare costs are anticipated through obesity prevention. This would occur as a result of being able to decrease the incidence of chronic illnesses related to obesity. In addition, there may be benefits in the workplace as a result of decreased absenteeism and increased productivity. 
Key Data:
The prevalence rate of NH adults who are overweight or obese has grown steadily over the past decade and continues to rise. In 1995, 15.1% of NH adults were obese compare to 24.8% in 2008. Although this is somewhat below the national average of 26.6%, NH rates are higher than those of Massachusetts, Connecticut, Rhode Island and Vermont. NH also has a significant number of overweight adults with an incidence of 38.2% compared to a national rate of 36.4% 

Data from 2007, show more than 71 percent do not eat the recommended amounts of fruits and vegetables and nearly half do not meet the recommendations for physical activity.  Research shows diet is associated with the leading causes of death, many of which are preventable, including heart disease, diabetes, obesity, and several types of cancer.1  Survey data of low income residents in 2008, show 71% are overweight or obese.2 
The US population is aging. By 2006, New Hampshire’s percentage of adults 65 years of age or older was the same as the US average – 12.4%. As a result of the aging baby boomer population, the US Census Bureau projects that the older adult population will soar to nearly 20% of the US population by 2030. Older adults are more likely to have a chronic health condition with 80% having at least one condition and 50% having at least two. Lifestyle factors such as diet will become increasing important in maintaining and enhancing health and overall quality of life as the population ages.

The New Hampshire 2007 Youth Risk Behavior Survey yielded the following selected results regarding high school adolescent nutrition and obesity issues: 

· 46.9% of the students were physically active for a total of at least 60 minutes or more per day on 5 or more of the past 7 days.
· 14.4% of the students were at risk of becoming overweight (i.e., at or above the 85th percentile but below the 95th percentile for body mass index by age and sex).

In addition, the New Hampshire Adolescent Heath Strategic Plan cited that focus groups held with 56 adolescents yielded the following selected results:

· All participants agreed that “being healthy” is more than the absence of disease and that true health is a function of physical and mental well-being. Eating right and being physically fit are important to good health.







1
National Center for Chronic Disease Prevention & Health Promotion ,Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System Data for National and New Hampshire statistics 2007 and 2008.
2RKM Research document, 2008.
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