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Abstract 

 Time devoted to preparing meals has dwindled as lives have become highly structured and over-committed.  

To fit meals into hectic schedules, emphasis is placed on convenience at almost all costs.  Quick meals do serve the 

purpose of freeing time for other things.  Unfortunately, foods requiring little or no preparation are unlikely, in most 

instances, to resemble natural food.  Indeed, they are likely to be culminations of intensive processing methods that 

render food not only unrecognizable as something from nature but also high in calories and additives and low in 

organic nutritive value.  The separation of food from natural sources parallels a growing human disconnect with the 

natural world in general.  The more people ignore the places from which foods originate, the greater the likelihood 

that caloric intake stems from energy-dense, nutritionally destitute ―foods.‖  One of the many causes of the obesity 

epidemic in affluent society is the abundance and relative affordability of these so-called foods.  Convenience is a 

great boon to busy peoples‘ schedules, but we need to be aware of the overall cost to human health.  Reconnections 

with nature and our food supply are necessary to fully appreciate what we have lost and what we stand to gain. 

 

Introduction 

The alarming increase in the incidence of obesity over the last several decades has 

justifiably become fodder for copious research concerning human dietary and behavioral 

patterns, genetic predispositions, and economic policies that might explain the collective 

expansion of the human waistline.  Ultimately, the goal in discerning the cause(s) of the world‘s 

overweight problem would be the ability to ameliorate the negative effects on health by 

implementing appropriate steps of intervention.  However, and perhaps not surprisingly, this 

process has been easier said than done.  First, the potential causes are multitudinous and have 

become so deeply entrenched in cultural and psychological patterns of day to day living and 

commerce that single solutions like ―consumer education,‖ though well intentioned and 

necessary, are likely to fail in isolation.  Second, the data from current research are not always 

definitive and are sometimes contradictory.  As contributing factors to the obesity epidemic, 

sedentary lifestyles, electronic media, processed foods, genetics, family structure, socioeconomic 

status and other elements have been investigated, all with thorough validity.  To definitively 

explain the dramatic rise in the incidence of overweight and obesity, however, the true root of the 

problem must be distinguished from the many peripheral causes.  In fact all of the factors 
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mentioned above do have a common thread, and that thread is the cultivation of a culture that is 

increasingly and consistently distancing itself from the natural (that is, non-human) world.  The 

rise in overweight/obesity coincidentally parallels this distancing in two significant, documented 

ways: 1) the lack of human contact with nature and natural environments, and 2) the ever-

growing disconnect between our food and the natural environment. 

One of the primary culprits receiving blame in the face of the obesity epidemic is 

sedentary lifestyle.  Yet when attempting to pin down the usual suspects that are thought to 

contribute most to weight gain in this regard, the research isn‘t entirely clear.  For example, some 

studies seem to indicate that television viewing is positively correlated with increased body mass 

index (BMI) in children.
1,2,3,4

  Others seem to indicate that television per se has little if any effect 

on childhood BMI and that television viewing has actually decreased since the beginning of the 

obesity epidemic.
5,6

  Physical activity figures prominently in the definition of a lifestyle that is 

not sedentary, yet when looking specifically at, say, children‘s participation in organized sports, 

data are discrepant.  Studies range from noting that participation in organized sports has 

generally increased as children have gotten heavier
7
 to stating that such participation is actually 
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positively correlated with overweight in preschool-age girls
8
 to reporting that organized sport 

participation is either negatively or not associated with overweight and obesity.
9,10

  Clearly the 

specific details involved in the cause of overweight and obesity are difficult to pinpoint when so 

many factors are at play.  For example, to what extent are sedentary activities other than 

watching television (such as playing video games or watching movies) responsible for inactivity 

in children?  What role do physical activities other than organized sports (such as bike riding or 

playing hide-and-seek) have in keeping children active?  As beneficial as the exercise is, a 

significant portion of the time in organized sports may be spent listening to instruction or 

standing while waiting for others to have their turns in games or practices.  In an analysis of how 

children‘s use of time has changed in conjunction with the rise in childhood obesity, Sturm
11

 

notes that because of increased time spent away from home, children‘s free time, including 

unstructured playtime, has declined dramatically, while participation in organized sports has 

increased.  This is an interesting finding in light of the previously stated ambiguity over whether 

highly structured activity (i.e. organized sports) helps or harms the quest to curb childhood 

overweight and obesity.  Whether inactivity is due to television or something else, whether 

organized sports do or do not help in the battle of the bulge, in neither case are children 

interacting with nature, and the documented decline in unstructured free time supports this 

contention. 
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Interactions with natural environments have been shown to have beneficial effects on 

mental and physical health and on overall quality of life.  Originally coined by Edward O. 

Wilson in 1984, ―biophilia‖ is a term used to describe humans‘ natural affinity for other living 

things.
12,13

  This concept has been expanded to include all aspects of nature and natural settings, 

and the benefits reaped from spending time outside seem to apply to people of all ages.  For 

example, children are naturally more likely to be involved in active play when they are 

outdoors,
14,15

 and both children and adults experience feelings of restoration, improved self-

esteem and reduced anxiety when exposed to the outdoors.
16,17

  Somewhat tragically, time spent 

outdoors in natural settings is diminishing, to the point that it may be impacting our mental and 

physical health and well-being, including exacerbating unwanted weight gain.  So serious is this 

population-wide withdrawal from nature that Richard Louv calls it ―nature-deficit disorder.‖
18,19

  

Hectic, overscheduled lives, low socioeconomic status, urban and suburban living, the rise in oil 

prices and the escalation of electronic media for entertainment are all thought to contribute to the 

problem.  The notion that people are spending less time outdoors is supported by data indicating 
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that per capita visits to U.S. national parks have fallen steadily for almost two decades.
20

  

Reflecting on the critical importance of contact with nature to the human condition, E. O. Wilson 

writes, ―What…will happen to the human psyche when such a defining part of the human 

evolutionary experience is diminished or erased?‖
21

  One physical manifestation of the impact on 

our collective psyche may be overweight, obesity, and their cohort of related diseases. 

An unfortunate and related phenomenon has occurred parallel to the diminished human 

connection with nature, and that is the increasing disconnect between nature and the food we eat.  

Some of the same offenders rear their ugly heads, too: lack of money, lack of time, availability, 

the media, and low socioeconomic status, as to reasons why highly processed, energy-dense, 

nutrient-poor foods make up so much of our diets today.  However, important additions to the list 

of perpetrators in this context include political and economic factors and globalization.  

Subsidized agriculture has supported the overproduction of the main ingredients used in 

processed foods (fats and sweeteners) since the 1970‘s, driving prices of these foods lower.  

Notably, the more food is processed, the less it resembles a natural plant or animal.  At the same 

time, prices of crops such as fruits and vegetables, which are not subsidized (but are actually 

much closer to their natural state), have risen dramatically.  It is no wonder that people, 

especially those with limited access and resources, buy the cheapest, most abundant calories 

available to them: processed foods.  Michael Pollan writes eloquently in his book, The 

Omnivore’s Dilemma, about how the current farm policy system encourages overproduction and 

overconsumption of cheap, processed, far-from-nature food calories, and that the time frame 
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coincidentally coincides with the progressive rise in overweight and obesity in the United 

States.
22

 

At the same time we are subconsciously being pushed to eat more and more unhealthy 

food at home, globalization is having the same effect on populations around the world.
23

  

Policies of trade, foreign direct investment and advertising have created an environment in which 

―dietary convergence‖ and ―dietary adaptation‖ occur simultaneously.  Both are phenomena 

associated with a tangible ―nutrition transition‖ in developing countries, away from a varied diet 

of foods prepared at home and toward one dominated by a narrow range of staples processed into 

foods high in salt, fat and sugar, purchased and/or eaten outside the home, according to 

Hawkes.
24

  In other words, as countries become more integrated into the global market economy, 

their populations‘ diets become more detached from nature, more obesogenic – more like those 

in the U.S. and other developed countries.  An interesting trend emerges as countries actually 

progress through stages of becoming developed.  Initially, individuals with high socioeconomic 

status field the brunt of the adverse health impacts.  This is due to the fact that processed foods 

are initially more expensive in developing countries and are items that only the well-to-do can 

afford.
25

  As a country transitions through the process of development, the health toll of 

consuming a diet high in processed foods and calories is transferred gradually and eventually to 

those of lower socioeconomic status.
26

  In part this is due to processed foods becoming cheaper 
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and more available to the population at large and in part to the generally higher education levels 

of those with higher socioeconomic status, who have the means to implement what they know 

about nutrition and lifestyle choices.  In addition, changes in physical activity patterns coincide 

with dietary changes with predictable effects on health.  At first, only the wealthy can ―afford‖ 

not to be physically active, but as development continues and the poor have easier access to food 

(mostly the highly processed variety, which has become cheaper), they tend to become more 

sedentary.
27

 

In the U.S., which has been part of the industrial, developed world for many decades, the 

health disparities between those with relatively high levels of income and education compared to 

those with relatively low levels of income and education have been documented with the 

expected demographics based on the above discussion.  As income and education decrease, 

dietary diversity decreases, as does consumption of fruits and vegetables.  At the same time, 

obesity increases.  The opposite is the case for individuals with higher socioeconomic status.  

The trend in disparity among socioeconomic classes has been consistent for thirty years 

(although it should also be noted that obesity has increased dramatically in the United States 

population as a whole over that same period of time).
28

 

Fresh, wholesome food is important for everyone, as is contact with nature, but 

wholesome foods and experiences in natural settings may be more difficult to come by for those 

in our population who are suffering most from nature-deficit disorder, the effects of obesity, and 

the consumption of mostly processed foods: the poor.  With fuel prices continuing to rise, it may 
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become increasingly difficult for people with limited resources, especially city-dwellers with no 

nearby access even to local parks, to visit natural areas, just as it is and will continue to be more 

difficult for them to have access to affordable, fresh, whole foods.
29

 

 

Conclusion 

Way too much of the food being consumed today is composed of only a few, highly 

processed ingredients.  These foods tend to be high in fat, caloric sweeteners, and total energy 

and no longer resemble anything from nature.  In addition, U.S. citizens are becoming more and 

more detached from the natural world as they favor and spend more time engaged in various 

forms of electronic entertainment.
30,31

  This two-pronged separation from nature is having 

serious detrimental effects on the collective mental and physical health of the nation‘s citizens, in 

addition to having major destructive and counterproductive consequences on the earth‘s natural 

environments.  Further, this phenomenon is spreading to other regions of the planet and is having 

similar effects on people and the environment worldwide as globalization ensues. It is evident 

that in order to get both our people and our food supply reconnected with nature, an integrated, 

multifaceted approach is necessary. 

Government farm policy needs to be gradually but radically overhauled so that 

agricultural production and consumer utilization of a varied diet that includes produce, whole 

grains and unadulterated food is encouraged and promoted.  This needs to happen in all parts of 
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the country so that crops appropriate for various climates can be grown and consumed regionally 

if not locally.  A variety of foods, including produce and whole grain foods, needs to be 

accessible and affordable for all people.  This could partially be accomplished through incentives 

offered through government assistance programs.  For example, a dollar‘s worth of Food Stamps 

could be allowed to buy more produce than potato chips. 

Funding should be provided for the preservation of existing natural areas, and additional 

funding should be available for the development of new green spaces, gardens and natural play 

and exploration areas for children.  Importantly, the opportunity to visit natural settings should 

be made available to all citizens, regardless of income or location.  The state of New Mexico has 

taken the lead in this regard, providing funding for the No Child Left Inside initiative.  Together 

with the New Mexico Public Education Department, New Mexico State Parks is overseeing the 

implementation of an Outdoor Classroom program that provides the opportunity for many of the 

state‘s elementary grade students to have hands-on outdoor experiences.  In addition, New 

Mexico funds a Kids ‗N Parks program through contributions from voluntary deductions from 

state income tax refunds.
32

  In another bold (and controversial) move in that same state, an 

alliance led by the Rio Grande chapter of the Sierra Club is promoting legislation to impose a 1% 

tax on various electronic media and equipment.  The tax simultaneously is intended to 

discourage the purchase of electronic entertainment (and the sedentary lifestyle that these devices 

promote), while subsidizing a No Child Left Inside fund.
33
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Education is clearly a key component to the potential success of these proposals, but it is 

not sufficient in and of itself.  For example, if you are too poor and/or the healthy goods you 

want to buy are not available to you, then all the education in the world about healthy eating 

becomes a moot point.  Along with education also comes a greater degree of consumer 

responsibility.  Assuming the goods and funds are available, an educated consumer must be 

accountable for making appropriate choices.  One obvious place to start is in the schools, at the 

earliest levels of education.  It is not enough to merely talk to children (or adults) about making 

good choices.  To fully implement the ―reconnection with nature‖ concept, more widespread and 

conscientious use of hands-on learning tools such as school gardens, nature outings, and 

community outreach projects can be put into action.  Innovative programs providing local and 

organic foods in school lunches have been highly successful, and plans and funds have been 

developed to help school districts implement such programs.
34,35

 

At home and abroad, conscious efforts must be made to mend the rift between our food 

supply and nature and to concurrently bridge our communal personal gap with nature.  In doing 

so, the population as a whole will be more active, will eat more healthfully and experience a 

more vibrant lifestyle in general, and the environment will benefit to boot.  In today‘s time-

stressed and harried world, where monetary resources are an increasing concern for many, it is 

easy to opt for abundance, convenience and low prices, and it is easy to fill up leisure time with 

―screen time.‖  However, there is a high price to be paid for this lifestyle in terms of our health 
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and the health of our planet.  A reconnection with nature might be a valid first step if there is to 

be ―any real hope of arresting the public health catastrophe unfolding throughout the world.‖
36
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