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Background 

This event brought together civil society, private sector, academic, government and UN 
actors to discuss childhood obesity and the Global Syndemic of obesity, undernutrition and 
climate change. These are two of World Obesity’s policy priorities, relevant for the 72nd 
World Health Assembly where climate change, health for all and nutrition were being 
debated. The aim of the event was to engage WHA participants around the interconnected 
issues of childhood obesity and the Global Syndemic1, as well as to provoke and capture 
novel thinking to help World Obesity and partners advance action.  
 
In the context of the global increase in prevalence of childhood obesity, the event focused 
on key questions related to framing the benefits of syndemic thinking for different 
stakeholders, overcoming coordination inertia, and synergistic implementation of 
recommendations from both recent Lancet commissions on nutrition and food systems. An 

                                                           
1 The Global Syndemic of Obesity, Undernutrition, and Climate Change refers to the 2019 Lancet Commission 
report. The global epidemics of obesity, undernutrition and climate change constitute a syndemic, or synergy 
of epidemics, because they co-occur in time and place, interact with each other to produce complex sequelae, 
and share common underlying societal drivers. Syndemic thinking refers to a systems-based approach to 
tackling the three epidemics, which contrasts to more siloed/sectorial ways of understanding and problem 
solving that have been the norm to date. Published at the same time as the 2019 Lancet Commission on 
obesity, the EAT–Lancet Commission provides the first full scientific review of what constitutes a healthy diet 
from a sustainable food system, and which actions can support and speed up food system transformation. 

https://www.thelancet.com/commissions/global-syndemic
https://www.thelancet.com/commissions/global-syndemic
https://eatforum.org/eat-lancet-commission/


 

 

initial set of brief interventions from a range of speakers provided diverse perspectives to 
stimulate facilitated table discussions.  
 
 
 
 
Summary  

World Obesity CEO Johanna Ralston and Ted Kyle of the Obesity Action Coalition opened 
the event and invited interventions from the following speakers: 

Dr. Brett Giroir (U.S. Assistant Secretary for Health). The US emphasizes the importance of 
physical activity: there is a national plan with guidelines, and a strategy to promote sports 
participation among underserved populations and women. National nutritional guidelines 
are also being developed. The US acknowledges that ultimately governments are 
accountable to create an enabling environment for health. 

Dr. Kenneth George (Government of Barbados). Barbados’ experience has shown the 
importance of engaging political leadership across government: a ‘whole of cabinet’ 
approach is needed to tackle childhood obesity, which is easier in a small nation like 
Barbados. Cross-government funding enables policies on childhood obesity to be 
implemented in a range of contexts. Working in schools, for example, through targeted 
school feeding programs is crucial, while banning vending machines can impact 
adolescents. Developing systems for accurate and meaningful labelling of food has also 
helped.  

Bernadette Gutmann (UNICEF). Nutritional needs are not prioritized in global food systems 
and we are failing to protect children’s diets globally. Current priorities for UNICEF thus 
include developing a Food Systems Framework, and working to apply this framework to 
analyze and prioritize solutions for diet (e.g. addressing unhealthy food marketing). 
UNICEF is also utilizing the Convention on the Rights of the Child to help address negative 
marketing practices. Placing children at the heart of health and nutrition policies is key.  

Bente Mikkelsen (WHO Europe). There is a current "tsunami" of childhood obesity in 
Europe and beyond. The way to address this tsunami is through a life course approach, for 
example, recognising that exclusive breastfeeding can help protect children against the 
risk of obesity.  WHO Europe is the first region to produce a full strategy on childhood 
obesity.  

Niels Lund (Novo Nordisk). There is child in all the SDGs. To address childhood obesity, we 
must mobilize efforts and resources across all sectors. If it were possible to fully and quickly 
eliminate obesity, the world would immediately meet the NCD target in the SDGs; and 
reducing obesity is key to achieve SDG 3.4 (reducing premature deaths from non-
communicable diseases). Projects at city level show how multi-sector strategies work. For 
example, the ‘Cities Changing Diabetes’ project works mostly outside of the health sector 
on transportation, and with faith-based groups. City level work can alter the driving factors 



 

 

of obesity and NCDs, especially when incentives like cycle friendly cities make the healthy 
choice the easy choice.  

George Msengi (NCD Child). The dual burden of undernutrition and obesity is a major 
threat to the health system of Tanzania and many African counites. Unlike the US and 
western countries where people living with obesity face weight stigma, the fact that having 
obesity is a sign of wealth in many cultures is a challenge for promoting healthy eating. 
Focusing on children and young people is thus an important strategy to shift behaviour and 
attitudes, and to create healthy habits. Current work in Tanzania links young people in 
cities to eating plans that make recommendations based on availability of food vendors 
nearby. A pre-diabetic testing tool is available online. In closing George reminded us of the 
importance of youth engagement in policy and action: "Nothing about us, without us".  

Table discussions 

How do we frame the benefits of syndemic thinking for different stakeholders? 

The need for context specific ‘hooks’ for the Syndemic was noted. For example, in more 
conservative political contexts, the relatively apolitical issue of childhood obesity may be an 
entry point to begin engaging on other issues in the Syndemic. The question was raised: 
how can we frame the Syndemic for sceptics including climate change deniers? It was 
agreed childhood obesity could serve as a hook even in most difficult political 
environments. Yet it is important to be cognizant of the nanny state perception ie 
politicians and citizens may reject ideas if it is perceived that they are being forced on 
them; softer approaches e.g. using the media are needed. Indeed, engaging and utilising 
the media on all sides of the political spectrum was suggested as a strategy to reach 
potential sceptics and overcome political divisions.  

Before the media can be fully utilised to help frame Syndemic thinking, the content and 
key messages need to be simplified and distilled, and moved out of their current home in 
‘ivory towers’. The messages should be framed around gains with a focus on positive 
messages and engagement of target populations in developing the messages. For 
example, the cost argument (investing now in ‘triple win’ policies to avoid losses in the 
future) is likely to be universally attractive, especially with the private sector where ‘return 
on investment’ language is effective. When talking to ministers across the government, 
explaining benefits in budgetary terms also demonstrates where co-benefits can be found. 
Laying out policy goals in clearer terms would also help. This is also a helpful approach with 
donors.  

Framing and tying arguments to the SDGs can be effective when engaging public sector 
and development community stakeholders, however, not all parts of all governments are 
committed to the SDGs in practice. The climate change movement is a fantastic 
opportunity to engage youth and green activists in the Syndemic. Conducting research 
with this demographic and reaching out to influencers such as Greta Thunberg could be 



 

 

next steps. Yet, as above, before this can happen the messages need to be simplified and 
framed to resonate with the ‘planetary emergency’ advocacy. 

How do we overcome the challenges of coordination inertia between different sector 
and issue groups? 

Coordination inertia is one of the main challenges identified in Syndemic work, and 
stakeholders must be not only motivated but also incentivized to work together. More 
focused Investment cases (as we have from UNDP for NCDs) around obesity could help, as 
could more ‘forced collaboration’ by heads of state to bring policy coherence in their 
cabinets. There is need to engage all leadership and legislative committees, and there is a 
role for UN/civil society to help convene multi-stakeholder groups to this end. 

This is not a problem of science, but a social and market driven problem.   We need a road 
map for accountability that stakeholders – including private sector, regulatory bodies, civil 
society - can be measured against. Social media utilization can help facilitate both vertical 
and horizontal accountability.  We need principles for operational transparency, and to 
incorporate these into legislation. 

Young people’s outrage and discontent can help unblock policy problems (as we have seen 
for climate change). Community engagement and action can overcome inertia at national 
and global levels. Ultimately, however, inertia is related to politics, not science and more 
political economy analysis can improve understanding of the power dynamics involved in 
inertia and reasons why some are perpetuating the status quo. We need to understand the 
political, economic and cultural factors at play.  

What does implementation of the EAT-Lancet and Lancet commission on Obesity 
recommendations look like at a national level? 

At national level, implementation activities/approaches include: Cross-government 
meetings between health, nutrition, agriculture, finance, education ministries (and others) 
to educate/sensitize and gain commitment to Syndemic thinking, framing the benefits in 
terms of co-benefits and cost-efficiencies (see above); Facilitated multi-stakeholder 
dialogues to help explore and better understand the reasons behind inertia and 
bottlenecks (see above); Multi-stakeholder workshops with private sector, government and 
civil society to help develop shared/common guidelines for sustainable nutrition. 

Research, including political economy analysis to understand the sustainability of supply 
chains, as well as how the local food systems links to the global should be commissioned to 
inform recommendations. The creation of a food systems framework to explore how 
international food policy expectations would aid in pushing along national nutrition 
agendas. Ultimately countries should aim towards a national framework for healthy and 
sustainable diets based on Syndemic thinking. 

A range of policies suggested to this end include fiscal policies; marketing restrictions; 
sustainable dietary guidelines; physical environments; food system subsidies; policies that 



 

 

look at levers and incentives along whole food supply chain; policies that focus on 
improving environments like schools. In implementing the Commissions’ 
recommendations, we need a nuanced view of industry - not all are harmful - and we need 
to harness those ones to help advance positive action. Local action on planetary health is 
not being replicated for human health and there is an opportunity to rectify this through 
action around food systems at national level.  

 

Feedback and discussion 

The theme of ‘riding the climate change wave’ was a popular one, as was the idea of 
moving beyond silos, and beyond biases. It was suggested we need a fully systemic and 
comprehensive approach to implement the Lancet Commission, covering food systems, 
physical activity, sustainable nutrition guidelines, the commercial determinants and 
incentives for change. The issues of marginalisation and the gendered dimensions of 
childhood obesity were raised. Objectivity, curiosity and outrage were suggested as 
principles to guide action moving forward. There is also a need for civil society to be more 
effective in exposing the disconnect between corporate commitments and practice. Shared 
accountability should underpin efforts. Next steps for actors in the room included finding 
ways to bring in and support youth voices and youth-led action more meaningfully. 

 

Closing remarks 

In thanking participants, all were invited to contribute to a paper on the issues discussed 
that will be coordinated by World Obesity for publication in due course. 


