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This report was commissioned by the Foresight Programme of the Government
Office for Science to support its Tackling Obesities: Future Choices project.

The purpose of this report is to explore the future impact of new technologies on
obesity, health and maintenance of energy balance over the next 20 years in the
context of the project’s systems modelling and scenarios, by:

e |dentifying future opportunities where new technologies could help manage
health and weight/energy balance more successfully

e analysing the future impact of new technologies on lifestyle, dietary habits, and
activity levels — both positive and negative (e.g. increased inactivity due to
labour-saving devices)

e exploring how different parts of society may adopt/reject these solutions.

The scope of this report does not include pharmacology, genetics, or food science
as such, but instead looks at the surrounding societal technologies, particularly
those concerned with information and communications technology (ICT) and the
built environment.
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Overview

‘For all bar a few hermits, our lifestyles are constructed within social parameters.
What we consume and how active we are is governed by influences from our
families, communities, schools and workplaces, from the Government and the
media and from messages and products of the many companies selling us
products.

Trends and drivers of obesity, foresight tackling obesities project

The Foresight Tackling Obesities: Future Choices project is interested in aspects of
technology use over the next 20 years that will have population-wide effects on
our lifestyles and which might influence what we eat and how active we are.
Freezers, microwave ovens, cars, television and computer games are examples

of technologies that we can see have had such effects in recent decades and
indicate the scale of the effects that we are interested in.

As the project research reviews show, we now live in an ‘obesogenic’
environment, created by a complex interaction between technology and social
parameters that has led to our current obesity crisis. It's not possible, however, to
infer a direct relationship between obesity and any one technology because
patterns of use are so bound up with social parameters and with lifestyle that
teasing out the part played by the technology itself is extremely difficult. Similarly,
looking ahead, while there are many ways that technology will interact with the
broader environment of nutrition and health, we can't pinpoint any developments
that will clearly drive us towards particular outcomes. Overall, however, we reach
three broad conclusions:

1 Within the scope of this report, which is not considering direct pharmacological,
surgical or food science interventions, there is no technology ‘fix’ (at least in
the foreseeable future) that is going to solve the obesity problem.

2 As we have seen in the past, technology use is conditioned by society and we
foresee radically different outcomes, depending on the individual and societal
values that prevail. For example, for people who want to be healthier and who
want to change their lifestyle, technology will make it easier as measurement
and feedback systems become more refined and personalised. These systems
can be linked into a wide range of lifestyle support services through
community, public and private providers. However, for those who don’t want to
tackle their weight, or don't see it as an issue, there is no technology
development that will overcome the broader societal drivers of the obesogenic
environment. Technology will create new options — for some, it will form part of
their efforts to make effective changes to their lifestyle; for others, it will play a
part in temporary fixes that fail in the long term.
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Chantelle

Chantelle tears open the package. Two weeks ago, she scraped up enough money
for the genetic horoscope offer on the Arhaus shopping channel. She snatches a
piece of paper from it: ‘Sweet tooth gene’, check; ‘Hunger gene’, check. According
to them, of the five genes that make you obese, she has four. For a moment, she
feels downcast, but then she reads: ‘Our supplements are individually tailored to
support the correct function of your genes. No diets. No sweaty gyms. Weight
loss guaranteed. She sees four dark bottles filled with tablets. She takes two from
each immediately. She puts them carefully in her bathroom, where they join a
dozen other pill bottles. The bathroom mirror unfairly captures her in a moment
when she wasn't pulling her stomach in. Oh dear.

Only last week, one of these gene-scan companies was convicted of fraud — but
this lot seem OK. A genuine professor of genetics does their adverts — he appears
on her mobile screen every time she walks past Plus Plus Fashion on her way
home. There are hundreds of diet products all based on the latest science, they
say. Chantelle has tried most of them but she's still heavy. She'd nearly gone for
one of the neuro — ‘think yourself thin’ — diet offers in the magazine she'd picked
up. The cover was Suri and Maddox who'd got together, if you believe it, because
of a new genetic dating agency.

Red was playing the Olympics game on his Megabox. He spent way too long on
that thing. It wasn't good for him. He was big like her and was already pre-diabetic
—at 7. He'd seen an advert for a skipping rope attachment and his gran had bought
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it for him hoping it might help, but he'd quickly lost interest. If Chantelle thought
she was bombarded with advertising, it was worse for kids. Morning, noon and
night they're on at kids for this, that and the other on the kids’ channels and on
their mobiles. As soon as the Government blocked one form of advertising (like
junk foods), there was something else in its place.

Rohit

sardens
a & G8
(ﬁ?whuﬂ Health 5pé
Med
al the

_’.’

/( | ) \\

Rohit is on his own in the house having a second helping of fries, secure in the
knowledge that his mother will never know. He's just got his monthly update from
Sierra, his private healthcare provider. "Why should | worry about my weight or
what | eat when Sierra have it all sorted? Anyway, he thought, seeing a reflection
of his well-rounded figure in the fridge door, ‘I'm slim compared to some people!

Going to Sierra was the best thing he'd ever done. There are dozens of companies
offering individually tailored healthcare based on personalised genomics. Sierra is
by far the most expensive, but acknowledged to be the best —and he's worth it ...
He'd had a whole day of testing and another whole day of personal consultations
with their highly trained doctors — that's the thing they stress in their advertising,
along with their use of the latest technology. Indeed, they'd taken a flattering
amount of interest in him and had even identified a defect in his mitochondrial
metabolism.
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They send him a pill once a month which he has to take, then he has to put on a
special Sierra watch for a couple of days. The pill contains a device that uses
‘lab on a chip’ technology to measure various biomarkers, and the results are
transmitted to the watch and downloaded by Sierra, who adjust the meds they
send him each month.

Sierra seem convinced that if he takes a daily supplement drink and his
personalised tablets and eats the functional foods they suggest, he'll avoid any
problems. Even if he does get some symptoms, they assure him that there are
plenty of medical options these days. He's had his drink this morning, before his
fries. He takes his meds and supplement religiously. ‘I can’t understand people
who don't take the medicines that are prescribed. That's madness these days
when they can do so much. Anyway, they cost a fortune.

He's invested quite a bit of money himself in a couple of interesting medical-
profile start-ups. He's seen how small genomic database miners based in India
or China, with access to extensive data, can strike gold. The trick is to spot the
successful ones and put in some equity before they get bought up by the
multinational health providers. Last year, he'd made a small fortune on a company
he'd discovered in Beijing, and now he's looking for another. The potential market
for personalised treatments is huge and, now the Chinese have come on board,
it seems limitless. He's switched all his investments from leisure fitness
(yesterday’s stock) to healthcare.

Annie
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‘I had to give up my car’ says Annie. ‘My pension stayed the same but, what with
fuel prices soaring and road tolls, | couldn’t afford to keep it any longer. The car
was Annie’s lifeline. With the arthritis making walking so difficult, it was the only
way she could get out of the house. ‘My friend Irene takes me to the shops once
a week, which is very good of her, but it's not the same, is it?’

Annie has become much more reliant on her virtual community than her local one.
She has so many friends now — not just the old ballroom dancing ones that she'd
managed to contact again through the internet — but new ones all over the world.
She checks her messages. Good, there's one from Sergei in Russia. She smiles.
The new friends she's made online are wonderful — and she can chat to them any
time of the day or night. She no longer needs her car because she doesn't need to
go out any longer. Sitting in front of a screen half the day isn’t helping her get any
slimmer — but who cares, when no one can see what she looks like? And to her
new friends, she might as well be 28 as 58.

Most of her messages are spam from eastern Europe offering arthritis treatments.
She'd made the mistake of trying one once. It was useless of course, but then
what she gets from the doctor’s at her monthly appointments is useless too. She
gets an email almost every day from NHS Prevent telling her what she needs to
do ‘to beat arthritis’, as they put it. It's a big thing these days. Data mining, they
called it. Personal profiling based on all the information held about you. It's worse
than the junk mail you used to get. Everyone seems to know everything about
you, yet you still get sent rubbish —and so much of it.

‘Lose weight' is always top of the NHS Prevent list, but how? Worse, she'd been
told that she couldn’t have surgery until she was ‘target weight'. She's miles off
that. In fact, if anything, she's been getting bigger. NHS Prevent have given her
details of her local ActiveMobs scheme. It sounds good — where local people
support you to become more active. WWhen you sign up, you get a free sweatband
with a built-in GSR sensor — ‘galvanic skin response’ — to monitor your activity. But
what's the good of that when you can't get to the health centre to join up or
you've had two days in bed in pain after one of their sessions?
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