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Foresight Projects
“Challenging visions of the future, to ensure effective 

strategies now.”
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Why a project on obesity?

Source: IOTF
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Project Aim

"To produce a long-term vision of how 

we can deliver a sustainable response 

to obesity in the UK over the next 40 

years."
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What we did

ScopingScopingScopingScoping

Underpinning review of evidence baseUnderpinning review of evidence baseUnderpinning review of evidence baseUnderpinning review of evidence base

Systems mappingSystems mappingSystems mappingSystems mapping

Scenario developmentScenario developmentScenario developmentScenario development

Qualitative modelling Qualitative modelling Qualitative modelling Qualitative modelling 

of policy response of policy response of policy response of policy response 

impactimpactimpactimpact

Analysis Analysis Analysis Analysis 

and and and and 

implications implications implications implications 

for policyfor policyfor policyfor policy

Development of quantitative model and analysisDevelopment of quantitative model and analysisDevelopment of quantitative model and analysisDevelopment of quantitative model and analysis
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Scale of the problem: Quantitative analysis suggests half of adult female 

population could be obese  by 2050

Numbers of obese overtake Numbers of obese overtake Numbers of obese overtake Numbers of obese overtake 

healthy weight around 2016healthy weight around 2016healthy weight around 2016healthy weight around 2016

Data source: HSE
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Chronic disease levels and policy impacts

• Significant time lag to seeing effect of intervention on BMI to impact on 

disease levels.

Disease incidence: 

no intervention (purple) vs preventing obesity in children 6-11 (green)

Heart DiseaseHeart DiseaseHeart DiseaseHeart DiseaseDiabetesDiabetesDiabetesDiabetes

Time Time
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As individuals As individuals As individuals As individuals 

and society, we and society, we and society, we and society, we 

are locked in to a are locked in to a are locked in to a are locked in to a 

positive positive positive positive 

feedback cyclefeedback cyclefeedback cyclefeedback cycle

Which can only be Which can only be Which can only be Which can only be 

overriden by overriden by overriden by overriden by 

conscious controlconscious controlconscious controlconscious control
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Systems map and 7 major sub-systems

Societal influencesSocietal influencesSocietal influencesSocietal influences

Individual Individual Individual Individual 

psychologypsychologypsychologypsychology

BiologyBiologyBiologyBiology

Activity Activity Activity Activity 

environmentenvironmentenvironmentenvironment

Individual Individual Individual Individual 

activityactivityactivityactivityFood Food Food Food 

ConsumptionConsumptionConsumptionConsumption
Food ProductionFood ProductionFood ProductionFood Production
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Key messages
• Most adults in the UK are already overweight.  Modern 

living insures every generation is heavier than the last –
“Passive Obesity”.

• By 2050 60% of men and 50% of women could be 
clinically obese.  Without action, obesity related diseases 
will cost an extra £45.5 Billion per year

• The obesity epidemic cannot be prevented by individual 
action alone and demands a societal approach.  

• Tackling obesity requires far greater change than 
anything tried so far, and at multiple levels; personal, 
family, community and population.

• Preventing obesity is a societal challenge, similar to 
climate change.  It requires partnership between 
government, science, business, and civil society. 



Foresight

Government Office for Science

Core Principles for tackling obesities

• A system-wide approach, redefining the nation's health as a societal 
and economic issue

• Higher priority for the prevention of health problems, with clearer 
leadership, accountability, strategy and management structures

• Engagement of stakeholders within and outside Government

• Long-term, sustained interventions

• Ongoing evaluation and a focus on continuous improvement
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What can we do about it?

• No precedent has been set (internationally)

• No single response will work

• Good alignment with other agenda inside and 

outside government.

• Whole system approach, focused on prevention, 

could deliver success including

� Whole population as well as targeted

� Physical and social environment change

� Behaviour change

� Early life intervention

� Value shifts
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Use a range of different actions
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What does it mean for the LGA?

• Opportunities for local leadership 

• Need to engage all interested organisations

• Build on local strategic partnerships 

• Align and integrate with existing initiatives

• Overarching strategy and long-term planning

• Scale and sustainability

• Ongoing evidence gathering
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• Follow-up opportunities
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