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Confronting the Complexity of 

Obesity and Diabetes



Key Messages

ÅObesity and diabetes are growing 

problems

ÅThe problems of obesity and diabetes are 

not rocket science......

they are more complex.

ÅSolutions need to embrace the complexity 

and focus on ñconnecting the dotsò.



Obesity Gene Map

Includes more than 600 genes, markers, and chromosomal regions 

Perusse et al. Obes Res. 13:381, 2005.
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Obesity System Map

http://kim.foresight.gov.uk/Obesity/Obesity.html
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Obesity System Map

http://kim.foresight.gov.uk/Obesity/Obesity.html



Types of Systems

Bar-Yam, Y. Complexity Rising, www.necsi.org

Increasing complexity



Common Responses to 
Complex Problems

ÅSimple solutions

ÅBelieve the problem is beyond hope

ÅDespair

ÅRetreat

ÅAssign blame, figure out who is responsible

ÅGalvanize collective efforts of people and 

invest significant dollars

Bar-Yam, Y. Making Things Work, 2004.



But, Success Can Happen

ÅReduced per capita daily energy intake from 2,899 

calories to 1,863 calories 

ÅProportion of physically active adults increased 

from 30% to 67% 

ÅPrevalence of obesity declined from 14% to 7% 

ÅResulted in declines in deaths attributed to 

diabetes (51%), coronary heart disease (35%), 

stroke (20%), and all causes (18%). 

Franco et al. Am J Epi, Sept 2007
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