Obesity-Related Policy,
LEARNING GUIDE Systems, and Environmental
Research in the US

Systems Approaches to Obesity Prevention

Ross Hammond, PhD ¢ Brown School at Washington University in St. Louis and Economic Studies,
The Brookings Institution

The OPUS learning guides are designed to help professors, students, and early career researchers easily access
key takeaways from the OPUS workshop series and incorporate the lessons into the classroom and applied
research projects.

In this presentation, Dr. Ross Hammond highlights three key challenges in obesity prevention: 1) the complex
nature of obesity; 2) differences across contexts and settings; and 3) the number and diversity of players involved.
He discusses the value of developing interventions that engage multiple sectors, are tailored to specific contexts,
and track interactions with different players over time. Dr. Hammond also emphasizes the importance of using a
systems approach that focuses on coordination and sustainability, as well as building stronger teams for more

effective obesity prevention' e A — o |

LEARNING OBJECTIVES
A Systems-Based Approach

e Identify three main challenges in addressing
A systems-based approach considers the many factors driving obesity.
obesity, including biological, environmental, and social
influences. By understanding how these factors connect, we
can develop sustainable strategies that go beyond short-term

e Describe how a systems approach
considering different contexts and
influences can shape prevention strategies.

fixes.

e Discuss the need for new scientific methods
and team-building efforts to advance
obesity prevention strategies.

Key Terms
{7#  Systems thinking: An approach to problem-solving and innovation that views problems as part of

an interconnected system with various parts that dynamically interact with and influence each other.

Multi-level approach: Examining and addressing complex problems by considering factors operating
at various levels of society, including individual characteristics, physical and social environments, and
the broader policy landscape.
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Multi-sectoral approach: Integrated efforts across sectors, agencies, and disciplines to address
complex challenges, foster resource sharing, reduce redundancies, and enable innovative solutions.
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Complexity of the Obesity System

Dr. Hammond highlights three fundamental challenges in

addressing obesity: WATCH THE KEYNOTE

1. Variety of influences: Diet, physical activity, economic I View Video
conditions, food availability, marketing, urban design, and .
social norms all impact obesity rates. m View Slides

2. Differences between contexts: Interventions that work in & View Speaker Bio
one geographical or social setting may not work in
another setting because of variations in culture,
infrastructure, and economic conditions.

3. Diversity of players: Many players—including government agencies, the food industry, health care

providers, media, and community organizations—influence obesity outcomes.

Going Beyond a Multi-Sector Approach

Because obesity is driven by factors across many systems, we need an approach that not only engages
multiple sectors but targets multiple levels. Dr. Hammond argues that interventions should:

Break down silos and coordinate efforts across different sectors, including health, education, urban
planning, business, and government.

Focus on sustainability, so interventions are not only effective in the short term but also continue to
work over time as the system changes.

Be tailored to specific contexts, recognizing that what works in one setting may need to be adapted
for another.

Reinforce each other so they do not work in isolation but support and build on other interventions.

Engage communities to ensure interventions are relevant to the culture and context where they are
being delivered.

The Role of Science and Innovation

Dr. Hammond concludes by discussing the need for new scientific methods and improved collaboration to
advance obesity prevention. Specifically, he calls for practitioners to develop:
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A rigorous framework that describes how different strategies connect and support one another across
different settings and contexts

A new approach to community engagement, which empowers local populations to drive systems
change in their communities

New policy strategies to overcome barriers to change


https://youtu.be/h8SIP0HJD4Y?si=oYUmmjfS989b33p7&t=138
https://www.nccor.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/07/Systems-Approaches-to-Obesity-Prevention.pdf
https://www.nccor.org/wp-content/uploads/2025/02/NCCOR-OPUS-I-Keynote-Speaker-Bios.pdf

Reflection Questions

1. What are the three main challenges in obesity prevention, and how do they interact?

2. How can systems approaches go beyond multi-sector or multi-level interventions?

3. How can collaboration across systems and players improve obesity prevention strategies?
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