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Our children:
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 Sentenced to the Chair

			Have a seat. That used to be a polite invitation to take a load off your feet and rest awhile. But twenty years of researching the “science of sitting” has me thinking it’s high time we changed that polite invitation to “Please, stand.” Or “Come, let’s walk.”

			Sitting was once a break in a busy day. Now it is the singular way most of us spend our time. Take a moment to reflect on a typical day. How did you get to work? Like 98 percent of Americans, you probably either drove or sat on a bus, train, or subway car. If you work in an office, the rest of your day was likely spent chairbound— at your desk, in endless meetings, or having lunch. What do you do after work? Sit down at the computer to pay some bills, shop online, catch up on e-mail? And after that? Maybe kick back and unwind with a few of your favorite shows?

			Did you ever stop to think whether your body was equipped to sit for thirteen, fourteen, fifteen, or maybe more hours a day? Did you ever consider what happens to your heart, muscles, and metabolism— that calorie-burning engine the fitness magazines are always advising us on how to “rev up” with green tea and exercise— when you sit virtually immobile for more than 80 percent of your waking hours?

			Most of us haven’t. We just accept it as the “way it is.” But we never stop to realize that it’s not the way it’s always been or, more important, the way it was meant to be. We don’t realize how stunningly recent this all-day sitting lifestyle is or the disastrous consequences it has had in just one generation’s time.

			Turn on some classic game shows like Let’s Make a Deal from the late sixties and early seventies. Flip through some old photos from that time. Notice how practically “skinny” the average American looks compared to people today. Now flip on a football game or any show that provides a good wide-angle audience shot. Look at the general size difference from one generation to the next. The average American is 26 pounds heavier than they were back then. Two-thirds of us are now overweight. A third of us are obese. And we haven’t just been getting fatter. We’ve been ballooning to proportions once rarely witnessed except in scientific journals. Since the 1980s, the number of people who are more than 100 pounds overweight has skyrocketed to 4 million— one in every fifty adults— more people than live in the entire state of Colorado. By the end of the decade one in two children will be overweight. The past twenty-five years have brought us to a tipping point where for the first time in the history of mankind our life span has actually started to decline despite all recent medical innovation and progress. It’s a case of chair today, gone tomorrow.

			The Diet and Exercise Lie

			If you’re one of the majority of Americans who is overweight, you probably blame yourself for not exercising more or following the right diet. Why wouldn’t you? Every magazine, infomercial, and weight-loss product sells special exercise plans and diets as the solution. Even the government spends millions of dollars promoting the diet and exercise message. It’s not all bad, of course. But is it working?

			Since 1972, when Dr. Atkins released his now-famous carb-eschewing opus, one big-name diet book after another has topped the charts. Atkins alone moved 45 million copies of his book during the past forty years. But are we any thinner? I have news for you: There’s strong evidence that our calorie consumption has actually gone down or at least changed minimally during the past twenty years, as obesity rates have doubled. We also continue pouring stunning amounts of time and money into the exercise side of the equation, also to no avail. Since 1987, the number of health clubs in the United States alone has grown 146 percent to nearly 30,000 nationwide, while the ranks of members have swelled 58 percent to nearly 43,000,000. The weight-loss industry stands to rake in $58.7 billion this year, according to Marketdata Enterprises, a market research company in Tampa, Florida.

			So each year we spend the equivalent of the gross national product of Bangladesh on slimming solutions, and we’re still getting fatter. How much more money will we toss down this bottomless pit? How many more decades will we let this madness go on before we acknowledge that we’re going about it all wrong?

			Diet and exercise don’t work because they are unnatural. Selectively eliminating entire food groups from your diet or eating only grapefruit or some special soup or shake is completely out of whack with the way we are meant to live. Human beings are hardwired to eat to nourish ourselves, not to systematically deprive ourselves of sustenance. That’s why you can never stay on a diet, and why you regain weight the moment you go off. We have evolved to hunt and gather, sow and reap, and to spend the day burning thousands of calories through constant motion, not to run like mad on a treadmill for 20 to 30 minutes, burning maybe 200 calories, and then sit nearly motionless for the other 15½ hours of our day burning next to nil. That’s why barely a quarter of the population regularly “exercises,” and why half of all people who embark on an exercise plan abandon it within six weeks. We’re simply not engineered to live like that.

			I see patients time and time again who have reduced their food intake to pauper’s portions and who go to the gym religiously, yet they still struggle with weight, hypertension, and high blood sugar. You know them, too. Maybe you are one. What does it all serve except to make you feel like a failure, and a hungry, irritable one at that?

			Think about it. Could it really be that the 1 to 2 billion overweight people spanning the globe have collectively grown so lazy and completely devoid of willpower in just one generation’s time that they can’t manage to follow one of the exercise or diet plans bombarding us all from every angle? No. Trying to tackle obesity through special diets and exercise is like trying to wag the dog. It plainly does not work.

			As a doctor who has spent more than twenty years studying human movement, obesity and metabolism, I can tell you that the way we are living and the way many of us are going about weight loss is absolutely fundamentally wrong. Fifty years ago, there were no gyms; people rarely “exercised,” and very few people struggled with being overweight. We managed our weight effortlessly because we moved. Now we struggle with it daily because we are desk sentenced.

			NEAT: The Human Energy Crisis

			What happened between now and then? A profound energy crisis. That’s what. Not fossil fuels like crude oil and gasoline (though as you’ll see later, they are connected), but human energy— the very energy of life— the energy of my life’s work: NEAT.

			NEAT is short for an essential part of your calorie burning metabolism known as nonexercise activity thermogenesis. It sounds complicated, but it couldn’t be more simple. NEAT is the calories (i.e., energy) you burn living your life. If you think of “exercise” as activity for the sake of developing and maintaining physical fitness, then NEAT is everything else. It’s the calories you burn washing the car, walking to lunch, running errands, climbing the stairs, folding laundry, even tapping your toes and chewing gum. It is not going to the gym or taking an aerobics class. It is the energy we expend simply living. It’s all the movements large and small we make throughout our day. Our current obesity and related health woes stem from the fact that modern life in the Internet-driven electronic age has increasingly leeched NEAT from our existence to the tune of up to 1,500 to 2,000 calories a day. And that loss is literally sucking the life out of us.

			“I have no energy” is the number two complaint I hear from patients immediately after the number one complaint, “I need to lose weight!” It’s ironic, isn’t it? You spend all day sitting, which should leave you with energy to burn by the end of the day. Yet you feel completely and utterly spent and wanting nothing more than to collapse when you get home. My client Charlie, who lost 10 pounds of fat once he got off his seat and on his feet, said it best: “When I sit, sit, sit all day, the only thing I want to do is sit. I never had energy and didn’t even know why. Now that I’m on my feet throughout the day, I’m more alert and energetic at work; and when I get home, I’m ready to go and play with my kids. My pants started to feel looser in just a couple of weeks. You can really feel the difference right away.”

			That is why I am writing Move a Little, Lose a Lot, to wake us all up out of our sedentary stupor and take us back to the healthy lifestyle we are born to live. We are so out of whack that it’s as if we are fish living out of water. It’s time to literally stand up for our health. I know you are probably thinking that there is little we can do to change our lifestyle because modern life and modern productivity demands hours upon hours of sitting. Well, I’m here to tell you that there is plenty we can and must do. And we can do it without sacrificing modern life. Indeed, we can do it without breaking a sweat or missing a work deadline. Fundamental lifestyle change is easier than you think. It just takes adopting a pattern of habitual, healthy behavior. A NEAT life filled with vibrant little movements infused into your day.

			The Lure of the NEAT Life

			Up until a few years ago, I had a sedentary job as a scientist, stuck behind my computer all day. I figured I had the “good life,” and my beer belly, fatigue, and frayed appearance were just part of the deal. Well, I thought it was the good life, until I met Pietro De’Sangiomiara, a barman at a hotel in Mexico City. I had just given a talk at an international conference and was ready to kick back at the bar. Pietro served up the best margarita you can imagine and we started chatting. He was about my age and looked (distressingly) wonderful— about 5 foot 9, lean, and suntanned— and he punctuated every sentence with a gleaming smile.

			Pietro was married to Francine, who, according to his photo, was a Latin beauty. He explained the secret to keeping Francine happy was to keep him happy. He told me how he awakes at 9 a.m. or 10 a.m., when Francine brings him coffee in bed. Then, at 11 a.m. (his smiled implied how the hour between 10 a.m. and 11 a.m. was spent), they walk to her brother’s or mother’s house, where they have lunch, before walking to see friends or going home. Three afternoons a week, he plays soccer with friends from work. At four, he walks to collect the kids from school, and then he either plays with the kids or meets his brother. He has a light meal with his family before coming to work.

			The only thing Pietro and I had in common was our love of soccer. I earned at least ten times more than he did, and he had at least ten times more fun. My NEAT burn at work was 400 calories a day; Pietro’s was 1,500. Our jobs were radically different, of course. But we both worked ten hours a day. He just spent his ambling about, while I spent mine chained to a desk. In doing so, he easily expended 1,100 calories more than me. Comparing our leisure-time NEAT was nearly too depressing to bear. While Pietro was roaming about, making love, and playing soccer with friends, I was watching television until I switched screens and worked at the computer until I turned catatonic and went to bed. For my six hours of free time, I would expend about 30 NEAT calories, while he happily burned off thirty times that amount.

			I wasn’t quite ready to turn in my hard-earned MD, PhD career for a life of mixing mojitos in a cantina south of the border, appealing though it might sound, but it was clear that my good life had tremendous room for improvement, and it started with NEAT. Inspired by Pietro’s constant movement, I completely reengineered my office in a way that got me off my duff and on my feet, yet still allowed me to get my work done. That was ten years and 30 pounds ago.

			Since my own rebirth, I’ve helped thousands of people perform NEAT makeovers on their lives. Adopting a NEAT life is like rolling a boulder down a hill. The hardest part is getting it in motion; but once it gets going, it gains momentum until it’s an irresistible force. I see it time and time again in my office. The world-weary man or woman walks in burdened with weight and saddled with the malaise of sedentary living. They often turn on me angrily when I offer a few simple NEAT solutions. Some even storm out.

			Then they take that first step and the magic happens. NEAT begets NEAT. Take Gary a fifty-nine-year-old construction supervisor. All he wanted to do was to be able to go down the slide at the park with his three-year-old grandson. But 60 excess pounds, diabetes, and joint pain made climbing playground equipment impossible. I advised him to find a place where he could insert ten minutes of NEAT activity in his day. He could start, I said, by simply getting up from his chair when his cell phone rang (which it inevitably did many times a day) and taking those calls standing and pacing. He did better than that. He told his boss to get rid of the shed he sat in all day while supervising construction sites. Instead, he chose to do the job on foot, walking among the workers instead of looking down from on high. Not only did he lose 45 pounds over the course of a year, but he also developed a stronger sense of camaraderie with his charges. With less weight came less joint pain and more energy. After years of miserably circling the drain in his life, he was joyfully climbing the ladder … and sliding down the slide.

			Gary is just one example. I’ve seen the amazing power of NEAT living in my patients and in my lab at Mayo Clinic. As you’ll soon read, I have documented proof that NEAT is what separates the lean from the obese. I have watched people with high NEAT consume tens of thousands of calories above and beyond what anyone should … and not gain a single ounce. I’ve seen clients lose 40, 50, even 60+ pounds and no longer need insulin because they adopted a NEAT-activated lifestyle.

			Motion Is the Notion

			The NEAT Life is not another quick-fix diet or exercise plan that might dazzle in the short term, but will ultimately fail. No, I take the long view, focusing on the journey as opposed to the destination. Move a Little, Lose a Lot is about fundamentally changing your daily life in a way that will keep you fit and healthy year in and year out. It is based on real NEAT science that uncovers the way our human bodies are built and how they are meant to run. It shows you— in a step-by-step fashion— how to live the way those effortlessly lean people live and how to make it nearly effortless for yourself as well.

			NEAT is more than my research or my passion of the moment. It is my life’s work. My calling. I’ve been fascinated by energy and metabolism for as long as I can remember … even long before I knew what they were. As a chubby nine-year-old, I used to lie in the bath trying to calculate my calorie burn as my body expended energy heating the water. I spent hours trying to wrap my young mind around how I generated energy (and could maybe lose weight) with every flick of my wrist and wiggle of my fingers.

			By age ten, I was beginning the experiments that have now culminated in this book, including one in which I placed fifteen pond snails in a self-made aquarium and tracked their movements every half hour during the night (I had to spend my days in school, after all), tracing their trails on wax paper each morning. One year and two hundred wax-paper trails later, I arrived at the same conclusion I would come to twenty-three years later— the energy of life, NEAT, defines the function of an organism. NEAT isn’t just something you choose. It is hardwired in your very cells. It is our biological imperative to move.

			I followed this passion through college, where I studied clinical nutrition, into medical school, where I focused on internal medicine and endocrinology, and beyond medical school, where I earned a PhD devising instrumentation to measure the rate of human heat loss. I’ve devoted the past twenty years exclusively to NEAT and ultimately became the director of the NEAT Center at Mayo Clinic. My team includes 150 researchers, dietitians, and graduate students who study everything NEAT: in people young, old, lean, and obese; in populations; and within the brains of humans and animals. We study how microtechnology can be used to measure and change NEAT, and most important, we study how to change our world so that we can help people improve their lives. Our sole mission is to educate, motivate, and support people in adopting healthy, sustainable, weight-loss solutions, starting with NEAT.

			
				Read on the Go

				In the spirit of NEAT living, I advise you to read this book standing up whenever possible. Pace around your house with it as you page through the contents. Place it on the kitchen counter and read on your feet while sipping your coffee. Take it to your son’s soccer practice and leaf through it while you stroll. You’ll not only burn more calories and rev your fat-burning metabolism, but also you’ll process the information faster and more clearly, because, as you’ll soon learn, even your brain works better on the move. There’s no time like the present. Stand up for your health and start living the NEAT life today.

			

			I am proud to say that I have become a leading world authority on preventing and treating the global obesity epidemic. My work at Mayo Clinic has led to many publications in journals such as Science, Nature, and the New England Journal of Medicine, among others. I lecture on obesity around the world and am a senior adviser to U.S. government agencies, the United Nations, China, and several countries throughout Africa. I’ve received more than fifty national and international science awards.

			Cruise the halls of my lab at Mayo Clinic and you’ll see a NEAT revolution alive and thriving as my colleagues hold walking meetings; perform NEAT Beats (activities designed to be done on the move); tally up their NEAT points; take advantage of NEAT monitoring devices, such as the Gruve; and implement the dozens of strategies you’ll learn in this book. But it’s not just happening here. I’m working with Wal-Mart, Best Buy, Nike, Steelcase, Apple, and other corporate giants and progressive Fortune 500 companies who are beginning to catch the wave. We performed a NEAT makeover on an entire corporation in Minneapolis. You’ll find the employees’ inspirational stories, struggles, and successes throughout the pages to come. But I can tell you this: Collectively, they lost 156 pounds, 143 pounds of body fat, nearly halved their triglycerides, lowered cholesterol 15 points, and enjoyed unprecedented productivity.

			I’m not saying this to impress you, but to impress upon you that NEAT is not a gimmick. It is not a passing fad that will be forgotten before the next diet book rolls out. Rather, it is my life’s work and passion forged into a detailed map to a healthier future. It’s my legacy. I’m doing this for my kids, myself, and my patients. I’m doing this for you and your kids. We’re all sick and tired of the unhealthy, sedentary lifestyle that’s been thrust upon us. We all want to live a better life. I have the answer. It is NEAT. So simple, yet so powerful. It’s time to live just as you were meant to live … on your feet.
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Overweight? Depressed?
You Have Sitting Disease

		Free yourself from your desk sentence and reclaim your health through NEAT living

		The biological need to walk is as much a part of your DNA as having an opposable thumb on each hand. Human beings literally evolved to walk. Go back 2 million years, when primitive people left the forest to explore the plains. As opposed to our knuckle-dragging ancestors who moved about on all fours like primates, these early explorers needed two long legs and a vertical spine to stride across the plains and see over long grasses to find food and avoid danger. We evolved over millions of years so we could walk about and see what the planet had to offer.

		That walk lasted about 2 million years. As we spread across the earth on foot, we evolved from a simplistic race that holed up in caves and nourished ourselves with whatever food we could scrounge up to a complex species with magnificent inventions and flourishing crops. As a species constantly in motion, we harnessed our intelligence to capitalize on the earth’s rich resources to sustain, shelter, and even entertain ourselves. We walked and explored. We walked and worked. We grew more sophisticated. We developed cultures and societies. For millions of years, we have literally been on a march toward ever-greater progress.

		In the past fifty years— a blink of an eye in the history of all of humankind— we got so good at developing ingenious time-and labor-saving devices that we literally started running the world not from our feet as nature intended, but from our behinds. Our finely tuned human machine— the product of millions of years of perfection through evolution— is now short-circuiting as we’ve become completely glued to our chairs during the past ten to twenty years. Today our bodies are breaking down from obesity high blood pressure, diabetes, cancer, depression, and the cascade of health ills and everyday malaise that come from what scientists such as myself have named sitting disease.

		Take a Stand Against Sedentary Living

		When I give lectures about sitting disease and electronic living, someone will inevitably accuse me of being a technology-hating Luddite. Make no mistake. I am a futurist, not a man who lives in the past. I marvel at every new piece of technology, and as a scientist and inventor I put modern electronic wizardry to good work every day in my lab. Indeed, as you’ll later learn, I think the same technology that painted us into this sedentary corner will ultimately clear the path back to active living. But first we must realize what we’ve lost and how we lost it.

		My research shows that the loss of NEAT from work and play can diminish our daily calorie burn by up to an astonishing 2,000 calories! But it’s happened so gradually and subtly, we barely noticed it vanishing. To understand the magnitude of sitting disease and how to stand up to it, you have to look back at our history before we became chairbound.
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At Work: From Cornfields to Cubicles

		A pedometer study of an Old Order Amish community found the average man logged 18,000 steps per day— 9 miles— and the average woman logged 14,000 steps per day— 7 miles— while carrying out their daily litany of chores and other “ to-dos.” By contrast, the average deskbound American man and woman log a mere 5,000 to 6,000 steps— about one-third as many. Is it any wonder that as modern workers left the cornfields and took up the cubicles they collected countless unwanted pounds, while the Amish maintain the lowest rates of overweight and obesity of any community in North America?

		This is not a call for us to go back to our agrarian roots or become a nation of step counters. NEAT is the buzz of human vibrancy, not simply “steps.” But it is a call to reexamine the walled-in workplace.

		It is no coincidence that “think outside the box” became such a popular turn of phrase since boxed-in cubicle-style workplaces became the norm. Remember the 1970s office? If you don’t (or prefer not to admit you do), I’ll take you back. Before cubicles— which were introduced in the mid-1960s— took over, shared offices were the norm, as were open floor plans with rows and columns of desks (imagine a bustling newsroom with phones ringing and typewriters clicking and you get the picture). Computers were just starting to creep into the mainstream, but most office tasks, from researching to filing to inter office communication, were done by hand and foot.

		Just twenty years ago, most every task of even white-collar work was an exercise in energy expenditure. Just getting to the job meant walking there, or at least to the bus, subway, or car-pool pickup. Spreadsheets and ledgers for accounts were literally sheets of paper you flipped through and penciled in. When you had research to do, you schlepped to the library and climbed the stacks with armfuls of books and microfiche. Billing problem? Off to search for Marge three floors down in the accounting department, who would inevitably be away from her desk when you needed her most, leading to multiple Marge-hunting sessions throughout the day. Important client to impress? Time to whip out a sharp X-Acto knife and start (literally) cutting and pasting (yes, people actually did that by hand before Microsoft Word and PowerPoint) together a snazzy poster-board presentation. If you wanted a colleague’s impression on a work in progress, you had to get off your duff and step over to his workspace or rap on his office door. Files existed in large metal cabinets you wrestled open and hip-checked closed; cleaning them out was a daylong affair. When a report “absolutely, positively” had to be on your boss’s desk the next day, you stood by the copier for what felt like an hour before you made a mad dash for the FedEx office to hurl it through the slot before last call at 6 p.m.

		Even office socializing was more energetic. Standing around the water-cooler rehashing last night’s game was a sport in and of itself, with wild gesticulations and collective scurrying back to work at the first sight of the boss. When it was time to round up the regular cast of characters for lunch, you literally did just that, made the rounds and swooped them out of their office spaces one by one as you meandered your way down to the cafeteria. Company bowling and softball leagues were popular ways to blow off steam when the day was done.

		
			To Build the Perfect Chair

			Ever wonder why a simple-looking office chair can cost more than a basic treadmill? Because we’re made to walk, not sit, and chair manufacturers have gone to great pains to keep us from protesting as our workplaces plant us there for longer periods of time. For $2,000 or more you can buy an “ intensive-use” office chair that is specially designed with shock absorbers that support 500 pounds for five years, twenty-four hours a day, and that marries the contours of your body so you literally become one with the apparatus. You’ll never feel like you need to move again … until you try to get up, that is.

		

		How much has changed in a generation’s time? Today, a mere 2 percent of us walk to work— less than half the number who commuted by foot just twenty years ago and ten times less than fifty years ago. Spreadsheets are banged out à la Excel. Surfing Google has replaced rummaging through library shelves. The most dynamic, dazzling dog-and-pony presentations are done with a few clicks of a mouse. Files are clickable icons on your desktop. Billing problems, colleague questions, and papers that need to be delivered are all sent in a matter of cyberseconds through e-mail and instant messaging. We riff about last night’s game via e-mailed YouTube and ESPN links. Bowling leagues? Who has the time or the energy?

		Even traditionally active jobs in the manufacturing industry (which is ever shrinking in the United States) have become increasingly sedentary as computers and robotics replace manual labor with machines.

		
			
					Occupation Type
					NEAT (kcal/day)
			

			
					Chalrbound
					300
			

			
					Seated work: no option of moving
					700
			

			
					Seated work: discretion & requirement to move
					1,000
			

			
					Standing work: e.g., homemaker, shop assistant
					1,400
			

			
					Strenuous work: e.g., agriculture
					2,300
			

			
					Data assuming BMR = 1,600 kcal/day
					

			

			
					

					Black, Etirl Clin Mr 50:12
			

		

		Since we spend the majority of our waking hours at work, our loss of NEAT at the workplace has had the most profound effect on our energy expenditure. As you can see from the chart above, the NEAT expenditure we lose as we leave the fields and hole up in the office can add up to 1,500 to 2,000 calories each and every day— a full day’s worth of food for an adult woman or man.

		That loss alone would be enough to toss a wrench into our movement-based metabolism. But we haven’t only lost NEAT in our professional lives. It’s been engineered out of other aspects of daily life to the point of near extinction. This creeping loss of activity happened so gradually that it’s easy to imagine life always was as it is today. It doesn’t take much digging to reveal the truth— or its consequences.
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Home Improvement?

		Did you wind your alarm clock today? Depending on your age, you might not even know what I’m talking about. From the time my father raised me to when I started raising kids of my own, the home has gone from a buzzing hub of domestic activity to a nest of NEAT-limiting devices. The alarm clock that wakes me is plugged in and preprogrammed, whereas the alarm clock my father used had to be hand wound every evening. My bathroom is next to my bedroom; my father had to use an outhouse (and later had the “luxury” of anindoor bathroom centrally located in the house). My coffee grinder is a pushbutton device, whereas my father ground his coffee using a hand-rotated mill. My shirt comes pressed from the cleaners, whereas my father’s was hand ironed. Even my automatic machines have remote controls, so I don’t even have to get up to push a button.

		On any given Saturday or Sunday it’s possible for me to have used more than forty “ energy-saving” (read “ NEAT-squelching”) devices before I even think about leaving the house for the day: automatic alarm clock, cell phone, Black-Berry home computer, espresso machine, microwave, clothes steamer, remote controls for the television, radio, and CD player, iPod, clothes washer, clothes dryer, electric toothbrush, automatic car starter, snowblower or lawn mower, electric dog fence, automatic dog/cat feeder, phone answering machine or service, house alarm system, air conditioner, push-button fireplace, pager, video gaming unit, handheld video gaming unit, automatic icemaker, intercom, baby monitor, baby-bottle warmer, baby-wipes warmer, battery-operated screwdriver, food mixer, smoothie maker, bread machine, key finder, personal voice recorder, and the one I cannot live without, nose-hair clipper.

		The irony is that these devices were devised to get the job at hand done more quickly and easily so we could have time and energy for other tasks, which in turn we could now do more quickly and easily to have more time for fun. Sounds good, until you realize that fun just isn’t what it used to be either.
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Go Fish … or at Least Watch It on TV

		Having machines do all the work so we can play was a brilliant move. Unfortunately, the more energy we “saved” through technology and automation, the less we seemed to have for even the activities we once enjoyed. In just the past decade, our leisure activities have grown decidedly more leisurely. According to a poll of more than one thousand men and women, only 29 percent of American’s current favorite pastimes involve any physical activity, down more than a third from ten years ago. Past favorites such as swimming, walking, and gardening have slipped from favor. Fishing and bowling are becoming quaint activities from bygone days. Even golf, a perennial American favorite, has been on a precipitous decline, with numbers dropping by the millions during the past decade.

		It’s not for a lack of free time. Believe it or not, surveys show that men and women today have almost five more free hours per week than we did in the sixties. Why does it feel like so much less? For one, we’ve become a nation of multi -taskers, so every spare second is jam-packed. “Thanks” to technology we can skim the news, chat with a friend on our cell phone, book our next business trip, and download new music without so much as standing up. While we do more, we move less. We also fill our free time with vampire activities that suck away time and energy without accomplishing much— like surfing the Web. Ever notice how you sit down to Google something, only to look up and see an hour has evaporated?

		For many of us, playtime has come to mean “screen time.” Surveys show that television watching and Internet surfing (often done simultaneously) are overwhelmingly our favorite form of entertainment. The average American flicks on the tube and watches as much as five-plus hours of television each day according to a study from Ball State University, where researchers sat in people’s homes and logged their screen time.

		I am not one of those fanatical doctors who condemn television as evil. It does serve a very important function in providing information and allowing us to shut down our brains after a busy day (a good sitcom does it for me every time). But that’s the point. We abuse TV’s great power. Television viewing does more than slow NEAT; it literally shifts it in reverse. Studies show brain waves fall into a slumbering state when you’re staring at the screen. Just watch how motionless a group of otherwise rowdy children become when under the spell of their favorite show and you’ll see what I mean. With a full 70 percent of our leisure fun now completely NEAT free, it’s little wonder we feel so relentlessly tired and stressed. Our leisure-time activities no longer recharge our energies, but sink them into a state of depletion.

		When we do get active during our leisure time, we now call it “working out.” Sound like fun? Forget fun for a minute. Does it even make sense? Of course, athletes and gym-a-holics can burn a couple thousand calories a day in their exercise-centric existences; these, however, are hardly “average people,” and as you’ll soon see “exercise” does not necessarily make you “active.” Somewhere along the line, everyday people abandoned their active NEAT play— the types of enjoyable pursuits such as boccie and bowling that easily expend a few hundred NEAT calories— for “working out” at the gym. The catch is that unlike fishing, gardening, golf, knitting, and bridge playing, which provide pleasant, social escapes, most people consider gym exercise an obligation from which they would rather escape … most likely to the TV.

		[image: ]
Stuck in Overdrive

		In the 1950s, few Americans owned cars. Over the past few decades, car ownership has grown from zero to the present state where the vast majority of families own at least one, and often two or more, cars. In fact, three-car garages are becoming a mainstay of the American suburban home. Car manufacturers sell us on the NEAT of cars— the lure of buzzing down the open road in your Chevy or 4Runner, the speed, the adventure, the wind in our hair, left arm dancing out the window on top of the rushing breeze blowing by. But the reality is we are locked in our cars creeping along at a near standstill (often angrily), snarled in traffic, belching out exhaust and becoming further isolated, exhausted, and sedentary.

		The massive upswing in obesity rates during the past forty years matches the number of miles per day the average person travels by car in the United States. That is, we now drive an average of 30 miles a day and weigh roughly 30 pounds more than we did in 1960. That’s not terribly surprising when you figure that walking to work burns about 100 to 150 calories per half hour versus the 32 burned during a typical thirty-minute commute.

		There are now 600 million cars on the road worldwide, with more joining the global traffic jam every day. And a car is now much more than a vehicle to carry us from point A to point B. Our Fords and Subarus serve as offices, living rooms (complete with DVD), and dining rooms (where the majority of our take-out meals are consumed). The car has become a crucial symbol of social status, and now sadly also a definer of the status of our personal well-being and that of our global health and environment.

		It is projected that there will be 1 billion cars in use by 2020— eerily parallel to the number of obese people in the world. The double-digit growth of the car market is especially pronounced in China. Crossing the thoroughfares in Beijing is now a matter of car avoidance, whereas ten years ago it was a case of avoiding being hit by a wave of bicycles. Interestingly, in China, one in six bicycles are now sold with an electric engine. Guess what? About one in five people in China are now overweight. Among those between thirty-five and fifty-nine years of age, that number rises dramatically to 50 percent. As traffic rises, so do highway jams, and the number of hours we are spent stuck in our bucket seats.

		[image: ]
Don’t Get Up!

		That’s the NEAT-killing message permeating society today. For pennies a day, you can have everything from the latest Oscar-winning DVD movie release to your groceries and dry cleaning delivered directly to your door. Weekend football bonanzas can be enjoyed in a chair complete with cooler and snack tray, so you don’t have to rise from the cushion to pop another beer. Web-based ser vices will deliver lunch straight to your cubicle. At every turn, a new product or service steals a little bit more movement from your life. I was sitting in a coffee shop the other day and saw a poster advertising a new soft drink with a woman on a hammock declaring: “Life’s better on the porch.”

		Is it? You might argue that it is wonderful you can earn money for the mortgage by merely flicking your
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NEAT Helps Your Heart
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NEAT Shrinks Your Belly
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Beat Fatigue with NEAT
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NEAT Builds Strong Muscles and
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NEAT Makes You Smarter and Happier
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NEAT: The True Fountain of Youth
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