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By Rashad Gober

C ommonly described as an epidemic, obe-
sity affects a disproportionate amount of 
the American population. Not only are 

more than 36% of U.S. adults obese (as well as 
17% of children and teenagers), but obesity rates 
tend to be higher in Southern states. Obesity in 
children and adolescents has almost tripled since 
1980, indicating a trend towards higher adult 
obesity in the future.

WarThe
on

Weight

It’s not just excess weight that does harm to a person’s 
health; it’s also the high likelihood of obesity-related illness. 
High blood pressure, cancer, asthma, and heart disease are 
all more common in those who are obese. 

But it doesn’t have to be this way. Positive lifestyle 
choices, including a balanced diet and regular exer-
cise, can be key to getting rid of excess body fat 
and its many side effects.  In more critical 
instances, weight loss surgery may be an 
option. 

Whether it’s by taking preventative 
measures or developing a comprehen-
sive weight-loss plan, Americans must 
address this far-reaching problem 
head-on or suffer serious health con-
sequences. 

What is obesity? 
The Obesity Action Coalition (OAC) 

defines obesity as a condition that is “associ-
ated with having an excess of body fat.” It is usu-
ally characterized by a Body Mass Index (BMI) over 30. 
BMI is a statistical measurement that takes into account 
a person’s height and weight and classifies a person as un-
derweight, normal, overweight, obese, or severely obese. 
The higher the number, the higher a person’s BMI. 

BMI, however, is not a comprehensive determination of 
body fat. A person with more muscle mass (and therefore, 
more weight) may be “overweight” on the BMI scale, while 

someone with more fat (and less weight) may be “normal.” 
This is why many experts also recommend measuring waist 
circumference.  

How it affects the body 
Obesity at any age has a number of detrimental 

effects on the body. Obese kids and teens are 
more likely to develop cardiovascular dis-

ease, high blood pressure, and high cho-
lesterol. Research has also shown that 
obese children are  likely to become 
obese adults. 

Obese adults are likely to develop 
other chronic health issues as they 
age. Extra weight puts a lot of pressure 

on joints, and can lead to painful loss 
of ligament and cartilage tissue. Obesity 

also increases risk of developing sleep ap-
nea (a disorder in which a person intermit-

tently stops breathing during sleep), arterioscle-
rosis (a buildup of plaque in the arteries that can lead 

to stroke or heart attack), and certain gastrointestinal cancers.
Health problems aside, obesity has negative effects on 

overall quality of life. Increased medical issues can put a 
strain on your wallet. Those with obesity also report de-
creased energy levels (which can perpetuate a cycle of sed-
entary living and high body fat) and difficulty performing 
activities of daily living like cleaning, taking care of chil-
dren, and grocery shopping.

Did you know?   
Researchers estimate that 
obese people spend 42% 

more on healthcare costs than 
people of a healthy weight. 
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Understanding what causes obesity—and how to fight it
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A Stroke Patient’s Best
Chance of Getting Better

After evaluation at the psychiatric facility, the woman was fi-
nally transferred to the Erlanger Southeast Regional Stroke Center 
many hours after onset of her symptoms. Immediately upon ar-
rival at Erlanger’s emergency room, the young patient underwent 
advanced brain imaging. The Erlanger emergency room team, 
under the direction of certified stroke neurologists, quickly diag-
nosed a stroke and sprang into life-saving action.

Even though she lost precious hours due to the misdiagnosis, 
physicians at Erlanger were able to offer the 29-year old a combi-

nation of the most advanced stroke therapies,  ultimately enabling 
her to return to an active, healthy life.

This local woman’s story is dramatic, but not that rare. Across 
the tri-state region, hundreds of area residents each year put their 
lives at risk because they react too slowly - or get the wrong treat-
ment after a stroke.

“Time is brain,” stresses Tom Devlin, M.D., Ph.D., director 
of the Southeast Regional Stroke Center at Erlanger. “Diagnos-
ing a stroke is much more difficult than diagnosing a heart at-
tack. It requires a combination of advanced brain imaging and 
a highly experienced team of stroke specialists to assure proper 
diagnosis and the best outcome. If you even suspect someone is 
having a stroke, they need to get treatment as soon as possible 
and at the right hospital. That person’s life depends upon the 
decision you make.” 

Dr. Devlin adds, “As one of the busiest and most experienced 
stroke centers in the world, I feel very strongly that a stroke pa-
tient’s best chance of getting better is to get to Erlanger.”

What exactly is a stroke?
A stroke occurs when a clot blocks blood flow to the brain. Approximately two million 

brain cells die each minute when a stroke occurs. The faster that blood flow is restored, 
the greater the chance a stroke’s effects can be reversed. Erlanger is the region’s only ac-
credited primary stroke center, and the only hospital in the region with the full range of 
services to stop and reverse the devastating effects of a stroke.

“In most hospital emergency rooms, even those designated as stroke centers, treatment 
of a stroke patient is limited to using t-PA (a clot-dissolving medicine), which is certainly 
recognized as a first line of defense,” says Dr. Devlin.  “The time window for use of t-PA 
is very short; it cannot be used more than 4.5 hours after the onset of stroke symptoms. 
Furthermore, t-PA produces good outcomes in only about 12% of stroke patients and 
its effectiveness is reduced when the stroke is very large,” says Devlin. “The resources 

we have at Erlanger can dramatically increase a 
stroke patient’s chances of recovery.”

Erlanger, for example, is the only stroke cen-
ter in the region with interventional stroke treat-
ment and advanced stroke clinical trials that can 
dramatically extend the time window in which 
patients can be successfully treated. Highly 
skilled, nationally recognized, radiologists like 
Dr. Blaise Baxter and Dr. Steven Quarfordt use 
tiny retrievers to go into the brain without sur-
gery and remove a clot, immediately restoring 
blood flow. 

“Some of our patients can talk and move their 
arms and legs within an hour, sometimes even 
faster,” says Dr. Devlin. “While not all patients 
recover and better stroke treatments are always 
needed, the results we have seen over the last few 
years have dramatically improved.  Being one of 
the top centers in the country means that Er-
langer has all the latest technology, and the right 
team in place to offer the very best treatment to 
your loved ones.”

When Kevin M. Spiegel, FACHE, arrived 
at Erlanger in 2013 as the health system’s new 
chief executive officer, one of the things that ex-
cited him most were the world class reputations 
of Dr. Devlin, Dr. Baxter, Dr. Quarfordt, and 
their associates at the Southeast Regional Stroke 
Center. 

“Many local residents do not realize we have 
one of the top stroke treatment centers and 
group of specialists right here at Erlanger,” says 
Spiegel. “I knew before I came to Chattanooga 
that Erlanger’s stroke center and team are widely 
recognized as among the busiest and best.”

“Erlanger’s reputation is actually worldwide,” 
noted Spiegel. “Doctors from around the world 
come here to learn how we treat stroke. Tech-
nology companies routinely send their best 
ideas to Erlanger for research and evaluation - 
years before other hospitals get them.”

Dr Devlin says, “It disturbs me greatly to hear 
about stroke victims who waited too long for 
treatment, or got the wrong type of care. This 
happens far too often. 

“Stroke is devastating and deadly. Not every-
one can be saved and not every stroke can be 
reversed, but many more can be if they can get 
to us in time. I am particularly excited about 
Mr. Spiegel’s deep understanding and passion-
ate commitment to Erlanger’s stroke and neuro-
sciences program.”

For more information visit  
Erlanger.org/stroke.

W hat do you do when you have 
world-class performers like 

Erlanger’s Southeast Regional Stroke 
Center? Erlanger President and CEO 
Kevin M. Spiegel, FACHE, hopes to 
build them a world-class place to 
work.

The vision is for a new neu-
rosciences institute where all of 
Erlanger’s resources for treating 
stroke, epilepsy, Alzheimer’s dis-
ease, neuromuscular disease and 
other neurological disorders can be 
consolidated into one centralized 
treatment area.

“It is amazing what our team 
of doctors and clinical staff have 
been able to accomplish at Erlanger 
already,” says Kevin Spiegel. “It is ex-
citing to think about what they will 
be able to do in a space designed 
specifically around their needs and 
the needs of this community. We 

already have a center of excellence, 
we just haven’t built the ‘center’ yet.”

Funding and building a multi-
million dollar neurosciences center 
will require the support of the 
entire community, says Spiegel. He 
fully anticipates that Erlanger’s new 
center can become a reality over the 
next few years.

“I’m reminded of what often 
happens in a city when their sports 
teams start winning champion-
ships and drawing crowds. It isn’t 
long before they start talking about 
building that team a new stadium,” 
explains Erlanger’s forward-thinking 
CEO. 

“Our stroke and neurosciences 
team is a true champion. I hope the 
region will get excited as I am about 
my vision for providing them a new 
home.”

R to L, are: Erlanger interventional radiologists, Drs. Steven Quarfordt and Blaise Baxter, 
Dr. Tom Devlin, director of the Erlanger Southeast Regional Stroke Center and Kevin 
M. Spiegel, FACHE, President and CEO of the Erlanger Health System.

Twenty-nine year-olds are not supposed to have 
strokes. So when a young local woman first arrived 

in the emergency room of a Chattanooga hospital dis-
oriented and unable to speak, doctors determined 
that her symptoms must be due to a drug overdose. 
They transferred her to a detox program from their 
emergency department.

www.Erlanger.org/stroke
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 Causes and Risk Factors 
Why does obesity affect certain 

people and not others? The answers 
lie in individual-specific biology and 
lifestyle/environmental factors. Genet-
ics play a role in your metabolism and 
how efficiently your body uses energy. 
This, along with family lifestyle, is why 
obesity tends to run in families.

“Studies have shown that genetics 
play a major role in obesity, but the 
good news is that your risk is only ‘per-
missive’ and not ‘determinative,’” says 
Dr. Jack F. Rutledge of Memorial Met-
abolic Surgery. “If you never fall into 
the trap of eating two or three times 
the calories your biology requires, 
you may never express the disease. 
Once established, though, the el-
evated set-point can be difficult to 
reverse because of highly adapted bio-
logical protections against starvation. 
Metabolic surgery appears to lower the 
set-point, giving a second chance to get 
the lifestyle part right for life.”

The majority of risk factors for obe-
sity have to do with lifestyle choices. 
The most obvious is having a poor diet: 
eating high-calorie, low-nutrient foods, 
and drinking high-calorie beverages. 
Another lifestyle factor that contributes 
to obesity is not getting enough sleep. 
Lack of sleep can cause drastic changes 
in hormones that increase your appe-
tite. Other risk factors include lack of 
physical activity (the average American 
exercises far less than his predecessors), 
and age (incidences of obesity double 
between the ages of 20 and 55).

Compounding the issue, portion 
sizes have become significantly larger. 
According to the National Heart, Lung, 
and Blood Institute (NHLBI), food 
portions at American restaurants have 
doubled over the past 20 years.

Prevention
The good news is that, in many cases, 

obesity is preventable. It’s especially im-
portant to recognize and prevent obesity in 
children, because physical effects of extra 
weight can prevent normal growth.

Obesity prevention for children begins at 
home. Take steps to make your family’s diet 
healthier and encourage an active lifestyle. 
“Helping your child maintain a healthy weight 
can be a challenge in our fast-food culture,” says 
Dr. Teresa Baysden, a physician with Doctors 
Express Urgent Care in Hixson. “Parents can 
encourage healthy eating habits by preparing 
nutritious meals and snacks that include fresh 
fruits, vegetables, and lean proteins. Keep un-
healthy, sugary snacks out of the house, and 
limit fast food as much as possible.”

The American Heart Association (AHA) 
recommends kids get at least 60 minutes 
of moderate to vigorous physical activity 

daily. Instead of action figures and video 
games, give your kids toys like balls and 
jump ropes. Limit television time, and 
don’t allow them to have televisions in 
their rooms. “Promote exercise by shar-
ing in fun activities with your child,” says 
Baysden. “Put down the TV remote, and 
go for a walk together! Remember that 
your child will look to you for guidance 
in choosing healthy foods, and will often 
eat what YOU eat. Model healthy choices 
for your child, and he or she will learn to 
embrace them too.”

Jack F.  
Rutledge, M.D.
Memorial 
Health System 
Metabolic 
Surgery
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hamiltonhealth.com • 1200 Memorial Dr., Dalton, Ga.

Hamilton’s recently completed Mashburn 
Cardiac Pavilion includes...
...Two cardiac catheterization labs with stent capabilities, a dedicated 
endovascular lab, and a hybrid lab for cardiac or endovascular procedures. 
The hybrid lab houses the Artis Zeego, the first multi-axis system with 
robotic technology. It offers unmatched positioning flexibility to enable the 
most advanced clinical procedures and techniques. It enables physicians 
to see fine blood vessels and interventional devices in precise detail from 
almost any angle...all this while providing faster, more accurate diagnoses 
and improved outcomes for patients, the lowest possible radiation  
exposure.

Artis Zeego

Advanced 
heart healing  

close to home.

Advanced at Hamilton...
• Excellent, well-trained physicians
• Cutting-edge equipment and facilities
• Faster than the national standard to  
 open a closed heart vessel during a  
 heart attack.
• Faster than the state average and  
 faster than larger, nearby hospitals  
 in providing electrocardiograms (EKG)  
 to patients with heart attack symptoms.
• Ranked in the top 6 percent in the  
 nation for heart failure treatment by  
 CareChex, a division of Comparion.

www.hamiltonhealth.com
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Forget fad diets and focus on creating a 
good balance between the amount of food 
you take in and the amount of energy you 
expend. This usually requires sticking to a 
strict diet and exercise plan and keeping 
close track of your progress.

Bariatric Surgery
If consistent attempts to lose weight fail, 

surgical intervention may be an option. 
The two most common bariatric surgeries 

are the laparoscopic Roux-en-Y gastric 
bypass and the laparoscopic gastric sleeve 
resection. Both procedures are very help-
ful in inducing changes to a person’s me-
tabolism and hormonal response to food 
that favor weight loss. These changes can 
even directly treat some diseases such 
as diabetes. Some restriction of caloric 
intake is seen, but contrary to popular 
thought, the hormonal changes are be-
lieved to be chiefly responsible for the 
weight loss. Within two to three years 
after these surgeries, most people lose 
around 40-80% of their excess weight. 
Keep in mind, the National Institutes of 
Health (NIH) does have strict criteria to 
qualify for this surgery, including failed 
attempts at weight loss, no endocrine 
causes of obesity, and an absence of a 
drug or alcohol problem.

“Bariatric surgery candidates have a 
body mass index (BMI) that is 40 or 
greater or 35 to 40 with other diseases 
associated with obesity,” says Dr. Chris 
Sanborn, director of Metabolic and 
Bariatric Surgery at Erlanger Health 
System. “These diseases include dia-
betes, high blood pressure, high cho-
lesterol, and many others. It is easy 
to find your BMI by using charts and 
calculators available on the internet or 
in your doctor’s office.”

To anyone considering bariatric sur-
gery, doctors say it should be considered 
as one component of a weight-loss pro-
gram rather than a stand-alone solution. 
“It is important to know that bariatric 
surgery is not a cure-all for obesity, but it 
is a powerful tool that can help you lose 
weight and regain your health,” San-
born says. “It should be combined with 
a proper diet and exercise regimen.”

Get support today!
With the country moving towards 

healthier eating habits, there is more 
hope in the battle against obesity than 
ever before. Research shows many 
adults can prevent certain chronic 
diseases by losing as little as 5-10% of 
their body weight. It’s never too late to 
take steps toward a healthier lifestyle. 
Why not start today?  
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Chris  
Sanborn, M.D.
director,  
Metabolic and 
Bariatric Sur-
gery, Erlanger 
Health System

Preventing obesity in adults is similar, but 
takes more self-motivation. The most criti-
cal aspect of prevention is a commitment to 
change. Changing eating habits and increas-
ing physical activity requires consistency and 
hard work. Working with a dietician and/
or physical trainer can be helpful in setting 
weight management goals and staying ac-
countable to those goals.

  Setting Goals 
If you are obese, there is no time like 

the present to begin taking steps towards 
health. It is possible to lose weight, but it’s 
important to realize that it can be a steady, 
grueling process. Start with trying to lose 
1-2 pounds per week. This pace gives you 
time to integrate healthier lifestyle patterns 
and puts you on a track to keep the weight 
off. The reality is that those who lose weight 
too quickly tend to gain it back.
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Where You RecoveR Affects hoW You RecoveR

At Kindred, we understand that when people are 
discharged from a traditional hospital, they often 
need continued care to recover completely. That’s 
where we come in.

Our nationwide network of transitional care 
hospitals is designed for medically complex patients 
who require continued care and extended recovery 
time.

We specialize in:
• ventilator weaning and management
• complex wound care
• short-term rehabilitation
• dialysis
• IV antibiotic therapy

Doctors, case managers, social workers and family 
members don’t stop caring simply because their 
loved one or patient has changed location. 
Neither do we.

CONTINUE 
THE CARE

Kindred Hospital Chattanooga 
709 Walnut Street • Chattanooga, TN 37402 

423.266.7721 • 423.266.7516 fax
TN TDD/TTY# 800.848.0299 • www.kindredchattanooga.com

www.kindredchattanooga.com

