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Reducing Obesity: What Americans Can 
Learn from the Japanese
by Benjamin Senauer and Masahiko Gemma

JEL Classification: D12, I11

Japan has one of the lower rates of obesity, although it is
increasing as virtually everywhere, and the United States
has one of the highest rates of obesity in the world. Only
3.6% of Japanese age 15 and over had a Body Mass Index
(BMI) over 30 in 2002, which is the international stan-
dard and is determined by dividing a person’s weight in
kilograms by their height in meters squared (Ministry of
Health, Labor, and Welfare, Japan, 2002; WHO, 2006).
In contrast, 32.0% of Americans age 20 and over were
obese, and a total of 66% were either overweight (BMI
over 25) or obese in 2003-04; some two-thirds of the adult
population (NCHS, 2006). Because the distribution of
body fat affects health risks and Asians tend to have more
abdominal fat at lower BMI levels, the Japanese govern-
ment uses a BMI over 25 to define obesity. For Japanese
age 20 and over, the same age group as for the U.S., 25.6%
had a BMI over 25, which is still lower than the U.S. rate.
Much can be learned about how to reduce obesity in the
United States if we can explain why the rate is so much
lower in Japan. 

Being obese and overweight is associated with an
increased risk of many chronic diseases and premature
death, plus significant increases in health care costs
(WHO, 2006). Viewed at its simplest, a person gains
weight when their caloric intake exceeds the calories
expended through basic metabolism and physical activity.
The average person in Japan both eats less and is more
physically active than the typical American. 

Food Consumption, Prices, and Dietary Traditions
The average daily intake of Japanese over one year old was
1,930 calories in 2002, whereas Americans ages 1-85 con-
sumed 2,168 calories on average in 2001-02 (Ministry of
Health, Labor, and Welfare, Japan, 2002; NCHS, 2006).

The typical adult in Japan is smaller in stature than the
average American, thus obviously needing fewer calories.
However, this factor explains only a modest portion of the
difference of over 200 daily calories. Moreover, the average
daily fat consumption in Japan was 54.4 grams, compared
to 80.6 grams in the United States. 

Food balance sheets, also referred to as food supply
and utilization data, can be used to compare the per capita
availability of calories back to 1960 in the two countries.
The quantities of food available at retail are derived by
applying conversion factors, which account for losses in
processing and distribution, to the estimated supply of
each agricultural commodity, such as potatoes. The nutri-
ents across all food categories are aggregated to determine
the nutrients available for consumption. The calories avail-
able rose only slightly in Japan between 1960 and 2003,
from 2,291 to 2,558 (Ministry of Agriculture, Forestry,
and Fisheries, Japan, 2005). Over the same period, the
U.S. per capita availability of calories increased from 3,100
in 1960 to a rather astounding 3,900 in 2003 (ERS,
USDA, 2006). While the increase from 1960 to 2003 was
only 267 calories per capita in Japan, in the United States
it was 800 calories per person. As expected, these figures
are higher than actual caloric intake, which was provided
in the previous paragraph. However, this data does suggest
the sheer abundance of food, especially calorie dense food,
Americans have available and, hence, are tempted by. A
reflection of this is the “supersizing” of serving portions,
with many Americans losing any sense of what a normal
serving size should be.

Expenditures and Prices
As is obvious to anyone who visits Japan, food is consider-
ably more expensive than in the United States. As a share
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of total consumer expenditures, the
average Japanese household spent
23.2% on food in 2003, 19.6% for
food consumed at home, and 3.6%
for food away from home (Ministry
of General Affairs, 2005). In compar-
ison, the average American house-
hold devoted only 13.1% of their
total expenditures to food, 7.7% for
food at home and 5.4% for food
away from home in 2003 (Bureau of
Labor Statistics, 2005).  Per capita
income is almost as high in Japan as
in the United States, so this differ-
ence can not be explained simply by
the decline in the budget share spent
on food as incomes rise. The Japa-
nese spent 84.5% of their total food
expenditures for food at home, while
Americans spent only 58.8%.
Dietary content can be better con-
trolled when preparing food at home
than eating away from home.

A comparison of prices in 1999
found the overall price of food to be
49% higher in Tokyo than in New
York City (Ministry of General
Affairs, 1999). The authors made a
simple comparison of prices in April
2006 in a grocery store in Tokyo and
a supermarket in St. Paul, Minnesota.
For a loaf of white bread, a carton of
eggs, a pint of Haagen-Das ice cream,
and five kilograms of medium-qual-
ity rice, the Tokyo prices were more
than double those in Minnesota.
Japan has long been criticized for its
protectionist rice policy, which causes
the domestic price to be far higher
than the world market price of rice.
The food supply chain is far less effi-
cient in Japan, with more layers than
in the United States, where intensive
competition and information tech-
nology has substantially reduced dis-
tribution costs. However, given their
high level of income, food prices have
a limited effect on the Japanese level
of caloric intake. A comparison of the
relative prices of more healthy foods,

such as fruits and vegetables, and
other foods, such as fats and sugar, in
the two countries would be an inter-
esting topic, but is beyond the scope
of this paper.

Dietary Traditions:
The traditional diet in Japan is built
around a base of rice and other
grains, with plentiful consumption of
vegetables and fruits, and also fish,
but relatively little animal fat, meat
and sweets. In Japan, the presenta-
tion of the food is very important,
and particular attention is given to
the colors and textures. There is an
old Japanese saying, “we eat with our
eyes." Portions are much smaller at
Japanese restaurants or in home-pre-
pared meals than is typical in the
United States. An elegant dining
experience might consist of dozens of
small dishes, some no more than a
few bites. The meal is meant to be
beautiful, as well as delicious. Fruit is
usually served at the end, rather than
a rich dessert. Traditionally in eating,
the Japanese have applied the con-
cept of “enryo” (restraint) (Samuels,
2005). Although more Western foods
are being eaten, traditional food cus-
toms are still quite strong in Japan. 

On a recent visit to a daycare
facility in Tokyo by the authors, the
careful attention to the nutritional
quality of the food provided was
impressive. A sample lunch is placed
under a glass cover for all the parents
to see as they pick their children up
at the end of the day. A newsletter
provides the meal plan to the parents
in advance and suggests foods to
serve at home to nutritionally com-
plement those provided at the day-
care. In addition, unlike in most
American schools, students are
taught even at an early age to appre-
ciate and respect food. The students
must wash their hands before eating
and are expected to use good table

manners. They sit at low tables with
small chairs and are served their trays
individually. Before eating, they
thank the farmers who grew the food
and those who prepared it. 

Physical Activity and the Cost of 
Inactivity
Another explanation for the much
lower rate of obesity is that the Japa-
nese are more physically active than
Americans. However, this is not
because they go to the gym or engage
in planned physically activities more
than Americans. Only 29.7% of Jap-
anese age 20 and older reported they
engaged in regular physical exercise
activities in 2002 (Ministry of
Health, 2002). In 2003, 46.0% of
Americans 18 and over said they
engaged in a moderate level of physi-
cal activity for 30 minutes or more at
least five times per week, or a vigor-
ous level for 20 minutes or more at
least three times a week (U.S. Census
Bureau, 2006). However, these fig-
ures may be inflated since they are
self-reported. 

Walking
The major difference is that Japanese
walk much more in their daily lives
than Americans. Walking is a simple,
but effective form of exercise in
which everyone except the disabled
can engage. The average person in
Japan, 15 years old and above,
walked 7,421 steps per day in 2002,
about 3 ¾ miles at 2,000 steps per
mile (Ministry of Health, 2002).
Men walked an average of 7,573
steps and women 7,140. A recent
nationally representative survey of
Americans on walking by Harris Sur-
vey found that men walked an aver-
age of 5,940 steps and women 5,276
(Hill, 2006). Pedometers were pro-
vided to participants in both surveys
that counted their steps. The average
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length of a step for the Japanese may
be less than for the average American,
who is taller, but only modestly so. 

The Japanese walk an average of
about 2,000 steps more per day than
Americans, which burns about 100
additional calories (Shape Up Amer-
ica, 2006). The reason they walk
more is they rely far less on automo-
biles and far more on mass transit to
get around. The use of public trans-
portation usually entails walking,
since it does not take you from the
door of your home to that of your
workplace or other destination.
Americans who commute to work in
their cars or drive to go shopping
may simply drive from their garage
and then park only a few hundred
feet or less from their workplace or
the shopping mall, doing whatever
they can to minimize any walking.
Moreover, in crowded Japanese cities,
the easiest way to get somewhere
nearby is to simply walk. 

Costs of Automobile Use and Public 
Transportation
There is an economic explanation
underlying this disparity in walking
between Japan and the United States.
The cost of owning and operating an
automobile is much higher in Japan,
whereas the cost of using public
transportation is lower. The Japanese
co-author of this article owned a car
when he lived in the United States
for several years, but he does not own
one in Tokyo because it is too expen-
sive.

In terms of the costs of operating
a car, the price of gasoline in Japan is
about double that in the United
States. In addition, the ownership
and operation of a car is particularly
expensive in Japan because of high
automobile taxes and registration
fees, mandatory bi-annual inspec-
tions, and high parking fees in large
cities (Japan-Guide.com, 2006).

Anyone who lives in a large city and
does not have a parking space for
their vehicle must pay a parking fee,
which is approximately $300 per
month in Tokyo, some $3,600 annu-
ally. In densely-populated metropoli-
tan areas, where a majority of the Jap-
anese live, driving your own car is
inconvenient. Major Japanese cities
are not designed for commuting
from outlying areas or traveling
within the city by car. Unlike in the
United States, cities do not have
extensive networks of freeways and
expressways or even many broad bou-
levards. In addition, most American
cities have lots of underground and/
or above ground parking structures;
Japanese cities do not. On the other
hand, major Japanese cities have
some of the best mass transit net-
works in the world. 

From the economists’ viewpoint,
the time costs are much lower to use
public transportation than an auto-
mobile in Japan. Unlike the United
States, where many companies subsi-
dize driving by providing parking for
their employees or paying for their
parking costs, in Japan, many busi-
nesses pay for their employees’ com-
muting costs using public transporta-
tion (Japan-Guide.com, 2006). 

Lessons for the United States 
The lower obesity rate in Japan
reflects deep structural differences
between the two nations. This study,
therefore, highlights how challeng-
ing reducing the incidence of obesity
will be in the United States. How-
ever, this comparison does suggest
some possible approaches to address-
ing the problem of obesity. Policies
that raise the cost of driving in the
United States and make other forms
of transportation more convenient,
would increase walking in our every-
day lives. The recent sharp increase in

the price of gasoline is encouraging
some Americans to switch from driv-
ing to mass transit (Peterson, 2006). 

In most cities, mass transit and
other alternatives to driving, such as
walking and biking, have suffered
from under-investment for decades.
One of the factors keeping people in
their cars is the inconvenience of
public transportation, the high time
costs, because of poor service.
Encouragingly, a number of cities are
expanding and improving their mass
transit systems. There are fundamen-
tal contrasts between the two coun-
tries that limit the feasibility of mass
transit in many areas of the United
States. Although 79% of Americans
live in urban areas, public transporta-
tion will never be a viable alternative
for many, in part because of the com-
plex daily travel patterns of numer-
ous people (U.S. Census Bureau,
2006).  

Therefore, other efforts must be
made to make exercising more conve-
nient, especially walking. More funds
could be put into walking and bike
pathways. Walking in many areas
needs to be made safer from dangers
posed by traffic or crime. Many
sprawling U.S. suburbs do not even
have sidewalks for walking along
busy streets. Employers could give an
extra half hour at lunch time to
employees who used the time to walk
or otherwise exercise. Companies and
other institutions could provide on-
site exercise facilities or subsidize ath-
letic club memberships for their
workers, which could pay off by
reducing health insurance expenses.
There are several programs, including
America on the Move and 10,000
Steps, that provide blueprints to
encourage walking for individuals
and communities.

Changing Americans’ dietary
habits will be difficult. Very high
taxes have been imposed on cigarettes
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and other tobacco products to
improve the public’s health. How-
ever, eating is not like smoking. Eat-
ing is both an absolute necessity and
intrinsically healthy, whereas tobacco
has unquestionably been shown to
pose serious health risks. Some have
proposed a tax on soft drinks and
high sugar foods, which have a high
caloric content and lack other nutri-
ents (Squire, 2006). However, a tax
on foods for the purpose of reducing
obesity would be viewed by many
Americans as interfering with the
freedom of choice that is seen as the
right of adult consumers.  A subsidy
that lowered the price of fruits and
vegetables, encouraging their con-
sumption, might be considered
though. A major effort needs to be
launched by the government, with
the help of the food industry, to edu-
cate Americans on what normal serv-
ing sizes should be for various foods.
Our nation’s schools can help start
changing young Americans’ attitudes
towards food from a predominant
focus on convenience and quantity. 

The key lessons from Japan are
that Americans need to eat less, giv-
ing more attention to the quality of
food and less to the quantity, and get
more exercise, particularly by adding
more walking to their daily lives.    
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