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		Abstract

		The modern phenomenon of obesity is an archetypal example of a behavior whose explanation simultaneously falls within the purview of psychology, economics, and the biological sciences. While psychologists and advocates of public health have long viewed overeating as a weakness or disease in need of treatment, economists have pointed out that - like any other consumer behavior - choices about diet and exercise can be viewed from the perspective of rational decision theory, subject to the influence of variation in price and income but not necessarily as a problem in need of a solution. Recent advances in our understanding of the physiological mechanisms by which genes influence behavior in modern socioeconomic environments have begun to point the way to a resolution to this debate. Drawing inspiration from the scientific literature on the neuroendocrinology of energy homeostasis, this paper reviews the empirical determinants of obesity in light of the biologist's notion that humans and other animals evolved the ability to store body fat as an optimal response to the presence of starvation risk. This approach yields a powerful theoretical foundation, capturing such features of obesity as dynamic inconsistency, genetic variation, susceptibility to pharmaceutical intervention, and variation by season, socioeconomic status, and degree of financial security. It also provides a framework for reconciling the conflict between behavioral (descriptive) and neoclassical (prescriptive) economics. 


	

	

	
		
		


	

	
	

		
		

	
	


	

	
	
	
		
	
	
	

	
	
		
		
			
				
			
		
		Keywords: evolution, behavioral ecology, neuroeconomics, self-control, serotonin, nicotine, MDMA

	
	

	
    

    
	

	
	
		JEL Classification: D01, D83, D91, I12

	
	

	
	

























    	
	
	
	
   	
	
	
	
	
	            
	















	











    
    










    
    
    
    
















	



    




	
		Suggested Citation:
		Suggested Citation
	

	
		
			Smith,  Trenton G. and Smith,  Trenton G., Reconciling Psychology with Economics: Obesity, Behavioral Biology, and Rational Overeating (May 31, 2006). WSU School of Economic Sciences Working Paper No. 2006-4,  Available at SSRN: https://ssrn.com/abstract=906159 or http://dx.doi.org/10.2139/ssrn.906159 
		
	

	

	
	
	

	
		
	

	

	
	
		

	










    
    










    
    
    
    





















	

	


	























	
	

		

		

		
		
		

		
		
			
				
					
						Trenton G. Smith (Contact Author)

					
			
		

		
		
		
		

		
		
			
				
			

			
				
				
				
					
					
					
					
				
					
					
					
						
					
				
			

			
				University of Otago  ( email )

			

			
			
				
				
				
					PO Box 56
Dunedin
New Zealand

				

				
			

			
				
				
					HOME PAGE: http://www.business.otago.ac.nz/econ/staff/smith.html
				

			

		

		
	

	

	
	

		

		

		
		
		

		
		
			
		

		
		
		
		

		
		
			
				
			

			
				
				
				
					
					
				
					
					
					
				
			

			
				University of California, Los Angeles 

			

			
			
				
				
				
					Los Angeles, CA
310-825-0517 (Phone)

				

				
			

			
				
				
					HOME PAGE: http://www.international.ucla.edu/globalfellows/smith/
				

			

		

		
	

	





	

	

	
	
		
	

	

	
	




				
				
				









	
	    












    
    






    
    







    









    
        
        
        
            
            

            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    [image: PDF icon]Download This Paper
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

            
            
                

                

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Open PDF in Browser
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    
            
        

    




















	














	
	    







 



	




	







	







































				

				

				
					
						

						
						

						

						
						

					
				

			


			
				
					
						
						
	










	
	    














	
	    














	
	    







	
		Do you have negative results from your research youâ€™d like to share?

		
			

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Submit Negative Results
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    
		

	



					

				
				
					
					


	












	
	
	








	
		
			Paper statistics

		

	


	
		
		 
			
				Downloads

				      377

			

		
		
		
			Abstract Views

			    2,683

		

		
		 
		
			Rank

			  145,685

		

		
	


	
		
            
            	        2 Citations
		

	

	
		
			
				      170 References
		

	



	
		PlumX Metrics

		
			
		

		
			
		

	





				


				
				
				
					

    
        
            Related eJournals

        	
                    Behavioral & Experimental Economics eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Behavioral & Experimental Economics eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              943

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                           18,701

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Victor Ricciardi at Ursinus College

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Food Politics & Sociology eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Food Politics & Sociology eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              661

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            4,575

                                    

                                

                                
                            

                        

                    

                


            

            
                
                

                	
                    Health Economics eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Health Economics eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              618

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                           18,302

                                    

                                

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Health & the Economy eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Health & the Economy eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              556

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            4,165

                                    

                                

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Neuroeconomics eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Neuroeconomics eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                              367

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                              707

                                    

                                

                                
                                    
                                        This Journal is curated by:

                                        Kevin A. McCabe at George Mason University - Department of Economics

                                    

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Neurobiology eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Neurobiology eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                               96

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            3,685

                                    

                                

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Health Psychology eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Health Psychology eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                               59

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            7,417

                                    

                                

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Nutrition eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Nutrition eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                               59

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            1,312

                                    

                                

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Affective Neuroscience,  Mood Disorders & Psychiatric Neuroscience eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Affective Neuroscience,  Mood Disorders & Psychiatric Neuroscience eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                               53

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                              875

                                    

                                

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Social Neuroscience, Neuroeconomics & Neuroanthropology eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Social Neuroscience, Neuroeconomics & Neuroanthropology eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                               39

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                            1,566

                                    

                                

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Autonomic Neurobiology & Neuroendocrinology eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Autonomic Neurobiology & Neuroendocrinology eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                               18

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                              202

                                    

                                

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Enteric Neurobiology & Gut-Brain Axis eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Enteric Neurobiology & Gut-Brain Axis eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                               15

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                              129

                                    

                                

                                
                            

                        

                    

                
	
                    Motivated Neurobehaviors & Addictive Disorders eJournal

                    
                        
                        

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Follow
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    

                        

                        
                            

                            
                            
                                Motivated Neurobehaviors & Addictive Disorders eJournal

                                
                                    Subscribe to this fee journal for more curated articles on this topic
                                

                                
                                    
                                        FOLLOWERS

                                                7

                                    

                                    
                                        PAPERS

                                              239

                                    

                                

                                
                            

                        

                    

                



                
            

            
        
        
        
                 
        
        

    


				


				
					
					

















    
        
            Recommended Papers

            	
                        
                        

                        
                        
                        Why Have Americans Become More Obese?

                        
                            By
                                
                                
                                    
                                    David M. Cutler, 
                                    
                                
                                    
                                    Edward L. Glaeser, ...
                                    
                                
                            

                        
                        
                    
	
                        
                        

                        
                        
                        Why Have Americans Become More Obese?

                        
                            By
                                
                                
                                    
                                    David M. Cutler, 
                                    
                                
                                    
                                    Edward L. Glaeser, ...
                                    
                                
                            

                        
                        
                    
	
                        
                        

                        
                        
                        The Economic Reality of the Beauty Myth

                        
                            By
                                
                                
                                    
                                    Susan L. Averett
                                     and 
                                
                                    
                                    Sanders Korenman
                                    
                                
                            

                        
                        
                    


                    
                        	
                            
                            

                            
                            
                            An Economic Analysis of Adult Obesity: Results from the Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System

                            
                                By
                                    
                                    
                                        
                                        Shin-yi Chou, 
                                        
                                    
                                        
                                        Michael Grossman, ...
                                        
                                    
                                

                            

                            
                            
                        
	
                            
                            

                            
                            
                            The Long-Run Growth in Obesity as a Function of Technological Change

                            
                                By
                                    
                                    
                                        
                                        Tomas Philipson
                                         and 
                                    
                                        
                                        Richard A. Posner
                                        
                                    
                                

                            

                            
                            
                        
	
                            
                            

                            
                            
                            The Long-Run Growth in Obesity as a Function of Technological Change

                            
                                By
                                    
                                    
                                        
                                        Richard A. Posner
                                         and 
                                    
                                        
                                        Tomas Philipson
                                        
                                    
                                

                            

                            
                            
                        
	
                            
                            

                            
                            
                            The Growth of Obesity and Technological Change: A Theoretical and Empirical Examination

                            
                                By
                                    
                                    
                                        
                                        Darius N. Lakdawalla
                                         and 
                                    
                                        
                                        Tomas Philipson
                                        
                                    
                                

                            

                            
                            
                        
	
                            
                            

                            
                            
                            Body Weight and Women's Labor Market Outcomes

                            
                                By
                                    
                                    
                                        
                                        John Cawley
                                        
                                    
                                

                            

                            
                            
                        
	
                            
                            

                            
                            
                            Maternal Employment and Overweight Children

                            
                                By
                                    
                                    
                                        
                                        Patricia M. Anderson, 
                                        
                                    
                                        
                                        Kristin F. Butcher, ...
                                        
                                    
                                

                            

                            
                            
                        
	
                            
                            

                            
                            
                            Maternal Employment and Overweight Children

                            
                                By
                                    
                                    
                                        
                                        Kristin F. Butcher, 
                                        
                                    
                                        
                                        Patricia M. Anderson, ...
                                        
                                    
                                

                            

                            
                            
                        



            
            
                 
            
        

    

				

			

		


		
				
					Feedback
					
				

			

			


	
		
		Feedback to SSRN

		
			
				
					Feedback
					 (required)
				
				
			

			
				
					Email
					 (required)
				
				
			

			
				Submit
				
			
		

		

		If you need immediate assistance, call 877-SSRNHelp (877 777 6435) in the United States, or +1 212 448 2500 outside of the United States, 8:30AM to 6:00PM U.S. Eastern, Monday - Friday.

	







	

	
	
		
		

	




	
	





  
  

	
	
		
	


	
	
		
			
			
		
	
		
	
		
	


	
	
	






		
		














	
		
			
				
                    

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            

    

    

    

    

    

    


        
            
                
                    Submit a Paper
                    
                        
                    
                
            

        
    
        
    
					Section 508 Text Only Pages
				

			
			
				SSRN Quick Links 

					SSRN Solutions
	Research Paper Series
	Conference Papers
	Partners in Publishing
	Jobs & Announcements
	Special Topic Hubs


			

			
				SSRN Rankings 

					Top Papers
	Top Authors
	Top Organizations


			

			
				About SSRN 

					Network Directors
	Announcements
	Contact us
	FAQs


			

			
		

			
	
	


		
			
				
			

			
				
					Copyright
					Terms and Conditions
					Privacy Policy
				

				
					All content on this site: Copyright Â© 2023 Elsevier Inc., its licensors, and contributors. All rights are reserved, including those for text and data mining, AI training, and similar technologies. For all open access content, the Creative Commons licensing terms apply.

					We use cookies to help provide and enhance our service and tailor content.

					To learn more, visit
					Cookie Settings.
					
						
							
							This page was processed by aws-apollo-l100 in   0.078 seconds 
						
					
					

				

			

			
				
			

		

	









	
		
		
		
		


    
        
        
        

        
        
                
                
                    
                
            
    

    

    


		






    























    




    








	


		[image:  ]

		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
		
	
