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We currently have an obesity crisis 
whereby a quarter of all adults are obese, 
as are one in ten children aged 4–5 
years. Diet is now the leading cause of ill 
health in the UK, more harmful even than 
smoking. The recent Christmas break, with 
all its associated overindulgence, reminded 
me of the mnemonic that we devised five 
years ago. PLACE emphasises the need 
for Portion control, Losing the booze, 
Axing the snacks, Cutting the carbs and 
Exercising every day. Clearly a regime to 
which all of us should aspire as the New 
Year commences! 

The importance of Portion control has been 
emphasised recently. The causes of obesity 
are complex but overconsumption of food 
and sugary drinks is a critical determinant, 
driven in part by large portion sizes. The 
importance of developing interventions to 
reduce the size, availability and appeal of 
large portions is undeniable.

The size of portions, packages and tableware 
has increased over the past 50 years. A 
recent Cochrane review shows that people 
consistently consume more food or non-
alcoholic drinks when offered larger sized 
portions or packages, or when using larger 
items of tableware. The size of this effect 
suggests that eliminating larger portions 
from the diet could reduce average daily 
energy consumed by 12–16% among UK 
adults and by 22–29% among US adults. 

The mechanisms underlying the ‘portion 
size effect’ are not fully understood. 
However, it seems that the social and 
personal norms for what constitutes a 
suitable quantity of food to consume are 
shaped by food portions we routinely 
encounter in supermarkets, restaurants, 
or the home, including the images that 
are used in marketing. As exposure 
to larger portions has become more 
common, these sizes have come to be 

viewed as appropriate, with consumption 
correspondingly increasing. This suggests 
that reductions in portion size might, over 
time, recalibrate consumption norms, even 
if there were some initial resistance from 
consumers and industry.

Losing, or at least reducing, alcohol 
consumption is a common New Year 
resolution, but seldom maintained beyond 
January. The excess calorific intake 
associated with alcohol consumption is 
often overlooked, and yet is one of its 
major drawbacks. There is certainly an 
argument for better labelling of alcoholic 
beverages so that drinkers are more aware 
of the calorie content.

Axing snacks and Cutting carbs often 
amounts to one and the same thing, since 
most of the calories ingested between 
meals are derived from biscuits, sweets 
and crisps. The ubiquity of these treats 
nowadays in shopping centres, stations, 
airports and almost everywhere else, 
makes the resistance of the temptation to 
consume them increasingly difficult.

Exercise every day is the fifth component 
of the PLACE regime and is effective 
because it not only burns calories during 
the exercise, but also raises the metabolic 
rate for many hours afterwards. 

Although legislation may be required to 
promote several components of the PLACE 
regime, education by healthcare providers 
has an important role to play. It is to be 
hoped that this mnemonic will help the 
readers of Trends get their anti-obesity 
messages across more effectively. 

ROGER KIRBY, EDITOR

first word
Getting to a better ‘PLACE’
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The New Year 
is a good 
time to help 
our patients 
get their 
weight down. 
The PLACE 
mnemonic is 
one device that 
we can use to 
remind patients 
where to focus 
their efforts.
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Find out more about PLACE 
and download a leaflet from the 
Trends website:
www.trendsinmenshealth.com


