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Summary: Obesity is a growing public health problem in Germany. 
The share of adults with obesity almost doubled between 1990 and 
2015, and lies above the OECD average. A social gradient in obesity 
prevalence exists, with overweight and obesity occurring more often 
in people with a low socioeconomic status. In 2008, the nationwide 
Initiative to Promote Healthy Diets and Physical Activity (IN FORM) 
was set up but did not reverse the trend. The 2015 Act to Strengthen 
Health Promotion and Prevention addresses explicitly living-
environment intervention measures in relevant settings as a 
promising approach.
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Scale of the problem
Obesity is an ongoing issue on the health 
agenda in Germany, with cyclical debates 
about healthy and unhealthy diets in the 
media. Diets are a domain of dieticians, 
nutritionists and sports scientists in 
conjunction with general practitioners and 
health scientists yet the recommendations 
given can be of dubious value and have 
very little effect. Several intervention 
measures over recent years have not been 
able to reverse the steadily increasing 
trend of overweight and obesity.

According to OECD data, the share of 
adults with obesity in Germany almost 
doubled between 1990 and 2015, from 12% 
to 23.6%, and was – for the first time – 

in 2015 well above the OECD average 
of 19.5%, ranking in the top ten of obese 
countries. 1 

The third health report of the Robert Koch 
Institute ‘Health in Germany’ (2015) 
summarised the most important results on 
overweight (defined as BMI ≥ 25 kg/m2) 
and obesity (defined as BMI ≥ 30 kg/m2):

• Almost 25% of adults and about 6% of 
children and adolescents are severely 
overweight (obese).

• Especially among young men, the 
proportion of obese adults has risen 
significantly in the last 15 years.
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• In adolescents, obesity prevalence 
has increased since 2006, while the 
prevalence of overweight has remained 
the same.

• The lower the socioeconomic status, 
the more often overweight and 
obesity occur.

In Germany, 53% of women and 67% of 
men are overweight, while 24% of women 
and 23% of men are considered obese. 
The prevalence of obesity in the adult 
population has remained stable at a high 
level over the last decade, but over the 
same period the incidence of obesity has 
increased, especially among young men. 2 

It has been estimated that the economic 
costs of obesity in Germany (including 
treatment, medications, surgery, 
rehabilitation and sick pay) amount to up 
to €27 billion per year. 3  Most of these 
costs are borne by the Statutory Health 
Insurance funds.

Policies and programmes
Recognising the importance of obesity 
as a health issue, in 2008 the German 
government, led by the Federal Ministry 
of Food, Agriculture and Consumer 
Protection and the Federal Ministry of 
Health, set up the intersectoral National 
Initiative to Promote Healthy Diets and 
Physical Activity, called IN FORM. 4  This 
initiative aims to achieve sustainable 
improvements in healthy diets and physical 
activity by 2020. It frames obesity as a 
public health problem and contains five 
main areas for action:

1. for the Federal government, the states 
and communes to ‘set an example’ (such 
as through Health Impact Assessments, 
in the allocation of public funds, as 
employers, and as funding bodies of 
community facilities);

2. the provision of information on diet, 
physical activity and health;

3. the promotion of physical activity 
in daily life;

4. improving the quality of catering  
away-from-home; and

5. providing a fresh impetus for research.

A range of other federal policies have 
an impact on overweight and obesity, 
sometimes in line with a Health in All 
Policies (HiAP) approach. Some of the 
most important are the National Cycling 
Plan 2020, 5  which promotes cycling, 
walking and the use of public transport, 
and two programmes of the Federal Centre 
for Health Education (FCHE): Gut Drauf 
(Feeling Well), which aims to improve 
the health of children and adolescents 
aged 12 to 18 years, and Tutmirgut 
(Good For Me), aimed at children aged 5 
to 11 years.

‘‘ most of 
the programmes 

lacked proper 
evaluation

Many programmes that tackle obesity have 
been set up at the local level, and mostly 
focus on children and adolescents. In 2007, 
there were 708 programmes for overweight 
or obese children and adolescents in 
Germany, reaching approximately 44 
000 persons. However, their quality and 
the financial resources devoted to them 
differed greatly. 6  Calculations suggest 
that the programmes reached 33–55% of 
overweight or obese children at the time, 
indicating major gaps in coverage. An 
assessment concluded that most of the 
programmes lacked proper evaluation, had 
only short-term effects and that the actual 
impact on BMI was low. 7 

Within the context of IN FORM, a toolbox 
consisting of seven workbooks has been 
developed by the Federal Centre for Health 
Education and the State Association Health 
Berlin-Brandenburg for practitioners in 
the field, entitled Take Action for Health. 
Work tools for prevention and health 
promotion in the neighbourhood. The 
seven workbooks provide background 
information, practical examples and 
checklists for daily activities. As an aid for 
projects on a smaller budget, IN FORM 
has also developed three online guidelines 
for ‘Quality Assurance’, ‘Communication’ 
and ‘Evaluation’. 8 

Role of public health organisations
Public health services (Öffentlicher 
Gesundheitsdienst, ÖGD) in Germany 
have played no major role in putting 
obesity on the political agenda. They 
mainly deal with obesity from three 
specific perspectives: in child and 
adolescent health services; as case-based 
nutrition counselling; and when hiring 
staff in the public service, particularly 
regarding permanent employment.

A National Action Plan against Obesity 
was presented to the Federal Ministry of 
Health (BMG) and the Federal Ministry 
of Food, Agriculture and Consumer 
Protection (BMELV) in March 2007, 
following an initiative by the German 
Obesity Society. 9  The corresponding 
National Action Plan for the Prevention 
of Poor Dietary Habits, Lack of Physical 
Activity, Overweight and Related 
Diseases in 2013 makes explicit reference 
to overweight in its title and also 
discusses obesity.

IN FORM shies away from regulatory 
measures, and instead relies on informing 
consumers and freedom of choice. The 
underlying expectation is that various 
stakeholders, including individuals and 
industry, will opt for healthier nutrition 
and more active lifestyles, if they are well 
informed about these. 10  A traffic-light 
food coding system has been discussed, 
but not adopted. There has also been no 
ban on the sale of unhealthy foods in 
vending machines in schools.

As is typical for Germany the ‘setting 
approach’ has been undertaken, which 
means using an interplay of behavioural 
and living environment prevention 
measures. Beyond only promoting healthy 
behaviours among participants, the living 
environment should be designed in such 
a way as to promote a healthy life. Hence, 
the core strategy and measures of IN 
FORM start where people live, work, 
learn or play.

Since 2008, the two leading ministries 
have funded over 200 projects with a 
total of €77 million. 8  The collaborative 
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stakeholder strategy was already 
established with the National Cooperation 
Network ‘Equity in Health’ in 2003.

Conclusion
Obesity is still an underestimated public 
health problem in Germany; the policy 
response has so far been insufficient 
and obesity levels continue to increase 
dramatically. However, along with Canada 
and the United States, Germany is one of 
the countries that has an explicit state-
level obesity policy, aiming to encourage 
healthy diets and physical activity.

‘‘ 
Germany has an 
explicit state-level 

obesity policy
The Robert Koch Institute has launched 
the German Health Interview and 
Examination Survey for Children and 
Adolescents (KiGGS-Study) as part 
of its health monitoring programme, 
with a baseline study in 2003–06 and 
a follow-up study in 2014–17 (KiGGS 
Wave 2). The results of the second study 
were published in March 2018. They 
pointed to a strong social gradient, with 
the prevalence of overweight (including 
obesity) reaching 27.0% and 24.2% in girls 
and boys respectively aged 3 to 17 years 
with low socioeconomic status compared 
to 6.5% in girls and 8.9% in boys with 
high socioeconomic status. 2 

IN FORM, as the main obesity-related 
policy and programme, has had some 
encouraging impacts in terms of 
attempts to enhance the quality of local 
interventions and health promotion 
activities. Toolboxes and instruments 
for practitioners in the field have been 
developed, and databases of activities 
and models of good practice have been 
set up, providing an overview of what is 
going on in the country. However, a first 
interim report, originally planned to be 
published in 2011 was only released in 
December 2017.

The report makes for interesting reading, 
especially since the Platform on Diet 
and Physical Activity (PEB) was heavily 
criticised in 2014 by some of its public 
health members on Frontal21, a feature of 
the German TV channel ZDF. 11  In view 
of the dominant approach of IN FORM 
of focusing on individual behaviours 
in addressing obesity and neglecting 
social and political determinants, most 
notably the roles of the food industry and 
agriculture, outcome measures on obesity 
levels are unlikely to be encouraging.

During the ‘Green Week’ in Berlin, 
farmers and citizens protested against 
industrial agriculture. Tens of thousands 
of participants, interested in a more 
conscious agricultural policy, gathered 
around the Brandenburg Gate under the 
motto ‘We are fed up!’ campaigning for 
climate-friendly agriculture and healthy 
food. The organisers reported the number 
of demonstrators at 35,000.

With the Act to Strengthen Health 
Promotion and Prevention the practiced 
core strategy of IN FORM, which starts 
where people live, work, learn or play, 
has become the guiding concept that 
explicitly addresses living-environment 
intervention measures in relevant settings 
as a promising approach. This is based 
on a target-oriented cooperation of 
stakeholders in the field of action at a local 
and regional level.
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