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An important recent study involving over a million 
participants shows that obese people are at greater risk of 
premature death, even those rare individuals who are in 
good physical shape. Being overweight and in good health 
thus remains a myth, and so maintaining normal body 
weight remains necessary for the prevention of chronic 
disease, as is proclaimed by all public health agencies. 

One of the most serious consequences of the epidemic of obesity 
which is sweeping the planet is the extraordinary increase in 
several diseases associated with excess weight such as heart 
diseases, type 2 diabetes and even some types of cancer. The 
problem with excess weight is not an aesthetic issue, but is 
physiological: the excessive accumulation of fat in the cells of 
adipose tissue completely perturbs the functioning of these cells 
and causes serious damage to the metabolism, particularly to sugar 
metabolism. Overweight individuals are thus at a very high risk of 
developing insulin resistance, where their cells encounter 
difficulties in capturing the sugar present in the blood, forcing the 
pancreas to produce surplus insulin in order to compensate. After 
some time, the secretory capabilities of the pancreas diminish and 
the disappearance of insulin leads to type 2 diabetes. That explains 
why this form of diabetes is practically indivisible from obesity, 
since about 85% of type 2 diabetes patients exhibit excess weight. 

HEALTHY OBESITY? 

Some controversial studies have shown that a low proportion of 
obese individuals do not show any of the deranged metabolism that 
is typical of being overweight and could be considered as being in 
“good metabolic health.” These individuals have normal blood 
glucose and insulin levels, show no hypertension and demonstrate 
a normal blood lipid profile. Consequently, despite their obesity, 
these people do not seem to be at greater risk of developing type 2 
diabetes or heart disease than do individuals of normal weight. But 
are these people really in good health despite this? 

To answer this question, Swedish researchers evaluated the aerobic 
capacity of 1,317,713 men at age 18 and later determined the 
number of these individuals who died prematurely over the 
subsequent 30 years1. They first observed, unsurprisingly, that 
people with the greatest aerobic capacity had much less risk (48%) 
of dying prematurely than did people in poorer shape. The 
principal interest of the study, however, was to show whether this 
reduced risk of mortality was absent in obese people. The scientists 
actually observed that obese people had a 30% greater risk of 
dying prematurely than did people of normal weight who were not 
in good shape. In other words, obesity represents an important risk  

 

 

 

factor in mortality, despite the physical condition of these obese 
people, and that maintaining a normal weight consequently 
represents one of the most important factors for improving 
lifespan. 

PREVENTING CANCER 

Numerous studies in the past have shown that, in the rare cases 
where an overweight person does not show any advance signs of 
diabetes, hypertension or heart disease, these individuals remain at 
higher risk of developing certain types of cancers than do 
individuals of normal weight2. Recent results indicate that this 
effect could be a direct consequence of the physical properties 
associated with excess fat3. Scientists have shown that adipose 
cells favor the creation of a rigid tissue (fibrotic) in the proximity 
of cancer cells, and that this matrix aids the growth and dispersion 
of tumor cells. Biopsies taken from obese patients show a greater 
presence of these fibrotic zones which contribute to tumor 
development. 

To sum up, although the benefits of physical exercise are beyond 
questioning, it is also important to remain as thin as possible to be 
able to truly benefit from the protective effects of physical exercise 
against heart disease, type 2 diabetes and even cancer. The 
recommendation of the World Cancer Research Fund, based on 
over 400,000 studies, is to maintain a body mass index between 21 
and 23. Remember that, aside from smoking, obesity is the next 
greatest cause of cancer. 
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