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The conclusion of the largest study ever performed regarding 
the effects of body weight on health is unequivocal: being 
overweight or obese significantly diminishes life expectancy 
and currently represents the second greatest cause of 
premature death, just behind tobacco.  

The phenomenal increase in body weight within our population is 
undoubtedly one of the most remarkable transformations to have 
affected our society over the past 50 years. According to statistics 
published by the American Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
(CDC), the average weight of an American male has passed from 166 
lb to 196 lb (75 kg to 89 kg) over this period, whereas that of women 
has passed from 140 lb to 166 lb (63 kg to 75 kg). 

A very large number of studies have clearly shown that this 
unprecedented increase in body weight has several negative effects on 
health. The excess fat represents an important risk factor for several 
diseases, particularly cardiovascular diseases, type 2 diabetes as well as 
several types of cancer, without taking into effect the damage imposed 
by excess weight on the framework of the body (joints, muscles, 
bones). 

According to several experts, this singular increase in excess weight 
represents a catastrophic situation which risks provoking the biggest 
epidemic of chronic diseases in all of the history of humanity and 
represents a major cause of premature death1.  

To quantify the effect of excess weight on the risk of premature death 
(before age 70) a collaboration, comprised of more than 500 scientists 
located in 32 different countries, examined the results of 189 studies 
performed regarding the link existing between the body mass index 
(BMI) and mortality2.  

These medical files for more than four million individuals in good 
health who have never smoked in their lives were carefully scrutinized 
by the scientists, making this, by far, the biggest study ever performed 
on this subject. The exclusion of smokers and ex-smokers, as well as of 
individuals who developed a heart disease during the first five years of 
the study, minimized the impact of factors other than excess weight on 
mortality. This was a study of very high quality, which permitted firm 
and precise conclusions about the effect of excess weight on premature 
death. 

PREMATURE DEATH 

And this effect was huge: compared to people with a normal BMI 
(between 22.5 and 25), each increase of five points in the BMI was 
associated with a 39% risk in premature death. This increase was 
particularly important for men (+51% risk), but was also observed in 
women (+30% risk). It is important to note that these increases in risk 
were observed both for those who were obese (BMI > 30) as well as for 
those who were overweight (BMI > 25), who were all at higher risk of 
premature death, particularly due to cardiovascular diseases. Overall, 
the authors estimated that 14% of premature deaths, about 1 in 7, could 
be avoided if the population maintained a healthy weight. 

 

 
PREVENTION AT THE SOURCE 

These results are even more disturbing because the risk situation has 
worsened over the past few years due to the significant increase in 
excess weight amongst children. It has been clearly established that an 
overweight child is at very high risk of obesity at an adult age and thus 
risks having a diminished lifespan. 

Even without considering that the problems linked to excess weight 
often appear well after reaching adult age, several studies have shown 
that children and adolescents who exhibit excess weight suffer from 
hypertension, excess triglycerides in the blood and liver and from 
hyperglycemia, a collection of anomalies which cause the risks for 
cardiovascular diseases and diabetes to skyrocket. 

Beyond the reduced life expectancy, it is particularly the quality of life 
which is drastically affected by the problems of weight. The subsequent 
impact on the health system is thus extremely important, in the long 
run, both in terms of cost as well as in term of the mobilization of 
human resources which could be used for health problems which are 
not so easily preventable (hereditary diseases, infections, aging). 

In the face of the disastrous effects of excess weight on the health, it is 
incredible to note just how passively our society reacts when faced with 
this problem. Excess weight and obesity are becoming a new sort of 
normal, and one often prefers not to discuss the topic for fear of 
stigmatizing those who are overweight. 

However, what is truly the biggest challenge to face our health system 
will be arriving in the future. We must think outside the box in order to 
turn the tide and improve the health of the population, particularly that 
of the young. 

The creation of a family “anti-obesity” environment, where processed 
foods rich in calories (soft drinks, snacks, snack foods) are replaced by 
healthy foods such as fruits, vegetables and nuts, and where the time 
devoted to various screens (television, video games, tablets and cell 
phones) is replaced by physical activity, should become a priority for 
all who care about the health of their children. 
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