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Cancer: the health obesity myth
debunked

Richard Béliveau
Translated from Le Journal de Montréal, July 2nd, 2023.

A large study reports that obese people, whether they are in
good metabolic health or not, are at higher risk of developing
several types of cancer.

People who are obese, especially those whose excess fat is localized in the
abdominal area, very often develop metabolic syndrome, that is to say a
combination of hypertension, hyperglycemia and hypertriglyceridemia
which increases significantly their risk of type 2 diabetes and stroke.

In contrast, a minority of obese people have normal blood sugar and
insulin levels, are not hypertensive, and possess a normal blood lipid
profile, suggesting that they can be considered metabolically healthy and
should therefore, in theory, be spared the harmful consequences of
overweight on health.

In practice, however, this concept of "healthy obesity" remains very
controversial: some studies indeed suggest that even if the body can
compensate in the short term for the imbalances caused by excess fat, this
adaptation is most of the time temporary and may not fully mitigate the
risk of longer-term cardiometabolic diseases (1).

CANCERS LINKED TO OVERWEIGHT

Obesity raises the risk of at least 13 different types of cancer and is on
track to overtake smoking as the leading cause of this disease.

According to a recent study, the association between being overweight and
an increased risk of cancer is observed in all obese people, regardless of
their metabolic health (2).

In this very large study, carried out among 797,193 people followed for 40
years, the researchers examined the relationship between body mass index,
the presence of metabolic disorders (high blood sugar, dyslipidemia,
hypertension) and the incidence of a panoply of cancers whose
development is recognized to be favored by overweight.

The results are unequivocal: compared to people of normal weight and
metabolism, obese people were at higher risk of developing several types
of cancers, the increase being particularly pronounced for cancers of the
uterus (endometrium), liver and kidney.

This increase is particularly high in obese patients who are in poor
metabolic health (2.5 times increase in the risk of these three cancers), but
remains high even in those whose metabolism is normal (1.5 times
increase in risk).

Overall, the researchers calculated that the risk of all overweight-related
cancers increases by 90% in obese people with poor metabolic health and
by 40% in those without metabolic abnormalities.

In other words, there is no "healthy obesity" as far as cancer is concerned,
and maintaining a normal body weight, with a body mass index around 20-
25, remains an essential part of lifestyle to reduce the risk of developing
several types of cancer.

@ Mongraw-Chaffin M et al. Metabolically healthy obesity,
transition to metabolic syndrome, and cardiovascular risk. J.
Am. Coll. Cardiol. 2018; 71: 1857-1865.

@ Sun M et al. Metabolically (un)healthy obesity and risk of
obesity-related cancers: a pooled study. J. Natl Cancer Inst.
2023; 115: 456-467.
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