
 

Surgery for obesity is linked to longer
survival
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Obese people seem likely to live longer if they have bariatric surgery
(for obesity) than if they don't—with 53 percent lower risk of dying
from any cause at five to 14 years after the procedure. So concluded a
study in the Journal of the American Medical Association (JAMA)
involving 2,500 obese patients and nearly 7,500 matched controls. All of
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them were receiving care at medical centers across the United States in
the Department of Veterans Affairs (VA) health system.

"We expanded what we've been learning and showed that older men in
this study do just as well after bariatric surgery as younger women in
previous studies have done," said David Arterburn, MD, MPH, a Group
Health physician and a Group Health Research Institute associate
investigator. Dr. Arterburn, who is also an affiliate associate professor of
medicine at the University of Washington School of Medicine, is the
first author of the report, called "Association between bariatric surgery
and long-term survival ."

"Previous studies of long-term survival after bariatric surgery involved
younger, mostly female populations who tended to have few obesity-
related diseases," he said. "In contrast, our study's population was
older—with a mean age of 52—and 74 percent male. Also 55 percent of
our population had diabetes, and many had other diseases such as high
blood pressure, arthritis, heart disease, and depression."

"We also found evidence that bariatric surgery has become safer," said
Matthew Maciejewski, PhD, a research career scientist in Health
Services Research and Development at the Durham VA and a professor
of general internal medicine at Duke University School of Medicine in
Durham, NC. "We found that the risk of dying during and soon after
bariatric surgery was lower in 2006-2011 than in 2000-2005."

As severe obesity becomes more common, increasing numbers of
Americans have been getting bariatric surgery, Dr. Maciejewski noted.
Understanding the surgery's long-term outcomes is a research priority
for the National Institutes of Health.

"We have tracked a large group of patients for a long enough time that
we can clearly see a strong link between bariatric surgery and long-term
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survival," Dr. Arterburn said. "As time passes, the risk of dying among
the patients who've had surgery appears to be diverging from those of
the matched controls who haven't had surgery."

With still-longer follow-up, Drs. Arterburn and Maciejewski plan to
explore various outstanding questions, such as:

Does bariatric surgery help certain subgroups of patients more or
less?
How long does weight loss last after surgery, and at what level?
Is the course of associated diseases, such as diabetes, changed?
And do total costs of health care decrease in the long run?

"Our results may have broader implications for encouraging weight loss
in general," Dr. Arterburn said. "Despite the studies showing that
patients with lower BMIs live longer, not much evidence has linked
intentional weight loss (from surgery, medication, or diet and exercise)
with longer survival. But our results, combined with other studies of
bariatric surgery, may help to make that case."

  More information: Paper doi:10.1001/jama.2014.16968
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