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As overweight and obesity increase, so does
risk of dying prematurely

July 13 2016

Being overweight or obese is associated with a higher risk of dying
prematurely than being normal weight—and the risk increases with
additional pounds, according to a large international collaborative study
led by researchers at the Harvard T.H. Chan School of Public Health and
the University of Cambridge, UK. The findings contradict recent reports
that suggest a survival advantage to being overweight—the so-called
"obesity paradox."

The study will be published online on July 13, 2016 in The Lancet.

The deleterious effects of excess body weight on chronic disease have
been well documented. Recent studies suggesting otherwise have
resulted in confusion among the public about what is a healthy weight.
According to the authors of the new study, those prior studies had
serious methodological limitations. One common problem is called
reverse causation, in which a low body weight is the result of underlying
or preclinical illness rather than the cause. Another problem is
confounding by smoking because smokers tend to weigh less than
nonsmokers but have much higher mortality rates. "To obtain an
unbiased relationship between BMI and mortality, it is essential to
analyze individuals who never smoked and had no existing chronic
diseases at the start of the study," said Frank Hu, professor of nutrition
and epidemiology at Harvard Chan School and a co-leader of the
collaboration. Hu stressed that doctors should continue to counsel
patients regarding the deleterious effects of excess body weight, which
include a higher risk of diabetes, cardiovascular disease, and cancer.
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In order to provide more definitive evidence for the association of
excess body weight with premature mortality, researchers joined forces
in 2013 to establish the Global BMI Mortality Collaboration, which
involves over 500 investigators from over 300 global institutions.

"This international collaboration represents the largest and most rigorous
effort so far to resolve the controversy regarding BMI and mortality,"
said Shilpa Bhupathiraju, research scientist in the Department of
Nutrition at Harvard Chan School and co-lead author of the study.

For the new study, consortium researchers looked at data from more
than 10.6 million participants from 239 large studies, conducted between
1970 and 2015, in 32 countries. A combined 1.6 million deaths were
recorded across these studies, in which participants were followed for an
average of 14 years. For the primary analyses, to address potential biases
caused by smoking and preexisting diseases, the researchers excluded
participants who were current or former smokers, those who had chronic
diseases at the beginning of the study, and any who died in the first five
years of follow-up, so that the group they analyzed included 4 million
adults. They looked at participants' body mass index (BMI)—an
indicator of body fat calculated by dividing a person's weight in
kilograms by their height in meters squared (kg/m2).

The results showed that participants with BMI of 22.5-
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