
 

Can you be overweight and healthy?
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One of the most contentious questions asked in the health community
today is whether you can be overweight and healthy.

This question—sometimes framed using the term "fat but fit"—has
preoccupied medical researchers for decades, fuelling numerous studies
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both supporting and debunking the concept.

The debate revolves around whether a physically active overweight or 
obese person can still be considered metabolically healthy—that is, they
have good blood pressure, cholesterol and insulin levels.

As a health professional and obesity expert, my response to this question
often surprises: I believe a person can indeed be overweight and healthy.
Here's why.

1. Weight and health are not perfectly correlated

As I discussed in my article on the body mass index (BMI), a person's
weight doesn't always tell the full story of their health.

While being overweight increases an individual's risk of a range of 
health issues, including heart disease, stroke, diabetes and some cancers,
many studies have shown a person's disease risk is linked not to weight,
but to body fat and where it's distributed in the body.

While BMI calculators provide a starting point for assessing body fat, the
BMI is not an accurate measure of health because it doesn't explain
where fat is distributed in the body.

People with a high amount of visceral fat—a type of especially
unhealthy fat stored around the stomach, close to the organs—have a 
higher risk of disease than people who hold body fat around their hips.

It's also important to remember muscle is much denser than fat—another
thing the BMI can't measure.

Therefore, if a BMI calculator classifies you as overweight or obese, but
you're physically fit, have a healthy diet and lifestyle, and fat stored
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around your hips, you could be healthier than someone with a BMI in the
"normal" range if they don't exercise or eat a balanced diet.

2. Weight and fitness are not perfectly related either

We've been conditioned to believe being overweight is directly
associated with being unfit. But it's inactivity, not our weight, that
directly impacts our fitness levels.

Indeed, numerous studies have used exercise testing to show that some
overweight and obese people have high cardiovascular fitness and
strength levels. The difference? These people engaged in regular
physical activity.

Regular exercise will improve your fitness, no matter what you weigh.
Sadly, more than half of the Australian population don't even do the 30
minutes of exercise needed five days a week to stay healthy and alive, let
alone help them manage their weight.

3. Lifestyle is more important than a number on the
scales

It may sound obvious, but healthy behaviours—not weight—make us
healthy.

While understanding and managing the relationship between our weight
and health is important, we need to remember other factors influence 
good health too. Top among these are getting enough exercise, eating a
healthy and balanced diet, reducing stress, and improving our sleep
quality.

How to be healthy at any weight
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You can do several simple things right now to support your overall
health, no matter what you weigh.

Mix up your exercise routine

It's indisputable that exercise has enormous health benefits. Alongside
improving your heart health, regular activity improves muscle strength
and mobility, reduces stress levels and promotes better sleep and energy
levels.

To encourage more exercise, take up something you enjoy, no matter
what it is. But make sure to include variety, as doing the same routine
every day is a surefire way to get bored and avoid activity, and can also
make it hard to hit your goals.

It's also important to look for ways to incorporate incidental activity in
your daily routine. Our sedentary lifestyles are literally killing us, with
experts suggesting a week of physical inactivity has the equivalent
personal health cost of smoking 20 cigarettes.

Introducing more activity can be as simple as taking the stairs instead of
the lift, parking the car a little bit further away from our destination, or
switching off the robot vacuum cleaner and taking on the housework
ourselves.

Improve your sleep

Getting the recommended seven to nine hours of shuteye we need each
night will significantly benefit your health. The good news is it's easy to
dramatically improve your sleep quality by taking simple steps to support
good sleep hygiene. Start with the "no blue light after twilight" rule,
switching off your devices early to boost your body's secretion of sleep-
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inducing hormones such as melatonin.

Retrain your brain to manage your stress

Stress will adversely impact your health, often encouraging unhealthy
dietary habits and contributing to chronic conditions such as high blood
pressure.

Contrary to popular belief, alcohol isn't a good way to deal with stress!
Instead, take up more beneficial activities to relieve stress, such as
exercise and meditation.

The bottom line

Your weight does matter when it comes to your overall levels of health.
It's just not the only thing that matters, and it's not always necessary to
achieve the definition of a "healthy weight" category.

We should all be engaging in healthier lifestyle habits—whatever our 
weight.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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