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ABSTRACT

The percentage of the population who are obese has grown dramatically on a worldwide basis over the
last several decades, with the prevalence of obesity stabilizing recently in the United States. Although
there have been numerous studies of the effect of this trend on mortality, the findings have been
inconsistent and controversial, in part because of methodological differences and the complexity of the
relationship between obesity and mortality.

The objective of this paper is to discuss the issues surrounding this relationship and to shed some light
on the likely effects of this epidemic. Of particular interest is the so-called obesity-mortality paradox,
where mortality experience is lower for overweight individuals and in some cases those who are obese
than for those in the normal weight category. Numerous issues associated with this reported paradox
are discussed. Although more recent studies of the relationship between mortality and obesity seem to
indicate obesity is related to a reduced percent of additional mortality, this may in part be due to the
shorter average time those currently obese have been exposed to their condition. Additional premature
deaths may arise as more individuals who have become obese are exposed for a longer period to excess
adiposity tissue.

Health care costs and rates of disability associated with being obese are already significant and will
contribute to increases in overall health care costs as this population segment ages. Although the issues
surrounding obesity are being addressed with a great deal of activity and publicity, they have and will
continue to prove quite challenging for both individuals and society to manage and overcome.



