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Calculating costs of 
obesity isn’t easy

A recent study claimed 
that preventing obesity 
doesn’t reduce health 
costs, but others 
disputed the findings. 
What’s the real story?

That study got a lot of headlines, 
and its findings were controversial 
on several points. But first, let’s make 
clear what the study actually found.

Some people mistakenly believe 
the research said obesity (and smok-
ing, which was also studied) don’t 
increase an individual’s health care 
costs. Not so: The researchers found 
health costs higher for obese people 
and smokers between the ages of 20 
and 56.  However, those people tend 
to die earlier. Normal-weight people 
who don’t smoke, on the other hand, 
tend to live longer, thus incurring 
more medical bills over the years. 

Even if this analysis proves true, 
most people do what they can to live 
longer, even if it means higher costs 
over the years. In fact, the research-
ers themselves said their findings 
shouldn’t be used as an argument 
to stop programs to combat obesity 
and smoking, saying there are other 
payoffs to do so. 

But most experts who commented 
on the study disputed the findings 
anyway. Several other recent stud-
ies have found exactly the opposite 
— that obesity and smoking lead to 
illnesses that cost both individuals and 
society more over the long run. Both 
the Rand Corporation and the Univer-
sity of Florida recently published stud-
ies that showed the lifetime health care 

costs of normal weight adults are 20 
to 40 percent lower than obese adults 
who have health problems resulting 
from their weight. The lower costs 
occur even though healthier, normal 
weight adults live longer than obese 
adults who have multiple weight-
related health conditions.

In addition, other researchers have 
found other costs related to obesity. 
In just one example published in 
January in the Annals of Epidemiol-
ogy, researchers found that Shell Oil 
employees who were obese were 80 
percent more likely to be absent from 
work, and were absent nearly four 
more days per year (7.7 days com-
pared to 4.0 days) than their normal-
weight co-workers. Even healthy 
overweight and obese employees — 
those with no other health conditions 
— were absent from work more often 
than employees who had a normal 
weight. The researchers said the direct 
costs to the company resulting from 
days lost work due to overweight or 
obesity was nearly $1.9 million.

Economics aside, the cost of 
obesity runs high in American life. 
The percentage of U.S. adults who 
are overweight or obese has increased 
from 15 percent in the late 1970s to 33 
percent today. Losing weight isn’t easy, 
but a diet high in fruits and vegetables, 
whole grain and fiber, lean protein and 
low-fat dairy is a good start.
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