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The Impact of Obesity on Active Life
Expectancy in Older American Men
and Women

The public health concern with obesity in
the United States has been well documented
for over 20 years. The literature on the re-
lationship of obesity to mortality is begin-
ning to suggest that it varies by age. There-
fore, Reynolds, et al., chose to analyze the
effects of obesity on mortality and disability
in adults at 70 years and older. They used the
first three waves of data from the Asset and
Health Dynamics Among the Oldest Old
(AHEAD) study.

An active life was defined by having no dif-
ficulty performing any functions necessary
for the activities of daily living (ADLs). Dis-
ability was defined as having difficulty with
one or more ADLs; regardless of function
level, anyone residing in a nursing home was
counted as disabled. Obesity was defined as a
body mass index (BMI) of 30 or more.

People with disabilities both improve and de-
cline so these researchers chose a multi-state
life-table method to estimate total and active
life expectancy. This also allowed a differen-
tiation in mortality profile by disability state.
Three states of conditions were defined,

two as living: active and disabled; and one as
deceased. The transitions of the sample were
followed into different conditions and exam-
ined by obesity and non-obesity. There was
no significant difference in the likelihood of
death for the obese or non-obese in men or
women, but a significant risk of becoming

disabled.

These findings support others and inform
policy. “Public health policy for older adults
should be concerned with the prospect of
growing numbers of longer-lived disabled
obese adults” (Arterburn et al., 2004).
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