
it’s not a small world, after all.
One-third of the global population
age 15 or older is overweight or
obese, according to an American De-
mographics analysis.

Not surprisingly, the United
States is the world leader: The U.S. is
home to nearly 23% of the world’s
obese population age 15+, according
to the analysis.

The global perception is that fat-
and-happy U.S. consumers lead the
way on these weighty matters. Amer-
ican Demographics aimed to prove, or
disprove, the point by analyzing the
World Health Organization’s 2005

obesity projections and Census Bu-
reau global population data.

As it turns out, the U.S. share of
the merely overweight (about 7%)
isn’t that out of line with its share of
world population (less than 5%). 

The problem is an epidemic of obe-
sity, with more Americans joining the
ranks of the officially obese as deter-
mined by body mass index, which
measures weight in relation to height.
“Overweight” means a BMI of 25 up
to 30; “obese” is  30 or above.   

To be sure, BMI is not a perfect
measure. For example, a 200-lb. body
builder who stands at 5’10” has a BMI
of 29, and would be considered border-
line obese, despite  having far more
muscle than fat.  However, those cases
are the rare exceptions to the rule, and
BMI, which dates to the 1800s, re-
mains the standard for governments.

U.S. males age 15 or older last
year had a mean BMI of 28.4, accord-
ing to WHO. Women’s average was
28.8. For adults of average height in

the U.S., a man is considered obese at
196 pounds; a woman at 174 pounds.

The nation is getting fatter. U.S.
government surveys show the aver-
age U.S. adult man age 20-74 weighs
191 pounds and the average woman
weighs 164, both up about 24 pounds
(or 96 Quarter Pounders) from the
early 1960s. About three-fourths of
Americans age 15+ in the U.S. were
overweight or obese in 2005, with
about four in 10 obese, according to
WHO.

The U.S. share of obesity, with
22.6% of the world’s fattest residents
age 15+, is far above the 5.3% share
of runner-up Mexico, according to
American Demographics’ analysis. 

The analysis found 1.6 billion
overweight people age 15+ worldwide
last year (34.5% of that population),
including 400 million clinically obese.

That’s far above WHO’s estimate
last year of more than 1 billion over-
weight people globally. American
Demographics based its calculations
on WHO ’05 projections of preva-
lence for overweight and obesity in
its 192 member countries, using ’05
Census Bureau population data.

‘GLOBAL SHIFT’
WHO declined to comment on Amer-
ican Demographics’ figures because
WHO, part of the United Nations,
based its estimates on U.N. population
data. “These models have many un-
derlying assumptions which will not
be the same as the [Census] population
data,” a spokeswoman said.  

The American Demographics
analysis excluded children, whose
weight is scored differently from the
simple BMI formula. 

There’s no denying the world is
getting bigger. The causes WHO cites
are a replay of what happened in the
U.S.: “A global shift in diet toward in-
creased energy, fat, salt and sugar in-
take, and a trend toward decreased
physical activity.” 

Across 192 nations, WHO’s
mean BMI  2005 projection for males
15+ was 24.4, according to American
Demographics calculations; for fe-
males, it was 25.3, past the tipping
point for overweight.

The U.S. is home to 11% of the
world’s overweight/obese population
age 15+, but that’s only high enough
for second place. Who’s No. 1? China,
with 19% of the world’s over-
weight/obese population. With more
than four times the U.S. population,
China has upward of a billion people
who have no weight problem—but
hundreds of millions who are over-
weight (though generally not obese).

The not-so-skinny: U.S.
population weighs in as
the world’s most obese 
America’s home to nearly
23% ofplanet’s excessively
overweight individuals

By BRADLEY JOHNSON

Share of world's obese population by nation1. The United
States has a nearly 23% share.
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The average U.S. adult weighs 24+ pounds more now than in the early '60s. Mean weight in pounds:

ADDING POUNDS

2005 projections. 1. Obesity figures for age 15+. 2. 25 nations. 3. 161 nations. More info: who.int,

census.gov Source: American Demographics analysis of data from  World Health Organization

(SuRF2 obesity projections) and Census Bureau (population)

1. Body mass index; 18.5-24.9 = healthy weight, 25.0-29.9 = overweight, 30+ = obese. BMI = weight in kilograms divided by height in meters squared. 2. 192 countries. Data for 4.6 billion people age 15+; excludes 1.9

billion children age 0-14. More info: who.int, census.gov Source: American Demographics analysis of data from World Health Organization (SuRF2 obesity projections) and Census Bureau (population)

OFF THE CHARTS

Figures are for 2005. 1. Age 15+. 2. Share of world's combined gross

domestic product. Source: American Demographics analysis of data

from Census Bureau, World Health Organization and International

Monetary Fund
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American Demographics estimates there are 1.6 billion
obese or overweight people age 15+ worldwide.

PIECE OF THE PIE

2005 projections for age 15+ based on body mass index (25.0-29.9 = overweight, 30+ = obese).

More info: who.int, census.gov Source: American Demographics analysis of data from World Health

Organization (SuRF2 obesity projections) and Census Bureau (population)

Twenty-five largest countries ranked on percentage of population age 15+ projected to be overweight or obese in
2005. The United States scores first.

WORLD HEAVYWEIGHTS

1. 1963-65 for age 10; 1960-62 for 20+. 2. Pounds gained since early ’60s for ages 10 and 20-74 and since ’71-’74 for age 15. 3. For male of avg. ht. (5’9”), healthy wt.=121-163 lbs., overwt.=164-195, obese=196+.  For

female of avg. ht. (5’4”), healthy=108-144 lbs., overwt.=145-173, obese=174+. More info: http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/ Source: National Center for Health Statistics’ National Health Examination Surveys and National

Health and Nutrition Examination Surveys 

The U.S. accounts for less than 5%
of population but tips the scales in
weight and wealth.

4.6% U.S. share of world 
population

22.6% U.S. share of world 
obese population1

28.1% U.S. share of world 
economy2
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RANK MEAN BMI1 % OVERWEIGHT OR OBESE1 % OBESE1

WEIGHT POP. COUNTRY MALE FEMALE M F M+F M F M+F

1 3 United States 28.4 28.8 75.6 72.6 74.1 36.5 41.8 39.2

2 15 Egypt 26.7 29.6 64.5 74.2 69.3 22 45.5 33.7

3 11 Mexico 27.1 27.9 68.4 67.9 68.1 24 34.3 29.3

4 22 United Kingdom 26.8 26.7 65.7 61.9 63.8 21.6 24.2 22.9

5 14 Germany 26.7 26 65.1 55.1 60.0 20.9 20.4 20.6

6 17 Turkey 25 27.6 47.9 65.7 56.7 10.8 32.5 21.6

7 18 Iran 24.9 26.5 48.5 57.8 53.1 10 27 18.4

8 5 Brazil 24.8 25.6 47.4 53.5 50.5 8.7 18.3 13.6

9 8 Russia 24.9 25.9 46.5 51.7 49.3 9.6 23.6 17.2

10 23 Italy 25.5 24.2 52.7 38.3 45.3 12.9 12.6 12.7

11 25 Ukraine 24.3 25.4 41.2 48.5 45.2 7.4 19.4 14.0

12 24 South Korea 24.3 24.6 40.2 43.8 42.0 4.1 10.1 7.1

13 21 France 24.7 23.7 45.6 34.7 40.0 7.8 6.6 7.2

14 19 Thailand 23 23.5 27.9 35.2 31.6 2.5 8.4 5.5

15 1 China 23.7 22.8 33.1 24.7 29.0 1.6 1.9 1.7

16 9 Nigeria 22.2 23.1 21.9 32.2 27.0 2 6 4.0

17 12 Philippines 22.5 22.8 21.9 28.5 25.2 1.1 3.7 2.4

18 10 Japan 23.1 21.9 27 18.1 22.4 1.8 1.5 1.6

19 6 Pakistan 22 22.3 18.8 25.5 22.1 1 3.6 2.3

20 4 Indonesia 21 22.2 9.7 22.7 16.3 0.2 2.6 1.4

21 2 India 21.6 21.1 16.8 15.2 16.0 1.1 1.4 1.2

22 20 Congo (Dem. Rep.) 19.9 21.1 4.8 13.3 9.1 0 0.8 0.4

23 13 Vietnam 20.8 20.6 4.1 8.7 6.5 0 0.3 0.2

24 7 Bangladesh 20.2 19.6 6.7 5.4 6.1 0.1 0.2 0.1

25 16 Ethiopia 20.6 19.8 7.8 3.3 5.5 0.2 0 0.1

World average2 24.4 25.3 34.2 34.8 34.5 6.8 10.9 8.8

MALE
AGE 1960-651 1971-74 1976-80 1988-94 1999-02 WEIGHT GAIN2

10 74.2 75.3 79.7 82.1 84.9 10.7

15 N/A 132.6 134.7 147.2 150.3 17.7

20-7743 166.3 173.4 173.8 182.4 191.0 24.7

FEMALE
AGE 1960-651 1971-74 1976-80 1988-94 1999-02 WEIGHT GAIN2

10 77.4 74.4 78.6 83.4 87.9 10.5

15 N/A 124.6 121.1 127.8 134.4 9.8

20-7743 140.2 144.2 145.4 154.1 164.3 24.1

Advertising Age’s American Demographics appears the third Monday of each month. We welcome hearing about your
consumer research. Send research findings to bjohnson@crain.com




