
 

EMBARGOED UNTIL 10:00 PM ON WEDNESDAY 3RD MARCH 2021 

 

90% of COVID-19 deaths in countries with high obesity rates: 

Landmark global study on World Obesity Day shows a dramatic correlation 

between countries’ death and obesity rates 

 

● COVID-19 death rate is ten times higher in countries where 50%+ of the population is 

overweight; 2.2 million of the 2.5 million COVID-19 global deaths were in countries 

with high levels of obesity 

● World Health Organization [WHO] Director-General Dr Tedros Adhanom says report 
must act as a wake-up call to governments globally; Governments need to act now 

as failure to tackle obesity is ‘clearly responsible’ for hundreds of thousands of 

avoidable deaths globally  

● Michael R. Bloomberg, WHO Ambassador for Noncommunicable Diseases and Injuries.  

       says report sheds light on the dangers of a different global epidemic: obesity 

● World Obesity Federation [WOF] calls for urgent vaccine prioritisation of those living 

with obesity 

            

On World Obesity Day, a landmark global study from the World Obesity Federation reveals 

for the first time a driving factor between countries’ disparate death rates, demonstrating 

the dramatic impact of overweight and obese populations on global COVID-19 death rates. 

Through systematic analysis of the latest mortality data from Johns Hopkins University and 

WHO Global Health Observatory data on obesity, the report shows that 2.2 million of the 

2.5 million global deaths were in countries with high levels of obesity.  
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There has been much speculation about the difference in death rates between Asian and 

Western countries and low-income and high-income countries. Still, this report uncovers for 

the first time a common denominator in keeping death rates low.  

The report’s author, Dr Tim Lobstein - Senior Policy Advisor to the World Obesity 

Federation, visiting Professor at the University of Sydney, and former advisor to the WHO 

and PHE - shows that death rates are ten times higher in countries where more than 50% of 

the population are overweight. The increase in national death rates where countries exceed 

the threshold of 50% of population overweight was dramatic.  

Strikingly, the report finds that there is not a single example internationally of a country 

with low levels of population overweight (less than 40% of the population) having high 

death rates (more than 10 per 100,000 population), while no country with high death rates 

(100+ per 100,000) had less than 50% of their population overweight.  

For example: 

● Vietnam has the lowest death rate in the world and the second-lowest levels of 

population overweight (0.04 per 100,000 deaths from COVID-19 and 18.3% adults 

overweight WHO data);  

● The UK has the third-highest death rate in the world and the fourth-highest obesity 

rate (184 deaths per 100,000 and 63.7 adults overweight WHO data),  

● Followed by the United States of America (152.49 deaths per 100,000 and 67.9% 

living with obesity). 

Age has been the predominant focus of analysis of risks of hospitalisation and death to date, 

but this report shows for the first time that overweight populations come a close second. 

The author shows that any excess body weight is likely to impact the severity of COVID-19 in 

a patient.  

“As we continue to confront the COVID-19 pandemic, this new report sheds light on the 

dangers of a different global epidemic: obesity. In addition to putting people in greater 

danger of developing debilitating health conditions, obesity also significantly increases the 

risk of hospitalization and death due to COVID-19,” said Michael R. Bloomberg, WHO 

Ambassador for Noncommunicable Diseases and Injuries.  

“These results underscore the importance of fighting obesity around the world, including in 

lower- and middle-income countries where rates are rising fastest. We’ve seen the positive 

impact healthy food policies have in dozens of countries, and together we can make even 

more progress saving and improving lives.” 

The report also reveals the dramatic economic costs of preventing health services from 

being over-run through lockdowns could have been significantly mitigated if governments 

had tackled population weight issues before the pandemic: of the $28 trillion IMF projected 
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global cost in lost economic output worldwide up to 2025, at least $6 trillion will be directly 

attributable to the issue of populations living with excess weight.1 

In addition, the report also shows that overweight populations are much more susceptible 

to respiratory diseases generally – and demonstrates that outcomes were also significantly 

worse for people living with obesity during the MERS and H1N1 epidemics – making the 

case for investment in obesity prevention and management strategies to prepare for future 

pandemics. WOF is also calling on governments to move people living with obesity up the 

priority queue for vaccinations.  

"This report must act as a wake-up call to governments globally," said Dr Tedros Adhanom 
Ghebreyesus, Director-General of the World Health Organization. "The correlation 
between obesity and mortality rates from COVID-19 is clear and compelling.“ 

“Investment in public health and co-ordinated, international action to tackle the root causes 
of obesity is one of the best ways for countries to build resilience in health systems 
post-pandemic: we urge all countries to seize this moment." 

At a high level policy event (Obesity - Re-setting the Global Agenda) with WHO’s 

Director-General Dr Tedros Adhanom, WHO and UNICEF will confirm their commitment to 

build a coalition with the World Obesity Federation and its network.  

Johanna Ralston, CEO of the World Obesity Federation, said: ‘Old age is unavoidable, but the 

conditions that contribute to overweight and obesity can be highly avoidable if governments 

step up and we all join forces to reduce the impact of this disease. The failure to address the 

root causes of obesity over many decades is clearly responsible for hundreds of thousands of 

preventable deaths. The most important thing as we emerge from this pandemic will be 

promising families who have lost loved ones and suffered severe economic pain “never 

again”.’ 

Dr Tim Lobstein, report author, said: ‘We now know that an overweight population is the 

next pandemic waiting to happen. Look at countries like Japan and South Korea where they 

have very low levels of COVID-19 deaths as well as very low levels of adult obesity.  They 

have prioritised public health across a range of measures, including population weight, and 

it has paid off in the pandemic. Governments have been negligent, and ignored the economic 

value of a healthy population at their peril. For the last decade they have failed to tackle 

obesity, despite setting themselves targets at United Nations meetings. COVID-19 is only the 

latest infection exacerbated by weight issues, but the warning signs were there. We have 

seen it in the past with MERS, H1N1 and other respiratory diseases.’ 

1 Economic costs of COVID-19 from the International Monetary Fund forecasts and estimates for GDP 2019 
through to 2025. IMF price global downturn at $10 trillion for the single year 2020, and $22 trillion for the 
period 2020-2025. Hamer M, Kivimäki M, Gale CR, Batty GD. [Lifestyle risk factors, inflammatory mechanisms, 
and COVID-19 hospitalization: A community-based cohort study of 387,109 adults in the UK. Brain Behav 
Immun. 2020] show for the UK population, 29.5% of hospitalisations for COVID-19 were due to overweight, 
and 7% due to lack of physical activity. As hospitalisation is the main reason for economic lockdowns, 1/3 of 
the lost global GDP could be attributed to an overweight population.  
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Notes to editors 
 

● In 2013, member states of WHO committed to halt the increase in obesity rates at 
2010 levels by 2025. Estimates suggest that the majority of countries have a less than 
10% chance of meeting the target: 
970_-_WOF_Missing_the_2025_Global_Targets_Report_ART.pdf 

● The World Obesity Federation is calling on Governments to adopt the ‘ROOTS’ 
framework for tackling obesity which was developed by a panel of global obesity 
experts last year. The ‘ROOTS’ framework for actions involves Recognising the root 
causes, monitoring Obesity data, investing in Obesity prevention, ensuring access to 
Treatments, and adopting a Systems-based approach. 

● The World Obesity Federation (https://www.worldobesity.org/) is the only global 
organisation focused exclusively on obesity. It brings together member organisations 
dedicated to solving the problems of obesity, representing professional members of 
the scientific, medical and research communities from over 50 regional and national 
obesity associations. 

● The World Obesity Federation is a lead partner to global agencies on obesity, 
including WHO – with which it has formal consultative status, approved by the World 
Health Assembly.  

● Body Mass Index (BM)I is the widespread tool used around the world to measure 
overweight and obesity. BMI is a good diagnostic tool to be used at the population 
level as it is easy, inexpensive and allows for comparisons across populations. 
However, it is important to note that – besides from providing an imperfect measure 
of weight/health as it doesn’t take into account body composition and fat location – 
BMI also fails to account for differences in race and gender. 

● The tool was created in 1832 using data from predominantly European men to 
measure weight in different populations. Hence, we must acknowledge that we are 
using data from mostly White men and extrapolating it to measure and analyse 
women and people of colour. 
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● We hope that future obesity research will focus on finding more precise diagnostic 
tools that also take into account the inherent difference between genders and races 
across the world. 

● World Obesity Day takes place on 4th March every year to increase awareness of 
obesity as a disease, encourage advocacy to change the way obesity is addressed 
across society, improve policies by creating a healthy environment that prioritises 
obesity as a health issue, and creating platforms to share experiences. 

 

For further information or queries please contact: 

Christina Robinson 07972192845  christina@thesocialkinetic.com 

 

Spotlight countries 

 
      John Hopkins Coronavirus Research Center and The World Health Organisation 
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USA 

The US had the largest number of adults over 20 years old living with obesity in the world,2 as well as 

the highest level of sales of ultra-processed foods and high rates of physical inactivity reaching 47.7% 
in certain states. In 2019, only 23 states had a specific health benefit requirement to cover bariatric 
surgery and 16 included some form of nutritional counselling and therapy,3 making lack of health 

insurance a key barrier to successful obesity treatment and prevention programmes.  

 

UK 

The United Kingdom’s obesity prevalence and COVID-19 death rates rank among the highest globally. Over the 
course of 30 years, the United Kingdom has tried to implement 14 different governmental strategies either 

focused on or including obesity. The government recently announced the launch of a new obesity strategy 
with actions ranging advocacy and education campaigns to the expansion of weight management services as 

well as a strengthening of the regulatory environment by introducing a number of mandatory legislations.  

 

Spain 

Despite being officially recognised as a chronic disease by the Spanish Ministry of Health, Spain’s 
obesity prevalence and COVID-19 death rates rank among the highest globally. Recognising the 

impact of this epidemic, the country has put in place a number of policies such as voluntary 
front-of-pack labelling and advertising restrictions as well as taxes on sugary drinks, but there is no 

overarching comprehensive national strategy.  

 

France 

Obesity rates in France have been increasing steadily. In parallel, the country now has among the 

highest COVID-19 death rates. France has taken a number of steps to improve its nutritional and 
physical activity environment with mandatory nutrient lists on packaged foods, public awareness 
campaigns on healthy eating and nutrition and physical activity in the school curriculum. In 2019 the 

government developed an obesity roadmap targeting people living with obesity as well as vulnerable 
groups who are at increased risk.  

 

Sweden 

The national obesity risk is ranked as moderate. With a strong emphasis on healthy diets and 
nutritional education programmes and campaigns, the country moved quickly to recognise that 
people living with obesity were at increased risks for worst outcomes of COVID-19, perhaps 

explaining why Sweden has a death rate proportionally lower than the rest of the world, despite less 

strict lockdown measures.  

 

2 
http://s3-eu-west-1.amazonaws.com/wof-files/970_-_WOF_Missing_the_2025_Global_Targets_Report_ART.p
df  
3 https://www.ncsl.org/research/health/aca-and-health-mandates-for-obesity.aspx  
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Italy 

Adult obesity in Italy is among the top 20 countries with the largest number of adults over 20 years 

old living with obesity. Despite the fact that Italy became one of the latest countries to officially 
recognise obesity as a chronic disease in 2019, the regulatory landscape remains largely voluntary 
and scarce, with labelling and formulation regulations not yet implemented, and national policy 

documents and action plans to increase physical activity remaining absent.  

 

Switzerland  

Switzerland is among the countries with the lowest rates of obesity in Europe, but the prevalence is 
rising. Early in the COVID-19 pandemic, the country published an Ordinance on measures to combat 
COVID-19 and recognised that people living with obesity (with a BMI greater than 40) were 
vulnerable to severe cases of illness due to COVID-19 and therefore needing additional protection, 

which is one possible explanation for the country’s COVID-19 related death rate remaining lower 

than its neighbours. https://www.fedlex.admin.ch/eli/cc/2020/141/en#app6  

 

Japan 

Japan has one of the lowest rates of obesity globally. Research suggests the country’s overall health 
promotion efforts have had a substantial role to play in keeping death rates low. In addition to 

consuming less ultra-processed products and living less sedentary lives, the government has also 
introduced in 2008 the “Metabo Law” which requires people between 40 and 74 to get annual 
measurements of their waist circumference and, in the case of a waistline circumference above the 

approved limit, employers’ health insurance companies have a legal requirement to provide weight 
loss classes to its employees. Established in 1980, the Japanese Association for the Study of Obesity 
was among the first ones to recognise obesity as a chronic disease in 2002, leading to the publication 

of “Guidelines for the management of obesity disease 2006” and “Criteria for obesity disease in 

2011.”  

 

Singapore  

Singapore has one of the lowest rates of obesity globally. Research suggests that the country’s 
overall health promotion efforts had a substantial role to play. The Health Promotion Board recently 

shifted its nutrition efforts away from individual behaviours to focus on “creating a ground-up social 
movement to enable and empower individuals to live out a healthy lifestyle.”4 This included the 
preparation of new guidelines on nutrition and physical activity, both for the general public and 

health professionals, marketing regulations guidelines as well as updating their Clinical Practice 

Guidelines for Obesity. 

 

Vietnam 

Today, Vietnam currently has one of the lowest proportion of people over 20 years living with 
obesity and has successfully maintained a very low COVID-19 death rate compared to other 

4 https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/24102951/  
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countries. Previously known as having high levels of undernutrition, the country implemented the 

National Plan of Action for Nutrition (1995-2000), leading to positive and successful results. They 
recently introduced labelling regulations as well as an excise tax on sugar-sweetened beverages in an 

attempt to tackle childhood obesity.  

 

South Korea 

It has been assumed that South Korea's success in keeping covid-19 death rates low was down to 

enhanced test and trace systems, extensive mask-wearing and effective quarantine measures, but 
this research shows that pro-active obesity management and prevention strategies have played a 
crucial role.  A strong focus on nutrition, less preference for ultra-processed food compared to other 
high-income countries, less sedentary lifestyles and proactive state measures have all contributed to 

relatively low levels of obesity.  The Korean Society of Obesity was established to improve obesity 
management through research and education.  In 2018 they issued new guidelines, renaming the 
'overweight' category as 'pre-obese', and set new weight thresholds with three categories of obesity 

that coincided with the increased risk of diabetes and high blood pressure: 

https://bmjopen.bmj.com/content/10/12/e037629 

 

Brazil  

The country’s elevated COVID-19 death rates has repeatedly been associated with poor sanitary 
control measures and a slow response from the government, but the country’s obesity rate has 

undoubtedly played a role.  Brazil has experienced a substantial lifestyle and diet shift over the past 
decades, with only 15% of the population reported to be physically active and increased availability 

of energy-dense products.  

 

Mexico  

The Mexico Government has successfully improved the food environment by implementing a 

number of policies including sugar-sweetened beverage taxes as well as front-of-pack labelling. 
However, food and beverage companies often use rural communities around the country as a way to 
show some “philanthropic actions” by distributing ultra-processed foods and sugar-sweetened 

beverages at a more affordable cost than water or fruits and vegetables. 
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