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or years, we were told

being fat makes us die

prematurely. This “fact”

suffered a seemingly
fatal blow last year when
Katherine Flegal of the Cen-
ters for Disease Control pub-
lished the first careful analysis
of what the data on obesity re-
ally showed.

Ms. Flegal’s study found there
were more premature deaths
among the underweight and
those of normal weight than
among the overweight. Over-
weight Americans were actu-
ally most likely to live the
longest. This result is no statis-
tical fluke, as controlling for
such things as smoking status or
weight loss due to illness did
not change the finding.

These results directly chal-
lenged the public health estab-
lishment'’s cherished belief that
fatess is life-threatening. In re-
sponse, a Harvard conference
sought to “explain” Ms. Flegal’s
findings. The conference as-
serted that, whatever Ms. Fle-
gal’s results, being overweight is
still deadly.

But the Flegal data is not so
easily dismissed. Many studies
also contradict the claim that
being overweight leads to a
shorter life. These studies show
the overweight face less risk for
premature death than those of
ideal weights.

Now, we have another well-
publicized study, this time from
the National Cancer Institute,
which warns Americans, partic-
ularly Baby Boomers, that their
waistlines can kill
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tive of the American popula-
tion. If the study’s sample is un-
representative, then its shaky
results can hardly be general-
ized to the entire population.
Second, the study failed to con-
trol for many factors that affect
mortality. The study specifically
claims excess weight ac-

them. According to
The Washington Post’s

headline, “Just a few
extra pounds could
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counted for almost 8
percentofall premature
deaths among men, an
astonishing claim since
it has no information on

mean fewer years.” A
closer look at both the study and
the data suggest the Post’s head-
line is wildly misleading. Nei-
ther the Boomers nor anyone
else has much to worry about
from being overweight.

First, there are enormous
problems with the design of the
National Cancer Institute study,
itself, problems that make any of
its conclusions highly suspect.
For example, study subjects
were drawn from only six states
and the 18 percent of AARP
members who bothered to fill in
questionnaires.

Hence, there is no reason to
assume the study is representa-

what killed the partici-
pants; the database does not in-
clude cause of death.

None of the key facts about any
of the participants was validated,
including, most importantly, their
body weight and height. All such
facts were self-reported. Most
surprisingly, the study relied on
“participants recalled weight at
the age of 50 years,” a highly du-
bious measure given most of us
cannot recall what we had for
lunch last week, let alone what we
weighed at age 50.

In short, this study makes
headline-generating claims
about the supposed risks of
being overweight but fails the
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most basic of scientific tests: en-
suring that its data and meas-
urements are, in fact, reliable.

It is not simply the study’s
design that undermines its cred-
ibility. It is also its data, which
fail to support its central claim
that “even moderate elevations
in BMI [Body Mass Index, the
conventional yardstick for de-
termining if one is underweight,
normal weight, overweight, or
obese] conferred an increased
risk of death.”

For example, among the men
in the study, there was no statis-
tically significant increase in rel-
ative risk for death for over-
weight men. When the men were
broken into five-year age cohorts,
there was no statistically signif-
icantincrease in relative risk for
death for overweight men ex-
cept for those aged 61 to 65, with
BMIs of 28 to 29.9 (a BMI be-
tween 25 and 29.9 is considered
overweight). Similarly, with
overweight women, there was
no statistically significant in-
crease in relative risk for death
in any five-year age cohort.

Authors failed to note their
study confirms what other re-
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searchers have found, that is,
the highest risk for premature
death comes not from being too
fat but from being too thin. In
fact, normal weight men had a
greater risk of premature death
than grossly obese men, a find-
ing that completely contradicts
the study’s claims about the
risks of being overweight.
Astonishingly, the National
Cancer Institute researchers
began with the conclusion that
“excess body fat has long been
recognized as a harbinger of dis-
ease and early death,” for which
they provide not a single bit of
scientific evidence. They pro-
ceeded to shoehorn the data to fit
their conclusion. Had The Wash-
ington Post analyzed the study
more carefully, it might have
found how wildly its headline
diverged from the real story.
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