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Highest Rate among Black Women
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Prevalence constant
1960-1980 and then 
explodes
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The Amazing difference in US and Dutch BMI values: as much as 4 BMI
Units!
The Amazing difference in US and Dutch BMI values: as much as 4 BMI
Units!
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• From Opulence to Corpulence: 
When did obesity epidemic begin ?



BMI values of South Carolina Students by Year of Birth

Source: Coclanis, Peter and Komlos, John, "Nutrition and Economic Development in Post-Reconstruction South Carolina: 
an Anthropometric Approach," Social Science History 19 (1995): 91-116. 
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BMI Values by Age In the US, 1850-1983
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BMI Values of USA White Men by Age 
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Distribution of BMI values of US students in 19th and early 20th centuries by year of birth 
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Hence, the transition to
Post-Industrial BMI values was 

already in progress by the 
1920s Birth Cohorts



What other evidence is there?



Black Females

Trend of BMI values by birth cohorts of US-born White and Black Adults



Rate of Change of BMI values over time

Black women

White women

White Men

Black Men

Great 
Depression 
& WW II
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Iso-Bmi lines for age-birth cohort combinations
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Iso-Bmi lines for age-birth cohort combinations
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Iso-Bmi lines for age-birth cohort combinations
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Iso-Bmi lines for age-birth cohort combinations



BMI Values by Income
Black women

White women

White Men

Black     Men



The Adult BMI values
National Sample also supports an early start

Two periods of rapid acceleration:
1920s
1950s

Slowdown during Great Depression and 
World War II



What about Children?



BMIZ-values among US-born children ages 2-19 

Birth Cohorts 1942-2002



Estimated values of the function f2: Trend in the BMIZ values of US-born black and white children 
compared to CDC 2000 reference values
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Annual rate of increase in BMIZ-values among US-born children ages 2-19 born 1942-2002
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Again 1950s
important
accelaration



Annual rate of increase in BMIZ-values among US-born white children born 1942-2002
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Annual rate of increase in BMIZ-values among US-born children ages 2-19 born 1942-2002

Note: Zero value implies that rate of change is constant. 
Positive values imply that BMI is increasing, (-) values that BMI is decreasing
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Hence, Children‘s BMI values also confirm the 1950s upswing

Innovation: Birth cohort trends enable us to calculate rate of 
change on an annual basis which in turn enables us to see 
periods in which the rate of change intensified.  

„Creeping“ nature of transition



Trend in Youth Obesity in USA
a comparison of two measures



Trends in Adult obesity, USA 

of Measurementof Measurement
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The spread of some major new technologies in the USA 



Trends in Obesity Prevalence & Lagged Personal Savings
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Trends in Obesity Prevalence & Lagged Debt-to-Income Ratio
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Consequences: increased Mortality
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Wealth              BMI





Unemployment             BMI



Obese remain unemployed longer in France



The End
Thank you for your attention
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You can read all 
about 

these issues in:



Afterthought: why square height?
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log relative risk of dying for adults at least 20 years of age at the time of 
measurement. X-coordinate represents the standard BMI groups. Bold line shows 
conventional definition of BMI Dashed line shows results with BMI defined as 
kg/m2.5 and grey line shows results with BMI defined as kg/m1.5 estimates are 
controlled for age at measurement and for birth cohort. Measurement took place 
between 1963 and 1975. Follow-up ended on December 31, 2006. 
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