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• A m o n g  m en , o besity  

p reva lence  is  g e n e ra lly  s im ila r  
at a ll incom e le v e ls , ho w eve r, 

am ong n o n -H isp a n ic  b la c k  
and M e x ica n -A m e ric a n  m en 
those w ith  h ig h e r inco m e are 

m ore l ik e ly  to be obese than 
those w ith  lo w  inco m e.

• H ig h e r  inco m e w om en  are 

le ss  l ik e ly  to be obese than 
lo w  inco m e w o m en , but m ost 
obese w om en  are not lo w  
inco m e.

• T h e re  is  no s ig n ifican t trend 
betw een o b esity  and education  
am ong m en . A m o n g  w o m en , 

h o w eve r, there is  a  trend , those 
w ith  co llege  degrees are less 
l ik e ly  to be obese com pared 
w ith  le ss  educated w om en .

• B e tw e e n  1 9 8 8 -1 9 9 4  and 

2 0 0 7 -2 0 0 8  the p reva lence  o f  
o b esity  increased  in  adults
at a ll incom e and education  
le v e ls .

In  2 0 0 7 -2 0 0 8  m ore than  one-th ird  o f  U n ite d  States adults w ere  obese ( 1) . 
O bese in d iv id u a ls  are at in creased  r is k  o f  diabetes m e llitu s , ca rd io va scu la r 
d isease , h ypertensio n , and ce rta in  can cers , am ong other co nd itio ns ( 2 ).

Som e stud ies have  sho w n  a  re la tio n sh ip  betw een o besity  p reva lence  and 
so c io eco n o m ic  status m easured  as educational le v e l o r inco m e ( 3 ,4 ) . T h is  

data b r ie f  presents the m o st recent n atio na l data on o b esity  in  U n ite d  States 
adults and its asso c iatio n  w ith  p o ve rty  inco m e ratio  ( P IR )  and education 
le v e l. R e su lts  are presented b y  se x  and race and ethn ic ity .

K e y w o rd s : a d u lts  • o b e s ity  • in c o m e  • e d u c a tio n

A m o n g  m e n ,  o b e s i t y  p r e v a l e n c e  i s  g e n e r a l l y  s i m i l a r  a t  

a l l  i n c o m e  l e v e l s ,  w i t h  a  t e n d e n c y  t o  b e  s l i g h t l y  h i g h e r  a t  

h i g h e r  i n c o m e  l e v e l s .

Figure 1. Prevalence ofobesity among adults aged 20 years and over, by poverty income ratio, 
sex, and race and ethnicity: United States 2005-2008
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^Significant trend.

NOTES: PIR is poverty income ratio. Persons of other race and ethnicity included in total. 

SOURCE: CDC/NCHS, National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey, 2005- 2008.
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O v e ra ll, a lm o st 3 3 %  o f  m en  w ho  liv e  in  househo lds w ith  inco m e at o r above 3 5 0 %  o f  the p o verty  
le v e l are obese, w h ile  2 9 .2 %  o f  m en  w h o  liv e  b e lo w  13 0%  o f  the p o ve rty  le v e l are obese ( F ig u re  
1) . T h e  re la tio n sh ip  betw een o b esity  and incom e in  m en  v a r ie s  b y  race and e thn ic ity . A m o ng  
n o n -H isp a n ic  b la c k  and M e x ica n -A m e ric a n  m en , o b es ity  p reva lence  decreases as inco m e (P IR )  
decreases; 4 4 .5 %  o f  n o n -H isp a n ic  b la c k  m en  w ith  incom e at o r above 3 5 0 %  o f  the p o ve rty  le v e l 

are obese com pared  w ith  2 8 .5 %  o f  those w ith  inco m e b e lo w  13 0%  o f  the p o ve rty  le v e l. S im ila r ly , 
am ong M e x ica n -A m e ric a n  m en , 4 0 .8 %  o f  those w ith  incom e at o r above 3 5 0 %  o f  the p o ve rty  

le v e l are obese com pared  w ith  2 9 .9 %  o f  those b e lo w  13 0%  o f  the p o ve rty  le v e l. T h e re  is  no 
s ig n ifican t d iffe ren ce  in  o besity  p reva lence  b y  p o ve rty  le v e l am ong n o n -H isp a n ic  w h ite  m en.

A m o n g  w o m e n ,  o b e s i t y  p r e v a l e n c e  i n c r e a s e s  a s  i n c o m e  d e c r e a s e s .

O v e ra ll, 2 9 .0 %  o f  w om en  w ho  liv e  in  househo lds w ith  incom e at o r above 3 5 0 %  o f  the p o verty  
le v e l are obese and 4 2 .0 %  o f  those w ith  inco m e b e lo w  13 0%  o f  the p o ve rty  le v e l are obese 

(F ig u re  1) . T ren d s are s im ila r  fo r  n o n -H isp a n ic  w h ite , n o n -H isp a n ic  b la c k , and M e x ica n -  
A m e ric a n  w o m en , but th ey  are o n ly  s ig n ifican t fo r  n o n -H isp a n ic  w h ite  w o m en . A m o n g  non- 
H isp a n ic  w h ite  w om en  w ith  inco m e at o r above 3 5 0 %  o f  the p o ve rty  le v e l 2 7 .5 %  are obese, less 
than  the 3 9 .2 %  o f  those w ith  inco m e b e lo w  13 0%  o f  the p o ve rty  le v e l.

M o s t  o b e s e  a d u l t s  a r e  n o t  l o w  i n c o m e  ( b e l o w  1 3 0 %  o f  t h e  p o v e r t y  l e v e l ) .

Figure 2. Obese adults aged 20 years and over, by poverty income ratio and race and ethnicity: United States 2005-2008
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SOURCE: CDC/NCHS, National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey, 2005- 2008.
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O f  the ap p ro x im ate ly  72 and a  h a l f  m ill io n  adults w h o  are obese, 4 1 %  (about 30 m ill io n )  have 
inco m es at o r above 3 5 0 %  o f  the p o ve rty  le v e l, 3 9 %  (o v e r 28 m ill io n )  h ave  inco m es betw een 
13 0%  and 3 5 0 %  o f  the p o ve rty  le v e l, and 2 0 %  (a lm o st 15 m ill io n )  have  incom es b e lo w  13 0%  o f  
the p o ve rty  le v e l. A m o n g  both m en  and w o m en , m o st o f  the obese adults are n o n -H isp a n ic  w h ite  
w ith  incom e at o r above 13 0%  o f  the p o ve rty  le v e l. A p p ro x im a te ly  21 m ill io n  n o n -H isp an ic  w h ite  

m en  and a lm o st 21 m ill io n  n o n -H isp a n ic  w h ite  w om en  w ho  h ave  inco m es at o r above 130%  o f  
the p o ve rty  le v e l are obese (F ig u re  2 ).

A m o n g  m e n ,  t h e r e  i s  n o  s i g n i f i c a n t  t r e n d  b e t w e e n  e d u c a t i o n  l e v e l  a n d  

o b e s i t y  p r e v a l e n c e .  A m o n g  w o m e n ,  o b e s i t y  p r e v a l e n c e  i n c r e a s e s  a s  

e d u c a t i o n  d e c r e a s e s .

A m o n g  m en , 2 7 .4 %  o f  those w ith  a  co llege  degree are obese com pared  w ith  3 2 .1 %  o f  those 
w ith  le ss  than  a  h ig h  schoo l education , although the d iffe ren ce  is  not s ta t is t ic a lly  s ig n ifican t. 
A m o n g  w o m en , 2 3 .4 %  o f  those w ith  a  co llege  degree are obese, s ig n if ic a n tly  le ss  than  the 4 2 .1 %  

o f  w om en  w ith  le ss  than  a  h ig h  schoo l education . T h e re  is  a  th resho ld  e ffe ct in  both m en  and 

w o m en , w here  the p reva lence  o f  o b esity  is  s ig n if ic a n tly  lo w e r am ong those w ith  co llege  degrees 
com pared  w ith  those w ith  som e co llege .

Figure 3. Prevalence ofobesity among adults aged 20 years and over, by education, sex, and race and ethnicity:
United States 2005-2008
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^Significant trend.

^Significantly different from college graduates.

NOTE: Persons of other race and ethnicity included in total.

SOURCE: CDC/NCHS, National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey, 2005- 2008.

T h e re  are no s ig n ifican t d iffe ren ces in  o b esity  p reva lence  b y  education  le v e l am ong n o n -H isp an ic  
b la c k  and M e x ica n -A m e ric a n  m en . A m o n g  n o n -H isp a n ic  w h ite  m en  there is  a  th resho ld  e ffect, 

the p reva lence  is  lo w e r  am ong co llege  graduates com pared  w ith  those w ith  som e co llege .
A m o n g  w o m en , n o n -H isp an ic  w h ite  and M e x ica n -A m e ric a n  w om en  w ith  co llege  degrees are 
s ig n if ic a n tly  le ss  l ik e ly  to be obese com pared  w ith  those w ith  le ss  than  a  h ig h  schoo l education .
In  fac t , am ong n o n -H isp a n ic  w h ite , n o n -H isp an ic  b la c k , and M e x ica n -A m e ric a n  w o m en , the 
p reva lence  o f  o besity  am ong those w ith  a  co llege  degree is  s ig n if ic a n tly  lo w e r than  am ong 
w om en  w ith  som e co llege  ( F ig u re  3 ) .

Men Women
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B e t w e e n  1 9 8 8 - 1 9 9 4  a n d  2 0 0 7 - 2 0 0 8  t h e  p r e v a l e n c e  o f  o b e s i t y  a m o n g  a d u l t s  

i n c r e a s e d  a t  a l l  i n c o m e  l e v e l s .

In  1 9 8 8 -1 9 9 4  the p reva lence  o f  o b esity  am ong m en  w ith  incom e at o r above 3 5 0 %  o f  the p o verty  
le v e l w as  1 8 .0 % ; in  2 0 0 5 -2 0 0 8  the p reva lence  o f  o besity  had increased  in  th is  group to 3 2 .9 % . 
T h e  co rrespond ing  figu res fo r  those w ith  incom e b e lo w  130%  o f  the p o ve rty  le v e l w ere  2 1 .1 %  
and 2 9 .2 % .

S im ila r  in creases occurred  am ong w o m en . In  1 9 8 8 -1 9 9 4  the o besity  p reva lence  w a s  18 .6%  
am ong those w ith  inco m e at o r above 3 5 0 %  o f  the p o ve rty  le v e l and in  2 0 0 5 -2 0 0 8  the p revalence  
had increased  to 2 9 .0 % . A m o n g  those w ith  inco m e b e lo w  13 0%  o f  the p o ve rty  le v e l, the 
p reva lence  o f  o besity  in creased  from  3 4 .5 %  to 4 2 .0 %  ( F ig u re  4 ) .

Figure 4. Prevalence ofobesity among adults aged 20 years and over, by poverty income ratio and sex:
United States,1988-1994 and 2005-2008

^Significant increase.

NOTE: PIR is poverty income ratio.

SOURCES: CDC/NCHS, National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey, 1988-1994 and 2005- 2008.
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B e t w e e n  1 9 8 8 - 1 9 9 4  a n d  2 0 0 7 - 2 0 0 8  t h e  p r e v a l e n c e  o f  o b e s i t y  a m o n g  a d u l t s  

a t  a l l  l e v e l s  o f  e d u c a t i o n  i n c r e a s e d .

A m o n g  m en w ith  a  co llege  degree, the p reva lence  o f  o b es ity  increased  fro m  1 5 .6 %  to 2 7 .4 %  
betw een 1 9 8 8 -1 9 9 4  and 2 0 0 5 -2 0 0 8 . A m o n g  those w ith  less  than  a  h ig h  schoo l d ip lo m a , the 
p reva lence  increased  fro m  2 2 .6 %  to 3 2 .1 % . S im ila r  in creases w ere  seen am ong m en  w ith  some 

co llege  o r a h ig h  schoo l d ip lo m a .

A m o n g  w o m en , the p reva lence  increased  from  1 5 .3 %  to 2 3 .4 %  in  co llege  graduates and from  
3 1 .7 %  to 4 2 .1 %  in  those w ith  less  than  a  h ig h  schoo l d ip lo m a . A s  in  m en , s im ila r  in creases w ere 
seen am ong w om en  w ith  a  h ig h  schoo l d ip lo m a and am ong those w ith  som e co llege  (F ig u re  5) .

Figure 5. Prevalence ofobesity among adults aged 20 years and over, by education and sex: United States, 1988-1994 
and 2005-2008
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^Significant increase.

SOURCES: CDC/NCHS, National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey, 1988-1994 and 2005- 2008.
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S u m m a r y

T h e  re la tio n sh ip  betw een o besity  and so c io eco n o m ic  status d iffe rs  b y  se x  and race and e th n ic ity  
g roup . A m o n g  w o m en , and s p e c if ic a lly  n o n -H isp a n ic  w h ite  w o m en , o besity  p reva lence  increases 
as incom e (P IR )  decreases, w h ile  am ong n o n -H isp a n ic  b la c k  and M e x ica n -A m e ric a n  m en  o besity 

p reva lence  decreases as incom e (P IR )  decreases. A lth o u g h  the p reva lence  o f  o besity  am ong 
w om en  w ith  inco m e b e lo w  13 0%  o f  the p o ve rty  le v e l is  h ig h e r than  am ong those w ith  h ig her 

inco m es, m ost obese w om en  do not have  inco m es b e lo w  130%  o f  the p o ve rty  le v e l. A m o n g  m en 
and w om en  w ith  a  co llege  degree, the p reva lence  o f  o besity  is  lo w e r  than  am ong those w ith  some 
co llege  education . M o reo ve r, co llege  educated w om en  are le ss  l ik e ly  to be obese com pared  w ith  

those w ith  less  than  a  h ig h  schoo l d ip lo m a . B e tw e e n  1 9 8 8 -1 9 9 4  and 2 0 0 5 -2 0 0 8  the p revalence  

o f  o besity  increased  in  adults at a ll le v e ls  o f  inco m e and education .

D e f i n i t i o n s

O b e s ity : B o d y  m ass in d e x  (B M I)>  30 . B M I  is  ca lcu la ted  as w e ig h t in  k ilo g ram s d iv id ed  by 
he igh t in  m eters squared , rounded to one d ec im a l p lace . E xa m p le s  o f  o b esity  cu t po ints at 
sp e c if ic  heights are sho w n  in  the Tab le .

Table. Obesity cut points for adults 5’4’ and 5’9”

Height Obese weight range

5'4” 174 pounds or more

5'4” 79 kilograms or more

5'9” 203 pounds or more

5'9” 92 kilograms or more

P o v e rty  inco m e ratio  ( P I R ) : T h e  ratio  o f  househo ld  incom e to the p o ve rty  th resho ld  after 
accounting  fo r  in fla tio n  and fa m ily  s ize . In  20 0 8 , a  P I R  o f  3 5 0 %  w as eq u iva len t to ap p ro x im ate ly  
$ 7 7 ,0 0 0  fo r  a  fa m ily  o f  fo u r; a  P IR  o f  130%  w as eq u iva len t to ap p ro x im ate ly  $ 2 9 ,0 0 0  fo r  a 
fa m ily  o f  four. In  2 0 0 8 , m ed ian  househo ld  inco m e w a s  ap p ro x im ate ly  $ 5 0 ,0 0 0  and 1 3 .2 %  o f  the 

popu lation  liv e d  b e lo w  the p o ve rty  le v e l (h ttp ://w w w .census.go v/new sro o m /re leases/arch ives/ 
in co m e_w e a lth /cb 0 9 -1 4 1 .h tm l) . T h e  cu t po in t fo r  p artic ip a tio n  in  the Supp lem enta l N u tr it io n  

A ss is ta n ce  P ro g ram  (S N A P )  is  13 0%  o f  the p o ve rty  le v e l.

D a t a  s o u r c e  a n d  m e t h o d s

T h e  N a tio n a l H ea lth  and N u trit io n  E x a m in a t io n  S u rv e y  (N H A N E S )  data w ere  used fo r  these 
an a ly ses . N H A N E S  is  a  cro ss-sectio n a l su rve y  designed to m o n ito r the hea lth  and n u tritio n a l 
status o f  the c iv i l ia n , n o n in stitu tio n a lized  U .S . popu lation  ( 5 ) . T h e  su rve y  co nsists  o f  in te rv ie w s 

conducted in  p a rtic ip an ts ’ hom es, standard ized  p h y s ic a l exam in atio n s that in c lu d e  m easurem ent 
o f  w e ig h t and he igh t conducted in  m o b ile  exam in a tio n  centers, and labo rato ry  tests u t iliz in g  
b lood and u rine  specim ens p ro v ided  b y  p artic ip an ts during  the p h y s ic a l exam in atio n .

T h e  N H A N E S  sam ple  is  se lected  through a co m p le x , m u ltistage  design  that in c lu d es se lectio n  o f  
p r im a ry  sam p ling  un its (co u n tie s ), househo ld  segm ents w ith in  the co un ties , and f in a l ly  sam ple 
persons fro m  se lected  househo lds. T h e  sam ple  design  in c lu d es o ve rsam p lin g  to obtain  re liab le  
estim ates o f  hea lth  and n u trit io n a l m easures fo r  popu lation  subgroups. In  1 9 8 8 -1 9 9 4  and 20 0 5 
20 0 8 , A fr ic a n -A m e r ic a n  and M e x ica n -A m e r ic a n  adults w ere  o versam p led . In  1999, N H A N E S  

becam e a  continuous su rvey , fie ld ed  on an ongoing b as is . E a c h  ye a r o f  data co lle c tio n  is  based on
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a rep resentative  sam ple  co verin g  a l l  ages o f  the c iv i l ia n , n on in stitu tio n a lized  popu lation . P u b lic -  
use data f ile s  are re leased  in  2 -year cyc le s .

Sam p le  w e ig h ts , w h ic h  acco unt fo r  the d iffe re n tia l p ro b ab ilit ie s  o f  se lectio n , nonresponse , 
and nonco verage , w ere  inco rporated  into  the estim ation  p rocess. T h e  standard e rro rs o f  the 
percentages w ere  estim ated u sin g  T a y lo r  Se rie s  L in e a r iz a t io n , a  m ethod that inco rporates the 
sam ple w e ig h ts  and sam ple design.

E stim a te s  o f  the num ber o f  obese in d iv id u a ls  w ere  ca lcu la ted  using  the average C u rren t 
Pop u latio n  S u rv e y  (C P S )  to ta ls fo r  2 0 0 5 -2 0 0 6  and 2 0 0 7 -2 0 0 8  (h ttp ://w w w .cdc.gov/nchs/nhanes/ 
re sp o n se _ ra te s_C P S .h tm ).

P re va len ce  estim ates fo r  the to ta l popu lation  w ere  age ad justed to the 20 00  U .S . standard 
popu lation  using  three age groups, 2 0 -3 9 , 4 0 -5 9 , and aged 60 and over. D iffe re n ce s  betw een 

groups w ere  eva luated  using  a  u n iva ria te  ¿-statistic at the p  < 0 .05  s ig n ifican ce  le v e l. Tests o f  
trends w ere  done using  the p  < 0 .05  s ig n ifican ce  le v e l. A l l  d iffe ren ces reported are s ta tis t ica lly  
s ig n ifican t u n le ss  o therw ise  ind ica ted . S ta tis t ica l an a ly ses w ere  conducted u sin g  the S A S  System  

fo r  W in d o w s (re lease  9 .1 ; S A S  Institu te  In c , C a ry , N .C . )  and S U D A A N  (re lease  9 .0 ; R esearch  
T ria n g le  In stitu te , R ese a rch  T ria n g le  P a rk , N .C .) .

A b o u t  t h e  a u t h o r s

C y n th ia  L .  O gden, M o lly  M . L a m b , and M arg are t D . C a rro ll are w ith  the Centers fo r  D isease  
C o ntro l and P re v e n tio n ’s N a tio n a l C en te r fo r  H ea lth  S ta tis t ics  (N C H S ) , D iv is io n  o f  H ea lth  and 
N u trit io n  E xa m in a t io n  S u rv e y s . K a th e rin e  M . F le g a l is  w ith  N C H S ’ O ffice  o f  the D irecto r.
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