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Abstract
Background: While many studies have examined differences between body mass index (BMI) categories in terms
of mortality risk and health-related quality of life (HRQL), little is known about the effect of body weight on health
expectancy. We examined life expectancy (LE), health-adjusted life expectancy (HALE), and proportion of LE spent in
nonoptimal (or poor) health by BMI category for the Canadian adult population (age ≥ 20).
Methods: Respondents to the National Population Health Survey (NPHS) were followed for mortality outcomes
from 1994 to 2009. Our study population at baseline (n=12,478) was 20 to 100 years old with an average age of 47.
LE was produced by building abridged life tables by sex and BMI category using data from the NPHS and the
Canadian Chronic Disease Surveillance System. HALE was estimated using the Health Utilities Index from the
Canadian Community Health Survey as a measure of HRQL. The contribution of HRQL to loss of healthy life years
for each BMI category was also assessed using two methods: by calculating differences between LE and HALE
proportional to LE and by using a decomposition technique to separate out mortality and HRQL contributions to
loss of HALE.
Results: At age 20, for both sexes, LE is significantly lower in the underweight and obesity class 2+ categories, but
significantly higher in the overweight category when compared to normal weight (obesity class 1 was
nonsignificant). HALE at age 20 follows these same associations and is significantly lower for class 1 obesity in
women. Proportion of life spent in nonoptimal health and decomposition of HALE demonstrate progressively
higher losses of healthy life associated with lowered HRQL for BMI categories in excess of normal weight.
Conclusions: Although being in the overweight category for adults may be associated with a gain in life
expectancy as compared to normal weight adults, overweight individuals also experience a higher proportion of
these years of life in poorer health. Due to the descriptive nature of this study, further research is needed to explore
the causal mechanisms which explain these results, including the important differences we observed between
sexes and within obesity subcategories.
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Background
As rates of overweight and obesity continue to climb in
Canada and many other developed countries, curbing
and reducing these rates has become a long-term goal
for public health practitioners in these countries [1].
Underweight adults are also at risk for negative health
consequences including elevated mortality [2]. One approach that can aid in the evaluation of a population’s
health according to body weight category is the estimation of health expectancy by body mass index (BMI).
Health expectancy measures such as health-adjusted life
expectancy (HALE) combine life expectancy (LE) with a
measure of health-related quality of life (HRQL) or disability to create an indicator for assessing the combined
effects of health and mortality, which is expressed in an
intuitive measure similar to that of life expectancy [3].
Furthermore, in populations where life expectancy is increasing, health expectancies can be used to monitor
whether the proportion of life spent in health is increasing (compression of morbidity) or decreasing (expansion
of morbidity) due to a particular health problem such as
insufficient or excess body weight [4].
Certain associations have been demonstrated between
the body weight categories of underweight, overweight,
and obese (including its two subcategories: moderately
obese and severely obese) and premature mortality. Recent national population-based studies in Canada and
the United States [2,5,6] have demonstrated that being
in the underweight or severely obese BMI category is associated with an increased risk of mortality amongst
adults in the general population when compared to their
peers in the normal weight BMI category (18.5 ≤ BMI <
25 kg/m2). These same studies also demonstrated a decreased risk of mortality for those in the overweight category when compared to those in the normal weight
category: a result which was supported by a recent
meta-analysis of all-cause mortality for overweight and
obesity relative to normal weight, which included 97
studies with a combined sample size of more than 2.88
million individuals and more than 270,000 deaths [7].
Other studies have demonstrated an increased risk of
mortality with overweight and lower levels of obesity.
However, these studies tended to be based either on
more restricted populations that exclude older adults, as
well as certain socio-economic status and ethnic groups
which may have a greater number of competing mortality risks as compared to the general population [8-10].
Additionally, some of these study populations consist
of less-recent cohorts [11,12] where follow-up occurred
during time periods when mortality risk for excess weight
may have been greater [6].
When the effects of BMI on health-related quality of
life are observed, the literature for population-level studies [13-15] generally demonstrate that for women, there
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is a consistent decrease in HRQL across excess weight
categories. For men, overweight and moderate obesity
were associated with higher HRQL in one study [14],
while another study [15] reported an optimal HRQL for
men with a BMI of 26 as opposed to a BMI of 24.5 for
women. A study of HRQL by BMI category in US adults
found that three of six commonly-used HRQL indices
produced significantly lower HRQL results for obese
men as compared to normal weight men [13]. The two
studies [14,15] which addressed underweight demonstrated that this weight category is associated with lower
HRQL in both sexes, although this association appears
to be age-dependent for women [14].
While these studies provide insight into health losses
due to premature mortality and reduced HRQL, there are
a limited number of studies that examine how BMI impacts on both of these two measures in the form of health
expectancy. Four studies have examined health expectancy
for multiple BMI categories [16-19]. When stratified by
sex, the estimates for health expectancy in these studies
range from small gains for overweight women and negligible losses for men in the excess weight categories, to considerable loss of health expectancy for overweight women
and obese men and women. Several of these studies have
one or more limitations which make it difficult to assess
health expectancy results by BMI category at the population level. Two of these studies [17,18] restricted their
study populations to a subgroup of those 55 years and
older, as well as to white Americans and a single city in the
Netherlands, respectively. Another of these studies [19]
based its relative risks for obesity-related morbidity and
mortality on studies using populations other than the study
population, which may lead to biased estimates [20]. In
addition, none of these studies presented complete health
expectancy results by obesity subgroup (i.e., moderate and
severe obesity), despite the important variations in mortality risk and loss of HRQL observed in these subcategories
in previous studies. Health expectancy for those in the
underweight category has also not been explored to date.
The objective of this study was to address the abovementioned gaps by exploring differences in LE and HALE
for each of the World Health Organization BMI categories, including two obesity subclasses (class 1 and class 2+),
using a representative sample of the Canadian adult population aged 20 years and older. We also assessed the specific contribution of HRQL to losses in HALE by using
two measures: the difference between LE and HALE proportional to LE and the decomposition of HALE into each
of its mortality and HRQL components.

Methods
Data sources

We used National Population Health Survey (NPHS) data
for estimation of mortality attributable to body weight
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status, Canadian Community Health Survey (CCHS) data
for BMI prevalence and HRQL estimation, and Canadian
Chronic Disease Surveillance System (CCDSS) data to estimate total mortality rates. The study was limited to the
adult (20 years old and over) Canadian population.
Both NPHS and CCHS are conducted by Statistics
Canada and are designed to collect information on the
health and the determinants of health of the Canadian
population. In both surveys, the samples are weighted
to be representative of the Canadian population. NPHS
is a longitudinal survey while the CCHS is crosssectional. The methodology of these surveys has been
described in detail elsewhere [21,22] and are briefly
summarized here.
The first cycle of the NPHS data collection took place
in 1994/1995 and follow-up with this cohort continued
every second year thereafter until the ninth and final
cycle in 2010/2011. We used eight cycles of the data
covering the period from 1994 to 2009. The target population of the NPHS household component includes
household residents of all ages in the 10 Canadian provinces in 1994/1995 excluding persons living on Indian
reserves and Crown lands, residents of health institutions, full-time members of the Canadian Forces living
on Canadian Forces bases, and residents of some remote
areas in Ontario and Quebec. The initial sample size was
20,095, and the initial response rate was 86% which lead
to 17,276 respondents, of whom 15,805 agreed to share
their information with Health Canada and the Public
Health Agency of Canada. Mortality follow-up occurred
regardless of response status, and thus there is little loss
to follow-up with mortality as the studied end point.
The survey includes self-reported height and weight as
well as information about health status and health determinants. Eight cycles, or 14 years of follow-up, were
used in this study to estimate the mortality Hazard Ratio
(HR) according to BMI category at baseline. The study
population included 12,478 participants 20 years old and
over. Participants with missing BMI information at
baseline (n = 571) were also excluded, leading to a
sample size of 11,907 for the present study with an age
range of 20 to 100 years old and an average age of 47 in
1994/1995.
The CCHS is a nationally representative sample of
Canadians 12 years of age and over dwelling in households, with the same exclusions of participants as those
found in the NPHS. Data are available from 2000 and,
since 2007, are collected on an ongoing basis. Prior to
2007, data collection occurred every two years over a
12-month period. In order to reduce the variability in
our estimates, we combined the first three CCHS cycles,
which span the years 2000–2005. The sample size generated by combining these three cycles for BMI prevalence
estimation was 317,996, with an age range of 20 to 104.
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The household-level response rate was between 84.9%
and 91.4%, and the individual-level response rate was
between 91.9% and 92.9% during this period. Two different methods are recommended for combining data
from different survey cycles: the separate approach
and the pooled approach [23]. The choice of approach is based, amongst other things, on the degree
to which the parameter being measured remains constant between cycles. The age-sex-specific BMI prevalences were estimated based on the separate approach,
in which a simple average of estimates from each CCHS
cycle being combined is calculated. Since the age-sexspecific Health Utilities Index (HRQL measure explained in more detail below) estimates were more
stable across cycles, the pooled approach was used in
which the microdata from each cycle are combined
into a single sample.
The CCDSS is a national collaborative network of
provincial and territorial chronic disease surveillance
systems that collect administrative health care data
[24]. The CCDSS data include death and population
counts by sex and five-year age groups and health information such as the prevalence and incidence of selected chronic diseases. The CCDSS represents almost
the entire Canadian population, excluding full-time
members of the Canadian Forces, the Royal Canadian
Mounted Police, and individuals in federal correctional facilities. Total mortality rates were estimated
from CCDSS data for the period of 2000–2005 by sex
and five-year age groups. Ethical approval was not required as this study was based on analysis of secondary data and no experimental research on humans
was carried out.
Indicators

Self-reported weight and height were used to calculate
BMI in the NPHS and CCHS by sex and age group.
BMI categories were defined in the study as underweight (BMI < 18.5 kg/m2), normal weight (18.5 ≤ BMI <
25 kg/m2), overweight (25 ≤ BMI < 30 kg/m2), obese
class 1 (30 ≤ BMI < 35 kg/m2), and obese class 2+ (BMI ≥
35 kg/m2). A sensitivity analysis was performed to evaluate the impact of using self-reported BMI as compared to
BMI corrected for self-report bias [25].
The measure of HRQL used in the present study was
the Health Utilities Index (HUI) Mark 3 [26], which has
been used in previous studies to calculate HALE [27].
HUI is a preference-based measure that defines health
states according to eight attributes (vision, hearing,
speech, ambulation, dexterity, emotion, cognition, and
pain), with five or six levels ranging from normal to severely limited functioning for each. Single attribute utility scores range from 0.0 (lowest level of functioning) to
1.0 (full functional capacity). The eight attributes are
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combined into a single score using the multi-attribute
utility function:
u ¼ 1:371  ðb1  b2  b3  b4  b5  b6  b7  b8 Þ−0:371;

ð1Þ
where u is HUI and bi represents the i-th attribute utility
score [28].
The overall scores on the HUI range from −0.36 (the
worst possible HUI health state) through 0.0 (death) to
1.0 (perfect health). From a societal perspective, some
health states are considered worse than death, and consequently are assigned negative scores. Details are described elsewhere [28] on how the utility scores are
derived from preference scores for individual attributes.
Differences of 0.03 or more in overall HUI scores and
0.05 or more in single-attribute utility scores are considered to be clinically important [26]. CCHS data from
combined cycles were used to estimate HUI by age
group, sex, and BMI category.
Calculating mortality

The relative risk of dying was approximated using the
estimated hazard ratios (HR) for underweight, overweight, obese class 1, and obese class 2+ BMI categories
as compared to the normal weight category. Data from
the NPHS provided BMI and age values at baseline as
well as mortality during follow-up. A discrete-time proportional hazard model using a complementary log-log
function (clog-log) was used to estimate HR. The model
was adjusted by BMI category, sex, and age group. The
data were categorized into two age groups (20–64
and ≥65) with the assumption that the risk was constant within each group. The linearity assumption was
supported and goodness of fit was confirmed using
the Hosmer-Lemeshow test.
By taking into account BMI prevalence by sex and
five-year age group and the relative risk of dying for each
BMI category relative to the normal weight category by
sex and for two age groups, the age-specific mortality
rates for the total Canadian population were partitioned
into mortality rates by BMI class, sex, and five-year age
group. The formulae used to determine mortality rates
are available in an Additional file 1 to this article.
Calculation of LE and HALE

The Chiang method [29] was used to generate period
(2000–2005) life tables by BMI categories and sex
using 14 standard age groups (20–24.9, 25–29.9 …,
80–84.9, ≥85 years). Closure of life tables was done
by fitting a Gompertz function to the last open-ended ≥85
age interval, as described by Hsieh [30]. The Sullivan
method [31] was applied for the HALE calculation. This
method has been demonstrated to be an unbiased and

consistent estimator of health expectancy [32]. According
to this method the “life-years lived” were adjusted by the
HUI.
L′x ¼ Lx  HUI x

ð2Þ

Where L′x are adjusted life-years lived in age-interval x,
Lx are life-years lived in age-interval x, and HUIx is Health
Utilities Index Mark 3 for people in age-interval x.
The variance and 95% confidence intervals for LE and
HALE were estimated using the bootstrap methodology
[33]. The bootstrapping approach we used involves
applying the bootstrap weights calculated by Statistics
Canada through a resampling of the NPHS and CCHS
surveys. These account for the complex survey designs
by producing new sets of survey weights with each iteration. 250,000 HR, BMI prevalence, and HUI combinations were generated, with each combination leading to
a set of HALE by BMI results. Z-tests were used to test
the statistical significance of the differences in LE and
HALE between BMI categories.
In order to assess the proportion of life expectancy
spent in a less-than-optimal (or poor) state of health (P),
the difference between LE and HALE was divided by LE:
P¼

LE−HALE
LE

ð3Þ

Subanalysis of mortality and HRQL components

The Nusselder decomposition (i.e., partitioning) method
[34] was applied to quantify the difference in HALE attributable to differences in premature mortality and differences in loss of HRQL between BMI categories. This
technique is based on the Sullivan method and is an
extension of the decomposition method for life expectancy developed by Arriaga [35]. For each age group,
the change in HALE between the comparison groups
(ΔHALE = Lx1HUI1 – Lx2HUI2, where Lx2 refers to the
number of years lived by the persons in the normal weight
reference category for age interval x and Lx1 refers to the
number of years lived by the persons in the comparison
BMI category for age interval x) is partitioned into the following components:
ΔHALE ¼ ΔMORB þ ΔMORT
LX1þ LX2
HUI 1 þ HUI 2
¼
ΔHUI þ
ΔLX
2
2

ð4Þ

The first component (ΔMORB) estimates changes
due to HRQL and the second one (ΔMORT) estimates changes due to mortality. The age specific components are then summed to give the HRQL and mortality
decomposition.
All calculations and statistical analyses were conducted
using SAS version 9.2.
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Results
BMI prevalence and HRQL by BMI category

Age-sex-specific BMI category prevalences and HUI
scores by BMI category are shown in Table 1. Normal
weight is the most prevalent category for women in all
age categories studied, whereas for men, this was only
the case for those 20–34 years old and 75 years and
older: overweight was the most prevalent category for

men in the other age groups. The prevalences of underweight and obesity class 2+ are relatively low in comparison to the other BMI groups. For HUI in women,
normal weight is generally associated with the highest
HRQL, followed closely by overweight, underweight,
obesity class 1, and obesity class 2+. HUI scores for
women ≥20 years old are significantly lower for all BMI
categories when compared to women in the normal

Table 1 BMI prevalence by category and HRQL by BMI category, sex, and age group, Canada, 2000-2005
BMI category prevalence (%)

HRQL by BMI category (HUI score)

Females
Age group
(years)

Underweight

Normal
weight

Overweight

Obesity
class 1

Obesity
class 2+

Underweight

Normal
weight

Overweight

Obesity
class 1

Obesity
class 2+

20-24

9.9

67.9

14.8

5.1

2.3

0.88

0.92

0.90

0.88

0.81

25-29

6.9

61.9

19.4

7.6

4.2

0.92

0.92

0.90

0.89

0.90

30-34

4.4

59.3

23.0

8.9

4.4

0.89

0.91

0.89

0.88

0.81

35-39

4.2

59.1

23.1

9.0

4.6

0.92

0.91

0.91

0.87

0.83

40-44

3.4

57.3

25.2

9.5

4.6

0.86

0.90

0.88

0.86

0.80

45-49

2.5

53.7

28.2

10.3

5.4

0.85

0.89

0.86

0.83

0.80

50-54

1.9

46.9

32.4

13.1

5.8

0.79

0.88

0.86

0.84

0.74

55-59

1.7

43.5

34.9

13.7

6.2

0.82

0.88

0.87

0.79

0.76

60-64

2.0

42.2

35.8

14.4

5.6

0.80

0.88

0.84

0.81

0.74

65-69

2.4

43.0

36.6

13.1

4.9

0.84

0.87

0.86

0.81

0.69

70-74

3.2

43.4

34.9

13.7

4.8

0.76

0.84

0.83

0.77

0.62

75-79

4.3

46.7

34.4

11.5

3.2

0.75

0.79

0.78

0.69

0.55

80-84

5.9

51.1

31.1

9.7

2.2

0.62

0.74

0.69

0.61

0.63

≥85

9.2

56.9

25.5

6.8

1.6

0.55

0.60

0.64

0.54

0.36

All ages (≥20)

4.1

53.6

27.4

10.3

4.6

0.85*

0.89

0.86*

0.82*

0.77*

Age group
(years)

Underweight

Normal
weight

Overweight

Obesity
class 1

Obesity
class 2+

Underweight

Normal
weight

Overweight

Obesity
class 1

Obesity
class 2+

20-24

2.6

60.4

27.9

6.5

2.6

0.84

0.91

0.92

0.89

0.86

25-29

1.6

49.1

35.0

10.8

3.5

0.82

0.92

0.92

0.91

0.88

30-34

0.9

42.3

40.1

13.1

3.6

0.86

0.92

0.93

0.91

0.87

35-39

0.8

39.3

43.3

12.9

3.7

0.81

0.90

0.91

0.92

0.84

40-44

0.8

38.1

44.5

13.1

3.5

0.83

0.90

0.91

0.91

0.86

45-49

0.6

36.5

44.1

14.7

4.2

0.70

0.89

0.90

0.91

0.84

50-54

0.5

34.2

44.9

15.5

4.8

0.73

0.87

0.89

0.88

0.84

55-59

0.5

33.0

45.4

16.5

4.6

0.72

0.89

0.87

0.86

0.81

60-64

0.8

34.1

45.5

15.6

4.0

0.81

0.86

0.87

0.85

0.76

65-69

0.9

35.8

44.8

14.7

3.8

0.74

0.88

0.86

0.83

0.76

70-74

1.1

38.8

45.6

11.8

2.7

0.74

0.86

0.85

0.79

0.78

75-79

1.5

43.4

43.3

10.1

1.7

0.73

0.80

0.79

0.81

0.75

80-84

2.8

49.7

38.1

7.9

1.5

0.54

0.74

0.73

0.72

0.55

≥85

2.5

58.6

32.8

5.5

0.5

0.52

0.64

0.61

0.48

0.57

All ages (≥20)

1.1

41.1

41.4

12.8

3.6

0.79*

0.89

0.89

0.88*

0.83*

Males

Source of data: Canadian Community Health Survey, combined cycles 2000–2001, 2003, and 2005, Statistics Canada.
*
p < 0.05: statistically significant difference vs. normal weight (significance tests for HUI score, all ages, by sex only).
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weight category (p < 0.05). For men, overweight and
normal weight are associated with the highest HRQL.
Obesity class 1 is associated with a lower level of
HRQL, although values converge with those of overweight and normal weight men in middle age (40–55 years
old). Obesity class 2+ men have the second lowest
level of HRQL, with underweight men having the
lowest. Men ≥20 years old in the underweight category and in both obesity subclasses have significantly
lower HUI scores (p < 0.05).
During the 14-year follow-up period, 2113 deaths were
observed in our study population. We observe a significantly increased risk of mortality among the underweight (age-sex-adjusted HR 1.49, 95% CI: 1.17, 1.90)
and obesity class 2+ (age-sex-adjusted HR 1.42, 95% CI:
1.16, 1.72) categories, as compared to the normal weight
category. We observe a significantly reduced risk of
mortality among the overweight (age-sex-adjusted HR
0.69, 95% CI: 0.62, 0.78) and obesity class 1 (age-sexadjusted HR 0.84, 95% CI: 0.72, 0.98) categories, as compared to the normal weight category. When HRs are
stratified by age group (20–64 and ≥65 years old, results
not shown), significantly elevated risks for mortality are
observed for underweight individuals 65 years of age or
older, as well as for those aged 20 to 64 years old in the
obesity class 2+ category (p < 0.05). Risk for mortality is
significantly decreased for those 65 years or older in the
overweight and obesity class 1 categories (p < 0.05). The
direction of the mortality risk association is the same

between age groups for each BMI category with the exception of underweight. The sensitivity analysis performed to evaluate the impact of using self-reported
BMI compared to BMI corrected for self-report bias
(results not shown) demonstrates that HRs recalculated
using the corrected BMI only marginally change the estimates of mortality risk by BMI category. However, the
obesity class 1 HR is no longer statistically significant at
the p < 0.05 threshold when the correction factor is
implemented.
Life expectancy at 20 years of age is lowest for Canadian
men and women in the underweight and obesity class 2+
categories, whereas the highest LE at this age is found for
those in the overweight, obesity class 1, and normal
weight categories (Table 2).
Health-adjusted life expectancy at 20 years of age for
Canadian women is lowest in the obesity class 2+ category, followed by those in the underweight and obesity
class 1 categories. Women at this age in the overweight
category have the highest HALE, followed by normal
weight. For 20-year-old men, those in the underweight
and obesity class 2+ categories have the lowest HALE
estimates, while those classified as overweight exhibit
the highest estimates, followed by obesity class 1 and
normal weight.
Results for the difference between LE and HALE for
Canadians at age 20 (last two rows of Table 2) show the
average cumulative amount of time spent in less than
optimal health both in terms of absolute number of

Table 2 Life Expectancy (LE), Health-Adjusted Life Expectancy (HALE), and differences in LE and HALE at age 20 by BMI
category and sex, Canada, 2000-2005
Females
Underweight

Normal weight

Overweight

Obesity class 1

Obesity class 2+

58.7*

62.8

66.5*

64.6

59.3*

(95% CI)

(56.3, 61.6)

(62.6, 63.0)

(65.5, 67.5)

(63.0, 66.2)

(56.9, 61.3)

HALE

48.5*

54.1

55.6*

51.4*

44.1*

(95% CI)

(46.7, 50.6)

(53.8, 54.4)

(54.8, 56.5)

(50.2, 52.8)

(42.6, 45.8)

LE – HALE

10.2

8.7

10.9

13.2

15.2

[LE - HALE]/LE

0.174

0.139

0.164

0.204

0.256

Overweight

Obesity class 1

Obesity class 2+

LE

Males
Underweight
*

Normal weight

LE

53.0

57.2

61.0

59.1

53.5*

(95% CI)

(50.3, 56.1)

(56.8, 57.6)

(60.2, 61.9)

(57.5, 60.6)

(51.1, 55.6)

*

*

*

HALE

41.0

50.0

52.9

50.4

43.8*

(95% CI)

(38.3, 43.6)

(49.6, 50.4)

(52.2, 53.7)

(49.2, 51.6)

(42.0, 45.6)

LE – HALE

12.0

7.2

8.1

8.7

9.7

[LE - HALE]/LE

0.226

0.126

0.133

0.147

0.181

95% confidence intervals based on bootstrapping results.
*
p < 0.01: statistically significant difference vs. normal weight (significance tests on first two lines for each sex only).
Sources of data: National Population Health Survey, Cycles 1–8 (1994/1995-2009), Statistics Canada; Canadian Community Health Survey, combined cycles
2000–2001, 2003, and 2005, Statistics Canada; Canadian Chronic Disease Surveillance System, 2000–2005, Public Health Agency of Canada.
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years and as a proportion of remaining life expectancy.
Differences in LE and HALE for women range from
8.7 years for normal weight up to a high of 15.2 years
for women in the obesity class 2+ category. Meanwhile,
underweight women spend a greater amount of time in
nonoptimal health than normal weight women but spend
a lesser amount of time in this state than women in the
excess weight categories. Similar trends for women in each
BMI category are observed when we examine life spent in
less than optimal health as a proportion of life expectancy
(represented as (LE-HALE)/LE), the sole exception being
underweight women, who have a greater proportion of LE
spent in nonoptimal health than do overweight women.
When compared to women, men have smaller differences
in life years spent in nonoptimal health between the normal and excess weight categories: from 7.2 years in normal
weight to 9.7 years in obesity class 2+. Among men, those
in the underweight category have the highest absolute
number of years spent in poor health with 12.0 years.
These trends persist for men when calculated as a proportion of LE.
When the proportion of LE spent in nonoptimal health
is examined by age group (Figures 1 and 2), we see that
the differences between BMI categories observed in
Canadian women at age 20 remain largely the same
across age groups. Obese and underweight women at
all ages demonstrate higher proportions of life spent in
nonoptimal health compared to normal weight women,
while this proportion is also higher amongst overweight
women up to the age of 75. However, for men there
are some notable differences in the older age groups.

Although the general pattern persists (higher proportion
of LE spent in nonoptimal health amongst men of excess
weight and especially underweight men when compared
to normal weight), there is an increasingly greater proportion of LE spent in nonoptimal health for men in the
obesity class 1 category as age increases: from a proportion that is 1.17 times higher than normal weight men at
age 20 to 1.32 times higher at age 60 and 1.44 times higher
at age 85 and older.
When the differences in HALE at age 20 between a
given BMI category and the reference normal weight
category are broken down (i.e., decomposed) into their
HRQL and mortality components (Table 3) for females,
there is a progressive loss of HALE due to loss of HRQL
as BMI increases beyond normal weight, ranging from a
loss of one year in health expectancy in overweight to a
loss of almost eight years for women in obese class 2+.
In contrast, the contribution of mortality to HALE losses
is not seen until obese class 2. When decomposing
HALE differences for males at age 20, we see much
smaller losses in health expectancy due to HRQL losses
(from almost no loss in HALE in overweight to a loss of
3.5 years in obese class 2+), though the same general
mortality trends are similar to those of females. Gains in
HALE for overweight men and women are entirely
accounted for by the contribution of reduced mortality.
For underweight, both sexes show significant, large
losses in HALE and these losses are seen in both mortality and HRQL components. Underweight males, however, appear to experience a greater burden, which is
seen predominantly in the HRQL component.
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0.459
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0.256

0.261
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0.303

0.316

0.337

0.352
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0.411

0.448

0.477

0.506

0.633
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Age group (years)

Figure 1 Proportion of life expectancy spent in nonoptimal health by age group, females, Canada, 2000–2005. Sources of data: National
Population Health Survey, Cycles 1–8 (1994/1995-2009), Statistics Canada; Canadian Community Health Survey, combined cycles 2000–2001, 2003,
and 2005, Statistics Canada; Canadian Chronic Disease Surveillance System, 2000–2005, Public Health Agency of Canada.
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Figure 2 Proportion of life expectancy in nonoptimal health by age group, males, Canada, 2000–2005. Sources of data: National
Population Health Survey, Cycles 1–8 (1994/1995-2009), Statistics Canada; Canadian Community Health Survey, combined cycles 2000–2001, 2003,
and 2005, Statistics Canada; Canadian Chronic Disease Surveillance System, 2000–2005, Public Health Agency of Canada.

Discussion
This study estimated life expectancy and health adjusted
life expectancy by BMI category for Canadian men and
women, age 20 and over, during the period 2000–2005.
Our findings indicate that there are important health expectancy differences between BMI categories, as well as
between the sexes for those in the lower excess weight
categories. When estimated at 20 years of age, both
sexes have significant losses of LE and HALE in the
underweight and higher obesity classes and significant
gains in LE and HALE in the overweight category when
compared to those in the normal weight category.
Women and men at 20 also demonstrate progressively
higher proportions of life spent in nonoptimal health in

excess weight categories as compared to those of normal
weight.
Women and men in the obese class 1 category do not
share the same HALE experience at 20: the former have
a significantly lower HALE while there is no effect for
the latter. Furthermore, men in the obese class 1 category saw progressive increases in the proportion of life
spent in nonoptimal health with each successive age
group that were more substantial than those of normal
weight men, while women in this BMI category experienced increases proportional to normal weight women
in all age groups. Finally, although overweight men and
women both had significantly higher HALE at age 20,
overweight women experienced a larger increase in

Table 3 Contribution of Mortality and HRQL components to differences in HALE at age 20 between BMI categories
(given category vs. normal weight category), by sex, Canada, 2000-2005
Females

Males

Underweight

Normal
weight

Overweight

Obesity
class 1

Obesity
class 2+

Underweight

Normal
weight

Overweight

Obesity
class 1

Obesity
class 2+

HALE difference:
[HALE(i) -HALE(n)]a

-5.6*

REF

1.5*

-2.7*

-10.0*

-9.0*

REF

2.9*

0.4

-6.2*

Difference due to
premature mortality

-2.8

REF

2.6

1.2

-2.2

-3.0

REF

2.9

1.3

-2.7

Difference due to
loss of HRQL

-2.7

REF

-1.0

-3.8

-7.8

-5.9

REF

0.0

-1.0

-3.5

Based on decomposition technique developed by Nusselder and Looman (2004) and Arriaga et al. (1984).
HALE (i) = HALE for indicated BMI category; HALE(n) = HALE for normal BMI category (reference).
*p < 0.01 HALE difference: statistically significant difference vs. normal weight (significance tests on first line only).
a
Some discrepancies in HALE difference and component difference are due to rounding.
Sources of data: National Population Health Survey, Cycles 1–8 (1994/1995-2009), Statistics Canada; Canadian Community Health Survey, combined cycles
2000–2001, 2003, and 2005, Statistics Canada; Canadian Chronic Disease Surveillance System, 2000–2005, Public Health Agency of Canada.
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proportion of life spent in nonoptimal health compared
to normal weight women, whereas this increase was
relatively small when comparing normal weight and
overweight men.
This study adds to the current literature on life expectancy and health expectancy by BMI category by using
available datasets to estimate age-sex-specific mortality
and HRQL by BMI category in Canada. When our results are compared to those of the only other study that
examined health expectancy by BMI category using a
representative sample of populations at the country level
[16], we found similar patterns in life expectancy and
proportion of life spent in nonoptimal health (measured
as LwD/LE in this other study, where LwD is Life with
Disability) amongst normal weight, overweight, and
obese men and women. Ours is the first study to our
knowledge to report on health expectancy for the obesity
subcategories and for the underweight category. When
the WHO BMI category for obesity was broken down
into subclasses, we observed important variations in
HALE by sex. Majer et al. [16] estimated the hazard
rates of various disability states by obesity subcategory
in a sensitivity analysis and also found heterogeneity in
this weight category: those in the obese class 2+ category
were significantly less likely to recover from disability
compared to participants of normal weight, while those
in the obese class 1 category demonstrated no significant
difference for recovery. Other population-based studies
examining mortality risk and years of life lost by obesity
subcategory [2,5,6,36] demonstrate a similar trend of
modest to negative risk for premature mortality in the
lower obesity class coupled with more significant risks in
the higher classes. This trend has also been observed for
men with respect to loss of HRQL, although women
tend to have a more important loss of HRQL as BMI increases [14]. With respect to underweight individuals,
the observed results are consistent with what was expected based on the evidence regarding both mortality
and HRQL among this group. Underweight may be associated with malnutrition, sarcopenia, low-grade inflammation, and frailty, which are each associated with
mortality risk and decreased quality of life [37].
The results we observed for LE by BMI category appear to support those found in the recent meta-analysis
of all-cause mortality for overweight and obesity relative
to normal weight in the general population [7]. This
meta-analysis and individual studies with similar results
have generated much discussion about the so-called
“obesity paradox” where lower mortality risk is associated with those in the overweight BMI category and
where there is no difference in mortality risk associated
with the obesity class 1 category compared to those in
the normal weight category. Some of the potential reasons proposed for these seemingly counterintuitive
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results are addressed in the limitations section below:
imperfect nature of BMI as a predictor of metabolic risk;
BMI being measured solely at baseline and thus not accounting for the effect of body weight changes over
time; confounding due to pre-existing illness at baseline;
use of self-reported height and weight; and issues around
proper control for tobacco use and other potentially
modifying factors in the analysis. Other issues of importance not addressed here include: heterogeneity of mortality risk in the BMI normal weight category (i.e., those with
a BMI between 18.5 and 22 have been shown to have
higher mortality risk); better management of risk factors
in overweight and obese clients by the health care community; and the possible benefit of having some adipose
reserve during periods of acute catabolic illness [38].
In the absence of a sufficiently large dataset with a
measure of BMI and mortality follow-up, our approach
of estimating Canadian HR for BMI mortality and combining this with death data to create age-sex-specific
mortality rates by BMI category represents a feasible
alternative method. However, the hazard ratios used
to produce age-sex-specific BMI mortality are based
on height and weight assessments made among the
Canadian adult household population in 1994/1995. It
is possible that the relationship between BMI and mortality has changed in subsequent cohorts, which would have
an impact on estimates of LE and HALE. Future research
should be conducted to confirm our results by using national mortality follow-up of early Canadian Community
Health Survey cycles in order to determine more recent
and stable mortality rates by BMI category.
While our study was based on a representative sample
of the Canadian population, certain subpopulations were
excluded from the NPHS and CCHS, most notably those
in long-term care institutions. It is possible that risks for
mortality and loss of HRQL are greater among those living in long-term care institutions and, as such, these individuals may not have the same LE and HALE profile
as that of the community-dwelling population used in
our study.
We did not assess BMI at multiple intervals during
follow-up, which could lead to misclassification of mortality risk for subjects who transition to and from
higher-risk BMI categories during follow-up. Indeed,
there is evidence to suggest that, among individuals having recently experienced a life-threatening event related
to cardiovascular disease (e.g., myocardial infarction or
stroke), those with excess weight display healthier trajectories of lifestyle and weight changes than normal weight
individuals [39]. Although a recent study determined that
repeated measures of BMI did not change mortality estimates [40], future analyses should incorporate more complex analytical methods and life-course conceptual models
to address this potential bias [39].
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We decided to not control for weight loss due to preexisting illness (or what is commonly referred to in the
obesity literature as “reverse causation” or “washout”).
Certain studies have found that by excluding deaths that
occur in the first few years of follow-up, mortality risks
associated with the excess weight BMI categories become much higher. It is hypothesized that this is due to
the greater presence of pre-existing illnesses amongst
those in the normal weight BMI category at baseline,
which in turn lowers their life expectancy compared to
those with an excess body mass [41]. A recent mortality
study using the same cohort as our study found that
results by BMI category were not significantly affected
when deaths occurring within the first four years of
follow-up were excluded from analysis [5]. Furthermore,
studies that actually assess body weight prior to baseline
demonstrate no clear association between pre-existing
weight loss and subsequent development of cancer or
other chronic diseases commonly perceived to be associated with both weight loss and increased mortality risk.
Methods to address confounding by illness-related weight
loss, such as excluding deaths, may additionally introduce
new biases since they will most likely also be excluding
large numbers of subjects whose weight loss is not related
to illness [42].
We also combined cycles of the CCHS in order to obtain greater stability in estimates of BMI prevalence and
HRQL by BMI category. However, this approach may
obscure possible trends occurring over the time period
covered by the combined cycles.
Self-reports of height and weight, which are used to
calculate HR and to estimate age-sex-BMI categoryspecific HRQL estimates, systematically underestimate
true weight and overestimate true height. The results of
this study may not reflect health expectancy estimates
according to BMI calculated using measured height and
weight. In order to assess the extent of this bias, we conducted sensitivity analyses using a previously published
algorithm [25] that adjusts self-reported BMI values so
that they more closely approximate directly-measured
values. While estimates calculated using this correction
factor did not appreciably differ from uncorrected estimates, the HR for obese class 1 went from being marginally significant at the p < 0.05 threshold to being no
longer significant at that threshold. In addition, the LE
calculated for obese class 1 was higher than that of normal weight men and women but was not significant at
the p < 0.01 level. This leads us to conclude that the association between obese class 1 men and women for decreased mortality risk and increased LE is a weak one
and should be interpreted with some caution.
The current study also did not report on health expectancy using other measures of body weight (e.g., waist circumference, skinfold thickness, waist-to-height ratio), as
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none of these alternatives are available in the National
Population Health Survey. These measures can provide
more accurate representations of adiposity, and consequently health risk, by distinguishing between lean and fat
body mass [37,43].
Since the goal of this study was to describe HALE by
BMI at the population level, we did not adjust for any
socioeconomic or behavioral factors. We did however
assess the effect of tobacco smoking on our study results by introducing a smoking covariate (“ever” versus
“never” tobacco smoker) into the adjusted mortality hazard ratio model. The smoking covariate did not significantly change the estimates and was therefore not
included in this report. This finding is consistent with previous recent research on mortality by BMI category using
NPHS study data [5], although reduced sample size in that
study may have decreased the power to detect effects.
Since our study is based on the same cohort, we may have
experienced the same decrease in power. Majer et al.,
using a much larger sample size (n = 66,331), found that
daily smokers had a lower LE compared to never-smokers
of the same BMI category. However, their study also observed that patterns of life expectancy between each BMI
category did not change appreciably when stratifying by
smoking status [16]. Whether factors such as tobacco
smoking, alcohol consumption, physical activity level, education, and income moderate observed levels of HALE by
BMI group could be examined in future studies. It would
also be important to consider that some of these factors
commonly treated as confounders are part of the causal
web surrounding behavior, BMI, and health, and a strategic approach considering potential mechanisms underpinning the observed relationships should take this into
account.

Conclusions
Consistent with other reports in the literature, our study
among Canadian adult males and females found that
those who are overweight or moderately obese have a
higher or equivalent life expectancy respectively than
those who have a normal weight. We also found a progressive increase of proportion of LE spent in nonoptimal health as BMI progresses beyond normal weight in
both sexes for the Canadian adult population. Based on
our results, which demonstrate an increased proportion
of life expectancy spent in nonoptimal health for all
overweight and obese individuals, as well as a loss of life
expectancy for obese class 2+ individuals, our study reinforces the public health message which states that
public health interventions should continue to focus on
preventing normal weight and overweight persons from
becoming obese. It should be noted that this study provides descriptive, summary estimates of the mortality
and morbidity experience of Canadians by BMI category
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and, as such, does not add to our knowledge regarding
the causal relationship between excess and insufficient
body weight on the one hand and life expectancy and
healthy life expectancy on the other. As such, further research is needed to identify which modifying behaviors
and biological factors may be driving these results, including some of the differences between the sexes observed in our study. Of particular interest would be an
investigation of the role these factors play in the heterogeneity of LE and HALE results in the obesity subcategories (e.g., life expectancy results in both sexes and
health expectancy results in men). Finally, more enquiry
is also needed to better understand the strengths and
limitations of assessing life expectancy and health expectancy by body weight with currently available measures, and in particular with the BMI measure.

Page 11 of 12

7.

8.

9.

10.

11.

12.

Additional file
13.
Additional file 1: Formulae for attributing mortality risk to the
Canadian population by BMI category.
14.
Competing interests
The authors declare that they have no competing interests.
Authors’ contributions
All authors contributed to the design of the study. CS oversaw the research.
CS led the drafting and revision of the manuscript with contributions from
LL and HO and input from all authors. LL oversaw statistical analysis and
preparation of results with input from all authors. All authors read and
approved the final manuscript.

15.

16.

17.
Acknowledgments
Colleagues from PHAC (Drs. Louise Pelletier and Howard Morrison) and from
INSPQ (Valérie Émond, Jérôme Martinez and the Nutrition, activité physique et
prévention des problèmes reliés au poids team) provided useful comments on
an early draft of this manuscript. The findings and views expressed in this
paper are those of the authors and do not necessarily represent the views or
policies of their associated organizations.
Author details
1
Public Health Agency of Canada, 200, boulevard René-Lévesque Ouest,
Montréal, QC H2Z 1X4, Canada. 2Public Health Agency of Canada, 785
Carling, Ottawa, ON K1A 0K9, Canada. 3Institut national de santé publique du
Québec, 190, boulevard Crémazie Est, Montréal, QC H2P 1E2, Canada.
Received: 4 March 2013 Accepted: 11 November 2013
Published: 19 November 2013

18.

19.

20.
21.
22.
23.
24.

References
1. Public Health Agency of Canada and Canadian Institute for Health
Information: Obesity in Canada. Ottawa: Government of Canada; 2011.
2. Flegal KM, Graubard BI, Williamson DF, Gail MH: Excess deaths associated
with underweight, overweight, and obesity. JAMA 2005, 293:1861–1867.
3. Robine JM, Romieu I, Cambois E: Health expectancy indicators. Bull World
Health Organ 1999, 77:181–185.
4. Fries JF: Aging, natural death, and the compression of morbidity. N Eng J
Med 1980, 303:130–135.
5. Orpana HM, Berthelot JM, Kaplan MS, Feeny DH, McFarland B, Ross NA: BMI
and mortality: results from a national longitudinal study of Canadian
adults. Obesity 2009, 18:214–218.
6. Jerant A, Franks P: Body mass index, diabetes, hypertension, and shortterm mortality: a population-based observational study, 2000–2006.
J Am Board Fam Med 2012, 25:422–431.

25.

26.

27.
28.

29.
30.

Flegal K, Kit BK, Orpana H, Graubard BI: Association of all-cause mortality
with overweight and obesity using standard body mass index
categories: a systematic review and meta-analysis. JAMA 2013, 309:71–82.
Katzmarzyk PT, Reeder BA, Elliott S, Joffres MR, Pahwa P, Raine KD, Kirkland SA,
Paradis G: Body mass index and risk of cardiovascular disease, cancer and
all-cause mortality. Can J Public Health 2012, 103:147–151.
Berrington De Gonzalez A, Hartge P, Cerhan JR, Flint AJ, Hannan L, MacInnis
RJ, Moore SC, Tobias GS, Anton-Culver H, Freeman LB, Beeson WL, Clipp SL,
English DR, Folsom AR, Freedman DM, Giles G, Hakansson N, Henderson KD,
Hoffman-Bolton J, Hoppin JA, Koenig KL, Lee I, Linet MS, Park Y, Pocobelli G,
Schatzkin A, Sesso HD, Weiderpass E, Willcox BJ, Wolk A, et al: Body-mass
index and mortality among 1.46 million white adults. N Eng J Med 2010,
363:2211–2219.
Adams KF, Schatzkin A, Harris TB, Kipnis V, Mouw T, Ballard-Barbash R,
Hollenbeck A, Leitzmann MF: Overweight, obesity, and mortality in a large
prospective cohort of persons 50 to 71 years old. N Eng J Med 2006,
355:763–778.
Prospective Studies Collaboration, Whitlock G, Lewington S, Sherliker P,
Clarke R, Emberson J, Halsey J, Qizilbash N, Collins R, Peto R: Body-mass
index and cause-specific mortality in 900 000 adults: collaborative
analyses of 57 prospective studies. Lancet 2009, 373:1083–1096.
Allison DB, Fontaine KR, Manson JE, Stevens J, VanItallie TB: Annual
deaths attributable to obesity in the United States. JAMA 1999,
282:1530–1538.
Bentley TG, Palta M, Paulsen AJ, Cherepanov D, Dunham NC, Feeny D,
Kaplan RM, Fryback DG: Race and gender associations between obesity
and nine health-related quality-of-life measures. Qual Life Res 2011,
20:665–674.
Garner RE, Feeny DH, Thompson A, Bernier J, McFarland BH, Huguet N,
Kaplan MS, Orpana H, Ross NA, Blanchard C: Bodyweight, gender, and
quality of life: a population-based longitudinal study. Qual Life Res 2011,
21:813–825.
Søltoft F, Hammer M, Kragh N: The association of body mass index and
health-related quality of life in the general population: data from the
2003 Health Survey of England. Qual Life Res 2009, 18:1293–1299.
Majer IM, Nusselder WJ, Mackenbach JP, Kunst AE: Life expectancy and life
expectancy with disability of normal weight, overweight, and obese
smokers and nonsmokers in Europe. Obesity 2011, 19:1451–1459.
Reuser M, Bonneux LG, Willekens FJ: Smoking kills, obesity disables: a
multistate approach of the US Health and Retirement Survey. Obesity 2009,
17:783–789.
Walter S, Kunst A, Mackenbach J, Hofman A, Tiemeier H: Mortality and
disability: the effect of overweight and obesity. Int J Obes (Lond) 2009,
33:1410–1418.
van Baal P, Hoogenveen R, de Wit GA, Boshuizen H: Estimating healthadjusted life expectancy conditional on risk factors: results for smoking
and obesity. Popul Health Metr 2006, 4:14.
Rockhill B, Newman B, Weinberg C: Use and misuse of population
attributable fractions. Am J Public Health 1998, 88:15–19.
Béland Y: Canadian community health survey: methodological overview.
Health Rep 2002, 13:9–14.
Tambay JL, Catlin G: Sample design of the National Population Health
Survey. Health Rep 1995, 7:29–38.
Thomas S, Wannell B: Combining cycles of the Canadian Community
Health Survey. Health Rep 2009, 20:53–58.
Canadian Chronic Disease Surveillance System. http://www.phac-aspc.gc.ca/
cd-mc/cvd-mcv/ccdss-snsmc-2010/2-1-eng.php.
Shields M, Connor Gorber S, Janssen I, Tremblay MS: Bias in self-reported
estimates of obesity in Canadian health surveys: an update on correction
equations for adults. Health Rep 2011, 22:35–46.
Horsman J, Furlong W, Feeny D, Torrance G: The Health Utilities Index
(HUI): concepts, measurement properties and applications. Health Qual
Life Outcomes 2003, 1:54.
Wolfson MC: Health-Adjusted Life Expectancy. Health Rep 1996, 8:41–46.
Feeny D, Furlong W, Torrance GW, Goldsmith CH, Zhu Z, Depauw S, Denton
M, Boyle M: Multiattribute and single-attribute utility functions for the
Health Utilities Index Mark 3 system. Med Care 2002, 40:113–128.
Chiang CL: The life table and its applications. Malabar (FL): Robert E. Krieger
Publishing Company; 1984.
Hsieh JJ: A general theory of life table construction and a precise
abridged life table method. Biom J 1991, 33:143–162.

Steensma et al. Population Health Metrics 2013, 11:21
http://www.pophealthmetrics.com/content/11/1/21

Page 12 of 12

31. Sullivan DF: A single index of mortality and morbidity. HSMHA Health
Report 1971, 86:347–354.
32. Imai K, Soneji S: On the estimation of disability-free life expectancy:
Sullivan’s method and its extension. J Am Stat Assoc 2007, 102:1199–1211.
33. Efron B, Tibshirani R: Bootstrap methods for standard errors, confidence
intervals, and other measures of statistical accuracy. Statist Sci 1986, 1:54–75.
34. Nusselder WJ, Looman CWN: Decomposition of differences in health
expectancy by cause. Demography 2004, 41:315–334.
35. Arriaga EE: Measuring and explaining the change in life expectancies.
Demography 1984, 21:83–96.
36. Fontaine KR, Redden DT, Wang C, Westfall AO, Allison DB: Years of life lost
due to obesity. JAMA 2003, 289:187–193.
37. De Hollander EL, Bemelmans WJ, Boshuizen HC, Friedrich N, Wallaschofski H,
Guallar-Castillón P, Walter S, Zillikens MC, Rosengren A, Lissner L, Bassett JK,
Giles GG, Orsini N, Heim N, Visser M, de Groot LC, WC elderly collaborators:
The association between waist circumference and risk of mortality
considering body mass index in 65- to 74-year-olds: a meta-analysis of
29 cohorts involving more than 58 000 elderly persons. Intl J Epidemiol
2012, 41:805–817.
38. Heymsfield SB, Cefalu WT: Does Body Mass Index adequately convey a
patient’s mortality risk? JAMA 2013, 309:87–88.
39. Ferreira I, Stehouwer CDA: Obesity paradox or inappropriate study designs?
Time for life-course epidemiology. J Hypertens 2012, 30:2271–2275.
40. Claessen H, Brenner H, Drath C, Arndt V: Repeated measures of body mass
index and risk of health related outcomes. Eur J Epidemiol 2012, 27:215–224.
41. Lawlor DA, Hart CL, Hole DJ, Smith GD: Reverse causality and confounding
and the associations of overweight and obesity with mortality.
Obesity 2006, 14:2294–2304.
42. Flegal KM, Graubard BI, Williamson DF, Cooper RS: Reverse causation and
illness-related weight loss in observational studies of body weight and
mortality. Am J Epidemiol 2010, 173:1–9.
43. Hotchkiss JW, Leyland AH: The relationship between body size and
mortality in the linked Scottish Health Surveys: cross-sectional surveys
with follow-up. Int J Obes 2011, 35:838–851.
doi:10.1186/1478-7954-11-21
Cite this article as: Steensma et al.: Comparing life expectancy and
health-adjusted life expectancy by body mass index category in adult
Canadians: a descriptive study. Population Health Metrics 2013 11:21.

Submit your next manuscript to BioMed Central
and take full advantage of:
• Convenient online submission
• Thorough peer review
• No space constraints or color ﬁgure charges
• Immediate publication on acceptance
• Inclusion in PubMed, CAS, Scopus and Google Scholar
• Research which is freely available for redistribution
Submit your manuscript at
www.biomedcentral.com/submit

