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Latest Stats on Obesity and Covid-19 From the CDC: 

There are a few surprises! 

By Thomas B. Gilliam, Ph.D. 

 

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) publishes a weekly report 

on morbidity and mortality (MMWR).  Their March 8 report focused on Body 

Mass Index and risk for Covid-19 related to hospitalization, intensive care 

admission (ICA), ventilators and death.  This report supports other very good 

research studies clearly showing that the more obese an individual is the greater 

the risk for Covid-19, hospitalization, being put on a ventilator, ICA and death. 

What I find of interest with the March 8 MMWR is that the increase in Covid-19 

for hospitalizations, ICA, ventilators and death was independent of age.  We have 

come to automatically connect older ages with a higher risk for Covid-19 which is 

true unless a person has a body mass index (BMI) of 45 or more according to this 

week’s MMWR.  The study looked at the following BMI categories: 

• Underweight (BMI <18.5),  

• Normal weight (18-5-24.9),  

• Overweight (25.0-29.9),  

• Obese I (30.0-34.9),  

• Obese II (35.0-39.9),  

• Severe obese (40.0-44.9),  

• Morbid obese (>44.9).   
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These categories are slightly different than what has been used in the past.  For 

example, morbid obesity is normally considered to be a BMI of 40-49.9 and 

extreme morbid obesity is greater than 49.9. 

No matter how you look at the data it is clear that a BMI of 40 or more puts an 

individual at greater risk for not only Covid-19 but for Type II diabetes, 

hypertension, metabolic syndrome, cardiovascular disease, certain cancers, other 

diseases and orthopedic disorders. 

Another interesting point from this MMWR publication is that it appears that 

those with a BMI in the overweight category (25.0-29.9) had the least risk to 

catch the Covid-19.  This supports many earlier studies that showed the healthiest 

BMI is right around 28 and not 20-24.9 as related to certain diseases.    

We sometimes forget about the underweight category (<18.5) since normally less 

than 2% of our population falls into this category.  But sadly, this group too has 

higher risk for certain diseases as well as Covid-19 as shown in the MMWR.  In 

fact, with some age groups (<65) the underweight risk for Covid-19 was just as 

great as those with the higher and riskier BMI’s. 

So why is it that the underweight and severe obese individuals are at greater risk 

for disease?  There are many reasons but two of the most critical are: 

• greater inflammation within their bodies, and 

• a compromised immune system. 

What this report reminds us is that obesity accounts for about 43% of our 

workforce and that the health needs of the obese population (and underweight) 

needs to be addressed perhaps even more urgently.  In moving forward, what can 

be done to reduce the risk for Covid and other diseases which are very costly to 

industry?  There is still no magical pill or device to enhance the health of the 

worker.   But a healthy diet and plenty of exercise both aerobics and resistance 

training help workers to better manage their body weight, enhance the immune 

system, reduce inflammation, and enhance muscle mass all of which leads to less 

disease, fewer injuries and a more productive workforce. 


