
DECODING - NOVEMBER 2023  1

Obesity and new obesity treatments have hit the headlines 
in 2023, triggering significant market shifts. In a series of 
three articles, we will provide some insight on this issue, first 
by discussing what is at stake in obesity, then by going into 
greater depth in the medical contribution of GLP-1 drugs, and, 
lastly, discussing the economic and financial impacts that their 
possible widespread dissemination could cause. 

In this first article, we will discuss trends in obesity and its 
economic and medical consequences.

What is obesity? 

A person is generally said to be obese when his/her body mass index (defined as 
a person's weight in kilograms divided by the square of his/her height in meters) 
exceeds 30, and to be overweight when it exceeds 25.. 

How has obesity trended?

According to the World Health Organisation (WHO), the global rate of obesity 
tripled between 1975 and 2016. 39% of adults were overweight in 2016 and 13% 
were obese. No country has been spared, and low-income countries are where 
the obesity rate has risen the most in recent years. Obesity has risen in both 
women and men, and has also risen sharply in children and teenagers. 
The WHO says this trend by the increased consumption of sugar- and fat-rich 
foods and by lower physical activity (with work being increasingly sedentary, 
changes in transport means, and increasing urbanisation). 
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FROM HEALTH RISKS TO ECONOMIC 
IMPACTS, OBESITY TAKES PART 
IN THE DEBATE

1. THE MEDICAL AND ECONOMIC IMPACT OF 
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2. GLP-1: A NEW THERAPEUTIC CLASS OF MAJOR 
INTEREST?  

3. ECONOMIC AND FINANCIAL IMPACTS OF THE 
GLP-1 GENERALIZATION?
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The Covid period and the restrictions it induced seem to 
have exacerbated obesity and overweightness, at least 
temporarily. 
In the United States, obesity has worsened in recent 
decades. According to WHO figures, the US obesity rate 
rose from 11.7% in 1975 to 37.3% in 2016 (vs. 26.1% in 
2000). The US is one of the countries with the highest 
obesity rates (surpassed only by Pacific island nations), 
and it is far ahead of all other G20 countries.

US: obesity rate among adults 
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Obesity rate in G20 countries 
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Are all types of people affected in the same 
way?

Recent studies1 have found an inverse correlation between 
income levels and obesity rates, something that did not 
truly exist before the 1990s. Remarkably, on a country-
wide basis, the inverse correlation between obesity and 
income is significantly more pronounced among women 
than men.
The fact that obesity disproportionately affects poor 
people in rich countries has sometimes been called the 
“poverty-obesity paradox”. This may be due to the fact 
that high-quality foods cost more than low-quality ones or 
to the fact that disadvantaged persons do not live close 
to shops selling quality food. It has also been observed 
that disadvantaged areas are, on average, associated with 
higher sedentary rates. 

What is the outlook for obesity?

The World Obesity Atlas forecasts that the rate of 
overweightness and obesity will continue to rise worldwide 
and even that half of the world’s population will be overweight 
by 2035 (with an obesity rate of 24%). According to these 
forecasts, obesity is therefore likely to gain ground.

Share of world population with obesity or overweight 
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1. Bentley A., Ormerod P. et D. Ruck, 2018, “Recent origin and evolution of obesity-income correlation across the United States”, Nature. 
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What is the health impact of obesity? 

Obesity and overweightness promote many non-
communicable pathologies, such as cardiovascular 
diseases, high blood pressure, strokes, some types 
of cancers and diabetes, and pulmonary diseases. An 
estimated more than 5 million deaths annually are said to 
be caused by non-communicable pathologies attributable 
to overweightness and obesity2.

What are the economic consequences of 
obesity? 

Obesity and overweightness have both direct and indirect 
costs. Among the direct costs are medical costs (surgeries, 
medical tests and drugs) and non-medical ones, such as 
transport costs to obtain medical care. Among the indirect 
costs are those caused by premature death, health-related 
job absenteeism, and reduced productivity.

A study3 published in the scientific journal BMJ Global 
Health in 2022 found that the economic impact of obesity 
and overweightness amounted to 2.2% of global GDP 
and would likely rise further if obesity remained on its 
current trend. The public and private costs of obesity and 
overweightness are therefore huge.
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All comments and analyses reflect CPRAM’s view of market conditions and its evolution, according to information known at the time. The information in this document has 
no contractual value and does not bind CPRAM. It is based on sources that we consider to be reliable, but we cannot guarantee that they are accurate, complete, valid 
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prior consent. Subject to the fulfilment of its obligations, CPRAM cannot be held responsible for the financial consequences or any outcome whatsoever resulting from an 
investment. All the legal documentation for the fund is available on the internet site www.cpram.com or upon simple request to CPRAM. 
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