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In 2017-2018, 42.4 percent of U.S. adults experienced obesity, according to data
from the National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey
(https://www.cde.gov/nchs/products/databriefs/db360.htm). As the Coronavirus
(COVID-19) pandemic unfolded in 2020, studies using limited online surveys
found evidence of weight gain among U.S. adults, suggesting that behavior
changes during the pandemic exacerbated an already existing adult obesity
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epidemic. However, because the pandemic surveys did not represent the overall
U.S. adult population, findings derived from them did not fully show how much
obesity rates changed for adults during the pandemic.

To analyze the overall change in adult obesity prevalence during the COVID-19
pandemic, a researcher at the USDA, Economic Research Service (ERS) used
data from the 2011 to 2020 Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System
(https://www.cde.gov/brfss/index.html), a nationally representative survey that
assesses chronic health conditions and health-related risk behaviors of the U.S.
population aged 18 and older. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
(CDC) uses the Adult Body Mass Index (BMI) to define weight categories
(https://www.cdc.gov/obesity/basics/adult-defining.html) and has determined that
people aged 20 and older with a BMI of 30 or higher are categorized as obese.
The ERS researcher also examined four behaviors that can influence the risk of
obesity — exercise, hours of sleep, alcohol use, and cigarette smoking —to help
explain changes in adult obesity prevalence rates.

The study found that, compared with a pre-pandemic baseline period (January 1,
2019, to March 12, 2020), adult obesity prevalence was 3 percent higher over the
period from March 13, 2020, to March 18, 2021, the first year of the COVID-19
pandemic. March 18, 2021, was the date of the last interview in the analytical
sample. Findings also showed statistically significant changes in each of the four
obesity-related behaviors during the COVID-19 pandemic. Participation in
exercise rose 4.4 percent, and people slept 1.5 percent longer. Meanwhile, the
number of days in the period of a month in which alcohol was consumed was 2.7
percent higher, and cigarette smoking dropped by 4 percent. Research shows
that increased use of alcohol (https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/hec.1521) and
reduced cigarette smoking
(https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0167629617301030?via%3Dihub)
can lead to obesity and therefore may have contributed to the higher rates of
obesity among U.S. adults during the pandemic.

CDC recognition of adult obesity as an epidemic
(https://www.annualreviews.org/doi/10.1146/annurev-publhealth-031914-122415) dates
to 1999. Adult obesity prevalence in the United States was trending upward in
the years before the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. As the pandemic
conditions improve in the United States, this ERS study’s results can inform U.S.
policymakers about the state of the obesity epidemic among U.S. adults as well
as the contributing obesity-related behaviors.
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Obesity prevalence increased among U.5. adults during the first year
of the COVID-19 pandemic
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Motes: Bars represent percentage changes in obesity prevalence and related risk factors
among U.5. adults aged 20 and older relative to a pre-pandemic baseline periad of lanuary 1,
2019, to March 12, 2020. Percentage changes were derived from models that control for
survey interview-related factors, State of residence, and demographic charactoristics (age,
gendoer, race/athnicity, education, household income, marital status, and number of
children) that could affect the risk of obesity.

Source: USDA, Economic Research Service calculations using data from the 2011-20
Behavioral Risk Factors Survelllance System,
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