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Overweight and Obesity
in Canada

HIGHLIGHTS

•  In 2003, 14.5% of adult Canadians had a calculated body mass index
indicating they were obese, while 32.4% were considered overweight.

•  The prevalence of obesity continues to rise in Canada. Research suggests that 
its prevalence may have almost tripled since 1985.

•  Overweight is more prevalent in males than females, while obesity is similar between
both sexes.

•  In Canada, both obesity and overweight increased across age groups almost doubling 
from 20% of 18- to 24-year-olds to 38% of 45- to 64-year-olds in 2003.  

•  In 2001, the economic cost of obesity, excluding overweight, in Canada was an 
estimated $4.3 billion.   

Introduction

In Canada and many other industrialized nations, rates of obesity 
have risen over the past 20 years, resulting in significant public health
implications. The increased prevalence of overweight and obesity present
challenges in the maintenance of healthy body weights and their
corresponding health benefits.

A recent longitudinal study among Canadians found that once people are
overweight, they are more likely to put on additional weight than they are 
to take it off. The study found that almost 25% of Canadians who were
overweight in 1994/1995 had become obese by 2002/2003, while only about
10% who had been overweight were in the normal weight range eight years
later. Men were more likely than women to go from a normal weight to being
overweight over the eight-year period, whereas women were more likely to
go from overweight to obese.14

In addition, among Canadians who were overweight in 1994/1995, young
adults, especially men, had an elevated risk of obesity over an eight-year
period. Overweight men who smoked daily in 1994/1995 were more likely 
to have become obese by 2002/2003 than were those who had never smoked.
For both men and women, being a member of a high-income household was
associated with a decreased likelihood of becoming obese.14

Overweight people who were restricted in their daily activities were also at
increased risk of becoming obese. Physical restrictions may lead people to
become inactive, thereby increasing their risk of gaining weight.14
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A recent study of mortality in Canada estimated that the number of
overweight- and obesity-related deaths in Canada increased from 2,514
deaths in 1985 to 4,321 deaths in 2000. The study also found that over the
15-year period, the total accumulated deaths related to overweight and
obesity was 57,181.15

In 2003, 14.5% of adult Canadians had a calculated body mass index (BMI)
indicating they were obese, while 32.4% were considered overweight.16

Trends in Overweight and Obesity in Canada

In Canada, the proportion of overweight and obese adults increased between
1970 and 1992 (see Figure 1 below). Overweight and obesity gradually increased
among men from 47% in 1970–1972 to 58% in 1986–1992, while increases
were observed among women between 1970–1972 and 1978–1979 followed
by a slight decrease between 1978–1979 and 1986–1992. Since then, overall
rates have remained the same. As depicted in Figure 2 (see following page),
the prevalence of obesity continues to rise and research suggests that its
prevalence may have almost tripled since 1985. However, one must interpret
the degree of the increase, particularly in recent years, with caution as the
methodologies used to derive these estimates may differ. For example, although
obesity is defined as having a body mass index (BMI) of 30 or greater for
all of the years, the estimates for 1985 through 1998 are based on adults
aged 20 years and older, whereas those for 2000/2001 and 2003 are based on
adults aged 18 years and older.
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Figure 1:  Proportion of Overweight and Obese Adults by Sex and Year, 
 Canada, 1970–1972, 1978–1979, and 1986–1992
 

Source: Torrance GM, Hooper MD, Reeder 
BA. Trends in Overweight and Obesity 
Among Adults in Canada (1970–1992): 
Evidence from National Surveys Using 
Measured Height and Weight. Int J Obes 
Relat Metab Disord. 2002; 26(6):797-804.

Male

Female



9The Regional Municipality of Peel

9.29.2

5.65.6

13.413.4
12.712.7

14.814.8 14.914.9

HPS
1985

HPS
1990

NPHS
1994

NPHS
1996

NPHS
1998

CCHS
2000/2001

CCHS
2003*

0

Per cent of adults aged 20–64 years

Figure 2:  Proportion of Obese Adults by Year, 
 Canada, 1985–2003

HPS=Health Promotion Survey

NPHS=National Population Health Survey

CCHS=Canadian Community Health Survey

*Per cent of adults aged 18 years and older 

Note: BMI calculations exclude pregnant 
woman. Obese is defined as BMI ≥30

Sources: Katzmarzyk PT. The Canadian 
Obesity Epidemic, 1985-1998. CMAJ. 
2002;166(8):1039-1040. 
Statistics Canada. Canadian Community 
Health Survey: A First Look. The Daily. 
May 8, 2002.
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According to the 2003 Canadian Community Health Survey, overweight is
more prevalent in males (41%) than females (26%) while obesity is similar
between both sexes (16% vs. 14% respectively).

Figure 3 (see following page) shows that, in Canada, both obesity and
overweight increased across age groups almost doubling from 20% of
18- to 24-year-olds to 38% of 45- to 64-year-olds in 2003. This presents
health implications, particularly for older people, since the risk for other
diseases (e.g., heart disease) also increases with age and can be further
exacerbated by overweight and obesity.
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In 2003, Ontario had the third lowest prevalence of overweight and obesity
(48.1%) among all provinces and territories in Canada. British Columbia 
had the lowest prevalence (42.3%) followed by Quebec (46.8%) (see Figure 4
below). Possible differences in prevalence of overweight and obesity may
include factors such as lifestyle and environment.
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Figure 3 :  Proportion of Adults who are Overweight and Obese by Age Group, 
 Canada, 2003
 

Note: BMI calculations exclude pregnant 
women.

Source: Canadian Community Health 
Survey, 2003. Statistics Canada.
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The Economic and Social Implications of Obesity  

In order to assess the true burden of obesity, the direct and indirect costs
must be considered, as well as the psychological and social implications.17

Direct costs include costs related to hospital care, physician services, services 
of other health professionals, and drugs, while indirect costs include costs
related to work loss resulting from disability.

A recent study estimated the economic burden of obesity in Canada to be
$4.3 billion in 2001 ($1.6 billion on direct costs and $2.7 billion on indirect
costs). This translates to 2.2% of the total health care costs in Canada in
2001. These estimates are based on the prevalence of obese individuals 
(body mass index ≥30.0) and therefore, underestimate the economic impact
of those individuals with excess body weight (overweight) in Canada. The
three most expensive diseases associated with treating obesity were coronary
artery disease, hypertension and osteoarthritis.11

Since North American culture is prejudiced against those who are overweight,
overweight, and especially obese individuals, may also experience psychological
and social restrictions. For example, they may encounter limitations in social,
educational and professional opportunities. Some have experienced negative
peer attitudes, negative self-image, job discrimination, job absenteeism and
academic underachievement.17

The implementation of prevention and treatment strategies can help to
maintain and achieve healthy weights, thus minimizing the overall burden 
of overweight and obesity.
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