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Since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic, there has been increasing evidence of the link between
obesity and COVID-19 complications. The World Obesity Federation recently published a policy dossier 
[1] on this topic (1). Here we discuss some of the considerations for obesity in COVID-19 responses and
how steps to address obesity now can help to ‘build back better’ in the short and long term. 

Obesity and risk of COVID-19 complications

Advanced age, diabetes and CVD were identified early on in the COVID-19 pandemic as important risk factors.
However, as we learn more we can now see that obesity also poses one of the highest individual risks for COVID-19
complications. Studies from a number of countries have shown that people with obesity have a higher risk of hospital
admission (2, 3), admittance to intensive care (2), and need for invasive mechanical ventilation (4). The risk is
particularly notable amongst Asian populations. While the highest risk of poor outcomes of COVID-19 is in older
groups, a BMI >40 also appears to contribute to a higher mortality in patients under 50 (5). 

These links are of particular concern with nearly 1 billion people worldwide affected by obesity and all countries off
track to meet WHO targets (6). The highest numbers and most rapid rises are seen in low- and middle- income
countries, which are also particularly vulnerable to the impacts of COVID-19. 

Building resilience in the short and long term

This pandemic has brought to the fore some of the risks and challenges that result from inaction on obesity
and which are faced by people living with obesity. 

As with other NCDs, we have seen a direct impact of COVID-19 on people living with obesity, as a result of curtailed
access to services. The pandemic has also compounded existing issues with obesity treatment, including inconsistent
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care pathways, stigma and lack of health coverage, as well as wider infrastructure and equipment challenges within
and outside of the health system (7).

While much of the direct impact of the pandemic is on the health systems, the impact spreads much wider. Disrupted
food systems [2] (8), impacts of lockdown on behaviour and food choices, poverty, inequity, unemployment
and opportunistic marketing by unhealthy commodity industries [3] (9) are just some of the trends we see which risk
increasing the double burden of malnutrition. This is particularly concerning in countries which also experience high
levels of poverty and fragile health systems. In Mexico, for instance, it is estimated that the expected reduction in GDP
(6%) as a result of COVID-19 could increase the number of people who are poor and food insecure by 10 million (10).

We need a long-term approach to address these issues, including prioritising obesity in global health policy,
reorienting systems for better health – for example, prioritising active transport overuse of cars, ensuring equitable
access to nutritious food, and health services – and implementing strong comprehensive policies that prevent obesity
alongside other NCDs. 

Unless we start taking obesity seriously, populations will remain vulnerable to pandemics and other crises, and
progress towards other global health targets and the SDGs will be hindered. 

What’s being done?

Some governments have responded to the links between COVID-19 and obesity with countries such as the UK,
France and Mexico including people with a high BMI on their vulnerable list (1). In France, this also includes
employment and salary protections. 

We are yet to see a strong global response to obesity within COVID-19 responses and there is a need to
strengthen responses to obesity as part of efforts to ‘build back better’. 

A group of obesity experts recently wrote an open letter [4] to WHO’s Director-General requesting that WHO provide
more COVID-19 guidance on obesity, highlighting the need to increase weight surveillance, protect people with
obesity, and take steps to ensure food and nutrition security, opportunities for physical activity, and mental health
support (11). The WHO COVID-19 resolution [5] (12), while having no specific mention of obesity, presents an
opportunity to integrate obesity within national COVID-19 responses through commitments on nutrition and physical
activity and to protect people living with NCDs.

Act on obesity now: implement the ROOTS framework

If we are to ‘build back better’ COVID-19 responses will need to incorporate strong comprehensive policies to reduce
obesity. The ROOTS [6] framework provides the basis for action on obesity, including the need to recognise obesity
as a disease, increase obesity surveillance and monitoring, address obesity throughout the life-course, equip health
systems appropriately and address structural and systemic drivers of obesity (13).

We have within our grasp the means to vastly improve health outcomes but lack political will. 

The link between obesity and COVID-19 complications should be seen as a stark warning of the risks of
inaction on obesity, and the need to implement strong policies in order to ‘build back better' and help ensure
resilient populations now and in the future.
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