Research News

Rising Obesity Rate Among Older Adults Complicates Health Issues

It seems as if no age group, from
young children to older adults, has es-
caped the clutch of obesity. The most
recent data from the National Health
and Nutrition Examination Survey
(NHANES) 2005-2006 found that 68.6
percent of adults aged 60 and over
are overweight or obese (body mass
index over 25), up from 60.1 percent
in NHANES 1988-1994. (There was
no significant change in obesity rate
between 20032004 and 2005-2006.)
The weight concerns of older adults
pose unique challenges, according to a
review performed by researchers from
the Sticht Center on Aging at Wake
Forest University School of Medicine in
North Carolina published in the Jour-
nal of the American Dietetic Associa-
tion in November 2009.

Unique concerns. The over 65 group is
expected to increase to about 20 percent
of the U.S. population by 2030, up from
12 percent in 2000. The rising obesity
problem in a growing population is
alarming, since both age and obesity

are independent risk factors for chronic
health conditions such as arthritis, hyper-
tension, heart disease, stroke, cancer and
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diabetes. Additionally, overweight and
obesity are linked with an increased risk
of physical and cognitive disability—ma-
jor risk factors for dependency, institu-
tionalization, greater health care costs
and use of health care services, poor
health outcomes, and mortality. The so-
cial, medical and economic implications
of this scenario are compelling. Yet obe-
sity has barely been addressed in this age
group. Instead, public health programs
have focused on issues of malnutrition.
What’s urgently needed are approaches
that will foster a healthier lifestyle within
a growing number of overweight older
adults living independently.

Developing a weight loss fix. Part of
the problem is that experts haven’t fully
dealt with how to handle weight loss

in older adults, because in older aduits,
weight loss is linked with loss of muscle
mass and bone mineral density, and
unintentional weight loss that accompa-
nies diseases of aging is associated with
increased mortality. Thus, weight loss is
not widely recommended by health care
professionals because of concerns that
the risks might offset the benefits. To
date, there is little research available on

potential health benefits of weight loss in
older people.

But age alone should not discourage
people from seeking treatment from
obesity, according to the National Heart,
Lung and Blood Institute. Older, over-
weight and obese adults should be evalu-
ated on an individual basis, weighing the
benefits versus the risks. If weight loss is
targeted, it should be done without sacri-
ficing bone or muscle health. A lifestyle
intervention should include a low-calorie
diet, physical activity and behavioral and
social support such as stress manage-
ment and learning better eating habits.
Both the American Society for Nutrition
and the Obesity Society recommend a
modest reduction of 500-750 calories
per day to result in weight loss of one to
one-and-a-half pounds per week. Older
adults should get adequate levels of vital
nutrients including protein, vitamin D,
vitamin B 12, fiber and fluid. Regular
moderate-intensity aerobic exercise for

a minimum of 30 minutes, five days

a week is suggested for those with no
physical limitations. The bottom line:
It’s never too late to reap the rewards of a
healthier lifestyle.

Go Ahead, Take the “Small Steps”’ Challenge to Discover a Healthier You

Did you know that shaving off 100 calo-
ries per day—that’s skipping a small
cookie or swapping eight ounces of
sweetened soda for water—can amount
to a 10 pound weight loss over a year?
Little changes like these are at the heart
of the U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services (HHS) public health

program, aptly named Small Steps.
Everyone knows America has a weight
problem—two out of three Americans
are overweight or obese (body mass
index over 25.) But no matter how many
times you hear those statistics, it doesn’t
make living a leaner, healthier life any
easier. Instead of turning to fad diets,

the U.S. government is encouraging us
to take part in the Small Steps program
as a practical, no-nonsense solution to
creating a more fit, healthier population.
This program focuses on integrating
better eating and activity habits, setting
realistic goals, and taking small steps to
meet them.

An easy, practical approach to healthy eating includes:

products.

dining out.

shopping.

Small Steps to Smart Food Choices

e Emphasizing fruits, vegetables, whole grains, and fat-free or low-fat milk

@ Focusing on lean meats, poultry, fish, beans, eggs and nuts.

o Limiting saturated fat, trans fat, cholesterol, salt, and added sugars.

@ Watching portion size, from the supermarket to the restaurant.

@ Opting for steamed, grilled or broiled dishes instead of deep-fried when

o Avoiding impulse buying of less heaithful food choices when travelling or

@ Reading the nutrition facts label when you shop, monitoring servings and
calories as well as saturated fat, trans fat, cholesterol and sodium.

Small Steps to a More Active Lifestyle

The benefits of exercise extend beyond heiping you control your weight—they also can

reduce your risk of chronic diseases and even improve your mood. Here’s the recipe for an

optimal physical activity plan:

® Be physically active for at least 30 minutes most days of the week.

@ Increase the intensity or the amount of time you are physically active for even greater
health and weight control benefits.

o Choose any activity that you enjoy that uses the large muscle groups, such as walking,
playing basketball or tennis, or an aerabics class.

® Track your activity with a personal fog.

@ Get started by developing realistic physical activity goals and writing them down. Visit
smallstep.gov for resources such as activity logs, and lots of tips to help you get started
taking small steps—to a healthier you.
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