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 Age exerts major effect on healthy body weight 
 

Devloping generalized public 
health recommendations is com-
plicated by the fact that "one size 
does not fit all." One of the most 
widely pronounced recommen-
dations is to maintain a healthy 
body weight. But, what is 
healthy? The answer to this de-
pends on many factors, including 
a person's age. 

Question: How does age affect 
weight recommendations? 

Answer: In middle-age adults, 
overall risk of death is greatest 
for both the thinnest and the 
heaviest individuals. Those with 
body weight in the middle range 
have the lowest risk. However, 
studies of people over 75 report 
that the heaviest individuals have 
the lowest risk of death. One 
study of community-dwelling 
seniors found that mortality rates 
were lower in obese than in nor-
mal-weight participants and 
mortality was highest in under-
weight individuals. 

French researchers recently 
studied 125 seniors with an aver-
age age of 84. All of them were 
in the hospital for recovery from 
a variety of common problems 
such as fractures, neurological 
ailments, infections and cardio-
vascular disease. Those with the 

greatest levels of body fat were 
most likely to live and fully re-
cover from their condition. 

Based on their study in a hos-
pital setting, the French research-
ers point out that their results 
suggest that it might not be justi-
fiable to encourage very elderly 
overweight patients to lose 
weight. In fact, it could harm 
their health! 

Q:Wat is a healthy weight in 
older people? 

A: Based on research that has 
been conducted, it is probably 
best not to attempt significant 
weight loss after the age of 75. 
What makes the most sense is 
allowing the body to seek the 
weight at which a person func-
tions best, both physically and 
mentally. The ideal weight for an 
older person likely depends on 
their genetics and their lifestyle. 

There are no hard and fast rules 
about ideal body weight that ap-
ply to everyone equally at all 
ages. But, clearly, the recommen-
dation to "maintain a healthy 
body weight" has a different 
meaning for older people. For 
most it appears to mean, "Don't 
lose weight." Of course, there are 
limits. Severe obesity can cause 
serious health complications at 

any age. 
Q: Do any other public health 

recommendations fail the "one 
size fits all" test? 

A: The recommendation to "eat 
more fruits and vegetables" can 
backfire. Perhaps a better way to 
make this recommendation is to 
say, "Eat enough fruits and 
vegetables." If someone already 
eats plenty of fruits and vegeta-
bles, eating more produce could 
displace important foods from 
other food groups and lead to nu-
trient deficiencies. 

Older people generally have 
low calorie needs, so it is easier 
for them to overdo intake of 
fruits, vegetables and grains. This 
is because the most basic nutrient 
requirement is meeting protein 
needs with an adequate intake of 
foods from the meat and beans 
group and the milk and milk 
products group. 

Along with enough of these 
good protein sources, fruits, 
vegetables and grains can be 
added to round out calorie needs. 
When protein needs are not met, 
the much too common geriatric 
condition of sarcopenia (loss of 
muscle) can develop. 
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