Extremely severe obesity is on the rise in kids—along with a barrage of health problems

Obesity rates in children have been on the rise for decades, having quadrupled from 1990 to
2022, and along with the rise in obesity, comes a rise in health risks. However, obesity can be
broken down further into categories based on severity.

In children, obesity is defined as having a body mass index (BMI) above 95% of kids of a
similar age and sex. This differs from the way adult obesity is defined, which uses a simple
BMI number of 30 or higher. Currently, childhood obesity is separated into three categories
defined by BMI, with class 1 at or above the 95th percentile, class 2 at 120% to 140% and
class 3 (severe obesity) at 140% or higher of the 95th percentile.

A new study from researchers at the University of California San Diego, USA published in
the JAMA Network Open, suggests breaking up these categories even further by adding a
class 4 and 5, defined as a BMI from 160% to 180% of 95th percentile and a BMI over 180%
of 95th percentile, respectively. This further refinement seeks to differentiate the health
risks involved with these "extremely severe" categories of obesity.

The study highlights how the health risks of children at these levels of obesity become
increasingly dangerous when compared to children in lower obesity classes or to children
with healthy weights.

The researchers analyzed data taken from 25,847 participants of the National Health and
Nutrition Examination Survey (NHANES), which was taken from 2008 to 2023. They found a
startling increase of 253% in the prevalence of extremely severe obesity in children from
2008 to 2023. In addition, all other categories of obesity increased over this time period,
although at lower rates. They found the increase was particularly dramatic in adolescents
from the ages of 16 to 18 and in non-Hispanic black children.


https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/obesity-and-overweight
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/obesity/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/body+mass+index/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/childhood+obesity/
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamanetworkopen/fullarticle/2836424

Health complications
The analysis of health complications in these children revealed an increased risk of multiple

diseases with increasing classes of obesity. In particular, diabetes, prediabetes, metabolic
disease —which is associated with increased risk of heart disease and stroke —and liver
diseases were common.

Insulin resistance, a precursor to many of these health problems, was found in 100% of the
class 4 and 5 participants, compared to 81% in classes 1-3 and 27% in those without obesity.
Across the board, all diseases were more prevalent in higher classes of obesity than in lower
classes and the lower classes of obesity were associated with increased risk compared to
healthy BMI risks.

These childhood health problems increase the burden, not only on the children themselves,
but on their families and the public health system. These complications, if not treated, often
lead to additional risks, such as the risk of cirrhosis and liver cancer or heart disease. The
costs associated with treating these diseases also create a huge burden on many families in
the United States.

The study authors point to the need for action on this increasingly severe problem, saying,
"The findings of this study with over 25,800 participants provide robust evidence supporting
extremely severe obesity specifically as a public health emergency. The association with
metabolic and cardiovascular complications necessitates urgent public health action, such as
early prevention, targeted education, and the mobilization of resources."
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