
Medical Industry Leadership Institute Open Education Hub module: m10073 1

19.14 US Has World’s Highest Obesity
Rate but a Low Smoking Rate among

Industrialized Nations∗

Christopher Conover

This work is produced by Medical Industry Leadership Institute Open Education Hub and licensed under the
Attribution 3.0†

Abstract

The nation’s obesity rate is the highest in the world, but smoking is somewhat less common among
adults in the United States compared with most other industrialized countries. There are big differences
in obesity and smoking rates across states.

The United States by far has the world’s highest rate of obesity (figure 19.14a). More than 30 percent of
all women in the United States are obese (based on measurements, not self-reports). Within the G7, the two
countries ranking just behind the United States (the UK and Canada) have male and female obesity rates
that are only approximately 25 percent. Japan’s measured obesity rate for men and women is less than 5
percent.

∗Version 1.1: Sep 24, 2013 3:51 pm -0500
†http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/

http://https://hub.mili.csom.umn.edu/content/m10073/1.1/



Medical Industry Leadership Institute Open Education Hub module: m10073 2

Unfortunately, measured obesity rates for all G7 countries are not available. The difference can be
considerable. In Canada, for example, the measured obesity rate is 50 to 60 percent higher than the self-
reported rates for men and women. The rates shown for Germany, France, and Italy might therefore be
much higher than illustrated.

Smoking is the single largest cause of death in the United States, even though the nation has one of the
lowest smoking rates among industrialized countries. There are many ways to measure smoking, but this
metric counts the percentage of adults age 15 and older who self-report that they are daily smokers. Using
this metric, adult smoking rates in Japan and France are more than 50 percent higher than current rates
in the United States. In fact, none of the G7 countries for which this information is available has a lower
smoking rate than in the United States.

Smoking and obesity both contribute considerably to premature mortality in the United States. Obesity-
related and smoking-attributable medical costs each amount to approximately 6 percent of national health
spending.

However, differences in obesity and smoking rates within the United States itself rival cross-national
differences in such rates among the G7 countries. States exhibit less than a two-fold difference in obesity
rates (figure 19.14b) but a three-fold difference in smoking rates (figure 19.14c). This highlights the diversity
of the United States in terms of these particular unhealthy behaviors. It also highlights the limitations of
national averages when making cross-national comparisons.
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1 Downloads
Download PowerPoint versions of all figures.

• Figure 19.14a Image Slide (as it appears above)1
• Figure 19.14a Editable Slide (can be formatted as desired)2
• Figure 19.14b Image Slide (as it appears above)3
• Figure 19.14b Editable Slide (can be formatted as desired)4
• Figure 19.14c Image Slide (as it appears above)5
• Figure 19.14c Editable Slide (can be formatted as desired)6
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