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More Danes than ever are obese
The proportion of Danes who are serious
overweight has increased dramatically
over the past two decades; the percentage
of obese men in the population has doubled, and that of obese women quadrupled
during that period.
These alarming facts were revealed in
a survey of bodyweight among the members
of 4,000 Danish families. The survey was
carried out in 2009 by the Rockwool Foundation Research Unit. The respondents’
Body Mass Index (BMI) was compared with
those from previous surveys. A person’s
BMI is an expression of the relationship between weight and height.
Today, 12-13% of Danish men and wo
men aged 25-44 are classified as obese.
This is an increase in relation to the figure for 2005, when 11% were obese. And
in comparison to 1987, when 5% of men
and 3% of women in the Danish population aged 25-44 were obese, the new figures indicate that the proportion of obese
men has doubled, and that of obese women
has quadrupled. Among Danes in the age
range 45-64 years, the increase in the proportion of the population who suffer from
obesity has been at least as rapid.
According to Jens Bonke, senior researcher at the Rockwool Foundation Research Unit, these results are a matter for
some concern. “We have seen a considerable increase in the course of just a few
years. Every seventh person in Denmark is
obese today. This is actually in line with
developments in Europe as a whole, where
the number of overweight and obese people
is continually increasing.”
A person is considered obese when his
or her BMI is above 30. A BMI between
18.5 and 25 indicates normal weight, while
people who are overweight have a BMI between 25 and 30.
The study shows that it is not just the
proportion of obese people that is on the
increase in Denmark; the same is true for
the overweight. Twenty years ago, every
third man and every seventh woman in
Denmark aged 25-44 was overweight or
obese. Today, half the men and a third of
the women in this age group are above normal weight. In the same period, the pro-
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The proportion of obese people in the Danish population in the age group 25-44
years increased from 3-5 percent in 1987 to 12-13 percent in 2009.

portion of men aged 45-64 who are above
normal weight has increased from a half
to two-thirds, while among women in this
age group the increase has been from one
third to nearly a half.

A large waist circumference
spells danger
Although there are more overweight men
than women in Denmark, it is the women
who face a greater risk to their health as a
result of being overweight.
This was shown by the survey, which
included measurements of the participants’
waist circumference in addition to their
BMI. Other research shows that the health
risks associated with being overweight are
closely related to where the extra kilos are
located on the body.
“The most dangerous fat is mostly
found around the waist. And when both
obesity and waist measurement are taken into consideration, it turns out that it
is womens health that is most in danger.
Women with higher BMI also often have
large waist measurements, which is less
frequently the case for men.”
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In terms of overweight, the people of
Denmark are typical Europeans
Figure 2

The proportion of the population who were moderately overweight or
obese in four countries, 2004/2005
80 percent
Men

70

Women

60
50
40
30
20
10

Obese

ce
an
Fr

U
n
Ki ite
ng d
do
m
D
en
m
ar
k

SA
U

ce
an
Fr

U

n
Ki ite
ng d
do
m
D
en
m
ar
k

SA

0

U

Danes are neither more nor less overweight
than the peoples of other European countries – or rather, than the populations of
other countries in continental Europe. The
United Kingdom does not fit the general
trend.
In the countries of continental Europe
in 2005, typically 40% of men were overweight, while around 10% were obese. In
total, then, a little over half of all men were
overweight or obese, i.e. had a BMI above
25.
As Figure 2 shows, this was precisely
the situation pertaining in both Denmark
and France. In both of these countries 2530% of women were overweight, while
around 10% were obese; in all, over one
third of women were overweight or obese.
The same general picture is apparent for
other European countries such as Austria,
Italy and Spain, although the number of
overweight men in Italy was slightly higher than in the other countries. In Sweden,
studies show that the prevalence of obesity
is on a par with that in Denmark.
The situation is very different in the
United Kingdom and in the USA, countries
which appear to have a special relationship
in this respect as well as others. There is
no great difference between the proportion
of overweight in the populations of these
countries and the other European countries; also in UK and the USA around 40%
of men and 25-30% of women are overweight. However, while approximately
10% of both the men and the women in
continental Europe are obese, in England
and the USA approximately 25% of the
population falls into this category. In other

Overweight

Notes: Overweight: ≤25 BMI <30; obese: BMI ≥30. Age range: 15-64 years.
Source: The Rockwool Foundation Research Unit.

A comparison across OECD countries shows that Denmark is similar to other European nations such as France with regard to the proportion of overweight people
in the population. The UK is distinct from the continental part of Europe, and
more closely resembles the USA, where one person in four is obese. In other European countries, typically less than half as many people are obese.

words, there are more than twice as many
obese people in these two English-speaking countries as in continental Europe.
It also transpires that the rate of increase in the proportion of obese people
in the population between 1987 and 2005,
amongst both men and women, was greater in the UK and the USA than in most
countries of continental Europe.
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Greatest risk to health among overweight
women
It may seem unfair, but it is true nevertheless. Despite the fact that it is men who
are particularly inclined to be overweight
or obese – i.e. to have a Body Mass Index
above 25 – it is women who face the greatest risk to their health as a result of weighing too much.
The explanation for this apparent paradox is that health problems are not just dependent on the degree to which a person is
overweight, but also on where on the body
the excess weight is situated.
The survey includes two key measurements that determine the degree to which
Table 1

The link between Body Mass Index (BMI), waist circumference and risk
to health

Overweight is more prevalent
among men

Waist circumference
BMI

Below 102 cm for men
and 88 cm for women

Above 102 cm for men
and 88 cm for women

Normal weight –
BMI between 18.5 and 25

Increased risk to health

Overweight –
BMI between 25 and 30

Increased risk to health

High risk to health

Obese –
BMI 30 and above

High risk to health

Very high risk to health

Source: WHO, 2000

Table 2

Proportions of men and women with very high BMI and large waist
circumferences. Percent

Men

Women

Proportion with very high BMI*

15

16

Proportion with large waist circumferences**

21

36

Proportion with very high BMI and large
waist circumferences

11

14

Notes: *BMI 30 and above. ** Waist circumference of 102 cm or over (men) and 88 cm or over (women)
Age: 18+
Source: The Rockwool Foundation Research Unit.
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overweight is a threat to health. The first is
BMI; the other is waist circumference (see
box). An apple-shaped body represents a
greater risk to health than a pear-shaped
body; fat around the waist is more of a
threat than fat on the hips.
The Rockwool Foundation Research
Unit asked people in 4,000 Danish families
about their body weight and waist (a tape
measure was supplied).
Table 1 shows that those with two excessive measurements – both very high
BMI scores and large waist measurements
– fall into the category of those whose
weight poses a high level of risk to health.
The survey shows that it is more often
women who have both a very high BMI
and very large waist circumferences.

If we consider the proportion of the population who are overweight in terms of BMI
– both the overweight and the obese – then
figures clearly show that many more men
than women fall into this category. Fully 58% of the men in the population are
above normal weight, while this is true of
just 43% of the women.
Nevertheless, the people who face
the highest level of weight-related risk to
health are most often women, and this
is because it is women who tend to have
problems with their waist measurements.
Table 2 shows that by and large there
are equally many men and women who are
classified as obese, namely around 15-16
percent of the adult population. But when
we consider which of the sexes is most successful in staying below a given critical
waist measurement, there is an appreciable
difference. Among men, 21% have a waist
circumference which places them in the “at
risk” category, while this is true of fully
36% of women.
Consequently, there are more women
than men who live with a high level of risk
to their health as a result of their size and
shape – 11% of men, but 14% of women.
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Different measures of overweight
Overweight can be measured in several ways. One of the most widely used
measures is the Body Mass Index, BMI.
The index is calculated by taking a person’s weight in kilograms, and dividing
this figure by the square of the person’s
height in metres.
This means, for example, that a person who weighs 70 kg and is 1.75 m tall
has a BMI score of approximately 23:
BMI =

70 kg
(1,75 m)²

≈ 23

A BMI between 18.5 and 25 is regarded
as representing normal weight. A person with a lower BMI score is regarded
as being underweight; a person with
a higher value is overweight or obese.
People who are above normal weight
can be further divided into three categories, as follows.
Overweight: A person with a BMI
value between 25 and 30 is regarded as
being overweight. For a person of 1.75
m in height, this means a weight of between 77 and 92 kg.
Obese: This designation is applied to
people who have BMI scores of over 30.
For a person 1.75 m tall, as in our example, this means a weight of over 92 kg.

High risk obese: It makes a difference
where on the body the fat is situated.
The greatest risk to health occurs when
fat is concentrated around the waist,
whereas fat on the hips is less dangerous. In some cases, therefore, the BMI
measure is supplemented by the waist
measurement. If a person has both a
BMI above 30 and a waist circumference larger than 102 cm – 88 cm in the
case of women – then the combination
of weight and body shape constitutes a
distinct danger to health.
Representativeness
In order to assess the prevalence and
distribution of overweight – and of
health and well-being – in the Danish
population, the sample in the Rockwool
Foundation Research Unit survey was
corrected in order to ensure that the
proportions of men and women and
of various age, income and education
groups represented were the same as
in the Danish population as a whole.
However, these corrections were not
made for the data used in the article
on the first page of this Newsletter, because the aim in that case was to make
comparisons with previous studies.

Obesity weighs down the lower social strata
In Denmark, as in most other countries
obesity is inversely related to education
and income. In other words, the lower a
person’s level of education and income, the
greater is the likelihood that he or she will
be obese.
This is revealed by a study of the relationships between weight on the one hand and
social and economic factors on the other.
The distribution of overweight in the
population of Denmark today is thus the
inverse of that in certain traditional cultures where the most influential people
reveal their position and status in society
– and their access to plentiful supplies of
food – by the excess kilos of fat that they
carry.

In Denmark and other Western societies, the problem of obesity is most prevalent in the lower ranks of society. Obviously, there is no inviolable law of nature
which states that obesity is a consequence
of never having received a higher level of
education or having had the opportunity of
earning much money.
But the study does show that a BMI over
30 and a large waist circumference are factors often found among those with incomes
in the lowest quarter of the income distribution, and those with no education beyond elementary schooling.
This is evident from Figure 3, which
shows that 15% of adult Danes with only
elementary schooling are obese. By way of
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Figure 3

Proportions of obese people in the Danish population, by education and
by income
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Notes: BMI over 30 and waist circumference over 102 cm for men and 88 cm for women. The difference in relation to the reference group without further education is significant for all other levels of education with the
exception of short-cycle further education. Similarly, the difference between people in the lowest quartile of
the income distribution and other levels of income is significant. This is true regardless of whether or not one
controls for other social and economic factors. Age: 18+
Source: The Rockwool Foundation Research Unit.

It is almost universally the case that the higher the level of education, the less
widespread is obesity. The same applies to income level: the higher the income,
the less common is obesity.

Table 3

Proportion of obese people in various age ranges
Age range

Proportion

18-24 years

5 %.

25-44 years

10 %.

45-64 years

15 %.

65-74 years

14 %.

Note: The differences in relation to the reference group of people aged 18-24 years are significant for all other
age groups.
Source: The Rockwool Foundation Research Unit.

Five percent of people aged 18-24 are obese. For people in the age range 25-44
years the proportion is twice as large, while people over the age of 45 are three
times more often obese.
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comparison, the same applies to only 4%
of Danes who have completed a long-cycle
course of education.
Similarly, the figure shows a correlation
between income and obesity: the higher
the level of income, the fewer people are
obese.
Even though long courses of education
and high income do generally go hand in
hand, this is not the only reason that the
prevalence of overweight decreases with
higher levels of both education and income. If we take into account various factors such as income – in other words, if we
compare various people who have the same
incomes – we find that education alone is
an explanatory factor for fewer people being obese. Similarly, high income in and of
itself is found to be associated with fewer
people being obese, even when corrections
are made for differences in education, age,
and other factors.

Age is also a factor
Age is also of great significance for the tendency to obesity, whether this is defined in
terms of a high BMI or a large waist measurement. While around 5% of the Danish population in the age range 18-24 are
obese, the figure increases to around 10%
for people aged 25-44 years. Among people
aged 45 and over, around 15% of the population are obese.
The relationship between age and overweight can be explained in part by the fact
that it takes time to accumulate a large
body weight, and also by the fact that muscle mass in the body reduces as people
grow older. In addition, the level of physical activity generally decreases with age.
While age, education and income all
have significance for the prevalence of
overweight, the issue of whether a person
lives alone or in a partner relationship is
not significant, and nor does it make a difference whether or not he or she has children. The rural population of Denmark
contains 3% more overweight people than
the urban population. However, when factors such as education and income are taken into account, it becomes evident that of
itself, it makes no difference whether a person lives in the country or in the town.
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Obese men spend less time doing physical exercise, and
obese women spend more time on eating
Danish men of normal weight devote more
time each day to physical exercise than
obese men, while obese Danish women
spend more time eating than women of
normal weight.
These facts are revealed by a combination of the results from two surveys carried
out by the Rockwool Foundation Research
Unit. One of these surveys investigated
overweight among Danes, the other Danes’
time use and consumption. Both surveys
were made by asking questions of the same
families. Merging the results from the two
surveys provides a unique opportunity to
combine information about the prevalence
of overweight and obesity with information about consumption and use of time.
Results for overweight men in Denmark diverge from those for men of normal
weight in three respects.
First, overweight men purchase less
fruit, suggesting a difference in dietary
habits. Second, as already noted, they exercise less, though this applies only to those
who are obese. Finally, moderately overweight men spend more time on eating
than men of normal weight.

Overweight women spend more time
eating

Table 4

Overweight, food purchases and time use; Danish men and women

Divergences from the purchasing patterns and time use of people of
normal weight
Men
Overweight
Spending on
fruits
Spending on
sweets
Time spent
eating
Time devoted
to physical
exercise

Lower
expenditure

Obese
Lower
expenditure

–

–

More time

–

Women

–

Less time

Overweight

Obese

–

–

–
More time

–

Lower
expenditure
More time

–

Notes: For consumption and time use to be described in the table above as divergent from that of Danes of
normal weight, the difference has to be statistically significant, both with and without correction for social and
economic factors. No significant divergence is indicated by a dash ( – ). Age: 18+
Source: The Rockwool Foundation Research Unit.

Obese Danish men spend less money on fruit and less time doing physical exercise than men of normal weight. Moderately overweight men spend less money
on fruit, but no less time doing physical exercise than men of normal weight.
On the other hand, moderately overweight men spend more time on eating.
Overweight Danish women spend more time eating than others do, and obese
women spend less on sweets.

Among women, too, there are differences
between those who are overweight and
those of normal weight.
Both moderately overweight and obese
women spend more time than others on
eating. Furthermore, women who are categorised as obese – perhaps contrary to
what one might expect – spend less money
on sweets than others.
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Nine out of ten Danes say “I’m just fine, thanks”
The overwhelming majority of Danes say
that they are in good health, and are contented with their everyday lives.
This is revealed by the results of a survey in which members of 4,000 Danish
households responded to a set of questions
about their health and well-being.
Nine out of ten of the respondents described their state of health as good, very
good or even excellent. The picture is in
general the same for both men and women; 86% of them express a positive view of
their state of health.
This very positive assessment of individuals’ state of their own health applies
across all age groups. The elderly are not as
pleased with their condition as the younger
members of the population, of course, but
even among those over 65 a large majority
have a positive view on their health.
As Figure 4 shows, people’s assessments
of their own state of health tend to become
moderated with age; the numbers describing their health as excellent or very good

Figure 4

Danes’ evaluations of their health, by gender and age
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Source: The Rockwool Foundation Research Unit.

Large majorities in all age groups report being in good health. The proportion does, however, grow smaller with increased age, and the assessment given
tends to shift away from “excellent health” towards the more modest rating
“good health”.
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become proportionally fewer, while an increasing proportion say that their health is
just good. Nevertheless, three out of four
people still describe their state of health as
being satisfactory.

Other aspects of life are also good in
Denmark
The overwhelming majority of Danes are
not just satisfied with their state of health;
they also think that their general state of
well-being is very good.
The members of the 4,000 Danish
households answered a series of questions,
nine in all, on the extent to which they
had, in the previous four weeks, felt themselves to be in good form, at ease and full
of energy, or whether they had in contrast
felt tense, tired and generally worn out.
In the case of both men and women,
around 90% of respondents said that in the
course of the previous weeks they had to a
great or lesser degree felt that they were in
good form, at ease and full of energy, and
that they had felt happy and contented.
The responses to the questions on wellbeing were converted to a scale of 0 to 100,
with 0 expressing the worst possible feeling of discontentment and 100 indicating
that a person felt that life was wonderful
in all respects.
The average score on this scale was
74 for men, and 71 for women. Although
the difference between the genders might
seem small, it is nevertheless statistically
significant. In other words, it cannot be accounted for by random statistical error, but
is indicative of a real difference; Danish
women feel a little less satisfied with life
than Danish men do.
In the case of women, age appears to
play no role with regard to their sense of
well-being. There is nothing to indicate
that younger women in Denmark are particularly more contented or less contented
than their older counterparts.
The situation is different for Danish
men. The age group that report themselves
to be least contented are those aged 25-44
years. These men have more problems with
regard to their well-being than men aged
65 and over. One possible explanation for
this may be that the demands of a job, and

News from the Rockwool Foundation Research Unit · May 2011

the stresses in a family with young children, have a greater negative impact on
men’s general sense of well-being than the
problems and illnesses experienced in old
age.

Table 5

Correlation between income and discontentment and poor health

Proportion who
are not content

Proportion who
describe their
health as poor or
less than good

The first (lowest) quartile of the
income distribution

22 %

22 %

The second quartile of the income
distribution

15 %

14 %

The third quartile of the income
distribution

10 %

8%

The fourth (highest) quartile of the
income distribution

8%

6%

People who are doing badly
There is a small group of people who say
that they are not in good health. As far as
general well-being is concerned, there are
also some people who feel significantly less
contented than others. Around 15% of the
Danish population, that is to say around
one person in seven, say that they are not
in good health, and a similar proportion do
not feel satisfied with their lives.
These groups of 15% are far from being
evenly spread throughout the population
in relation to factors such as respondents’
gender, age and background.
Not surprisingly, there is a correlation
between people’s social and financial situations on the one hand, and their health
and well-being on the other.
For example, the unemployed report
much more often than other people that
they are not content, and that they have
health problems. Among people in employment there are 8%, and among the selfemployed 9%, who say they are in poor or
less than good health, but 35% of unemployed Danes assess their health to be poor
or less than good. The same situation pertains with respect to general well-being;
while only 11% of people in employment
and 12% of the self-employed say that they
are discontented, the same is true for 39%
of the unemployed.
In the same way, people’s sense of wellbeing is clearly affected by their financial
situation.
As is evident from Table 5, there is a
clear link between income, health and
well-being. The lower the level of income,
the more people there are who describe
their health and well-being as unsatisfactory.
It is, however, difficult to determine
cause and effect, and the survey gives no
indication of this. Are people unemployed
because they are discontented and in poor
health? Or is it the other way round, that
they are in poor health and discontented
because they are unemployed? The study
can only show that there is a link, but cannot provide an explanation for that link.

Note: Age: 18+
Source: The Rockwool Foundation Research Unit.

The greater the income of people in Denmark, the fewer there are who report
themselves to be discontented or to be in a bad state of health. Whether good
health tends to bring high income, or high income promotes good health, is not
something that we can discover from this survey.

Nine questions on well-being
In order to study feelings of well-being among the Danish
population, respondents were asked nine questions about how
great a proportion of the time during the previous four weeks
they had felt the following states.
• Have you felt in good form and full of life?
• Have you felt very tense?
• Have you felt so miserable that nothing could cheer you up?
• Have you felt at ease and relaxed?
• Have you felt full of energy?
• Have you felt depressed?
• Have you felt worn out?
• Have you felt happy and contented?
• Have you felt tired?
To each of these questions, respondents could choose between
the following options: 1) All the time, 2) Most of the time, 3)
Some of the time, 4) A little of the time or 5) Not at any time.
The responses were converted to scores on a scale of 0 to
100, with scores being higher the less tense, depressed, worn
out and tired the respondent was, and the more happy, contented, full of energy and in good form the respondent was.
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Children and young people in Denmark are
well contented
Danish children and young people are generally fit, healthy, happy and contented,
and rarely feel discontented or afraid.
Though these words might sound like
some over-sentimental advertising text,
they are in fact a relatively dry and understated representation of what children and
young people actually say when they are
asked about their situation.
In 2009, over 1,000 children and young
people aged 7-17 were asked about their
health and well-being. Those aged 12 and
over answered for themselves, while the
younger respondents received help from
their mothers or fathers when necessary.
With regard to health in general, 95% of
children and young people stated that their
health was good, very good or excellent.
The picture was the same for both boys
and girls: only 5% described their state of
health as less than good or very bad.
In other words, in a normal Danish
school class of 25 students, 24 of them
could be expected to say that they were in
good health, while only one would be likely to state that he or she had health problems to a greater or lesser degree.
A similar pattern was found when chilFigure 5

Self-assessment of health, children aged 7 to 17 years
80 percent
70
60
50
40
30

Kvinder

10

Mænd

Kvinder

20

0
Poor

Less than good

Good

Very
good

Excellent

Source: The Rockwool Foundation Research Unit.

Seventy percent of Danish children and young people say that their state of health
is good. An additional 14% say that their health is very good, while 10% describe
their health as excellent. Only 5% say that they have problems with their health.
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dren and young people in the survey were
asked about their well-being. The young
Danes were asked ten questions about how
they had felt during the previous month,
for example about the extent to which they
had felt fit, full of energy, happy and contented or perhaps angry, sad, tired, bored
or even downright miserable.
The responses were converted to scores
on a scale of 0 to 100, where 0 expressed
extreme unhappiness, while 100 was an
expression of a state of perfect existence.
The responses from the young members
of the Danish population showed that, on the
whole, they felt contented. Around 8 out of
10 of both boys and girls said that during the
previous month they had felt fit, happy and
contented for most or all of the time. They
stated that they had rarely or never felt tense,
depressed, miserable, scared or distressed.
However, 12% of the 7- to 17-year-olds
reported that they had felt tired most or all
of the time during the previous month.

Girls have more problems than boys
On average, Danish boys scored 79 points
out of 100 on the scale of well-being, while
the average score for girls was 76 points. The
difference between the sexes was small, but
nevertheless sufficient to be statistically significant. This suggests that Danish girls really do feel a little less contented than the boys.
It is also relevant to consider who
scored lowest in answering the questions
on well-being – in other words, the people whose scores were significantly below
the average. It transpires that many more
girls than boys belonged to this low-scoring group. While 10% of all boys had a
low feeling of well-being, the same held for
17% of all Danish girls.
Table 6 shows that the onset of puberty causes a decline in the sense of well-being. While only one child in 10 aged 7-12
years feels discontented, the proportion increases when young people reach the age
at which they can no longer be considered
children. Those between the ages of 15
and 17 have much greater problems with
respect to well-being than their younger
brothers and sisters. They more often experience feelings of, for example, apathy,

News from the Rockwool Foundation Research Unit · May 2011

anxiety, depression, lack of energy, sadness, anger, temper, fear and disquiet.
Fully 20% of those aged 15-17 recorded
a score on these questions that placed them
among the most dissatisfied of Danish children and young people.

Table 6

Proportion of Danish children and young people
who have a poor sense of well-being, by age
Proportion who are not content
7-9 years

10 %

School grades are of no significance

10-12 years

10 %

It would seem reasonable to suppose that
there would be a correlation between children’s health and well-being on the one
hand, and their success at school on the
other – for example, to find that children
who got the poorest grades were also least
content with their lives. Alternatively, we
might suppose the causality to be the reverse – that those who were least content
also got the worst marks at school.
This was in fact investigated in the survey. All the children were asked how they
thought they were doing at school in Danish and Mathematics. Whatever might have
been expected, no correlation could be found
between school results on the one hand and
health and well-being on the other.

13-14 years

14 %

15-17 years

20%

A link between the well-being of
parents and children
A clear relationship was found between
children’s sense of well-being and that of

Source: The Rockwool Foundation Research Unit.

their parents: if the parents were well satisfied with their situation, so were their
children.
However, no correlation was found between children’s sense of well-being and
their parents’ socioeconomic status. One
exception in this regard was that children
whose mothers were unemployed were less
contented than children in families where
the mother was in employment. This may,
however, be connected to other factors
which are themselves often associated with
unemployment. If differences in income are
taken into account, the fact that the mother
is unemployed is not in itself significant for
the children’s sense of well-being.
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Overweight parents and overweight children
Children of overweight parents in Denmark are four times more likely than other children to be overweight themselves.
While 8% of Danish children of parents of
normal weight are overweight, the proportion of children with weight problems in
families where the parents are overweight
is fully 36%.
To put these figures into perspective,
they mean that in a typical Danish school
class of 25 students, we would expect to
find two overweight children if all the parents were of normal weight. At the other
end of the scale, we would expect to find
nine overweight children in such a class of
25 if all the parents were themselves overweight.
The survey shows that there is a correlation between the weights of parents and
their children, but the results do not provide any information about the causes of
this relationship.

It may be that some parents – and consequently, also their children – are genetically disposed towards putting on weight
easily. It may also be that children tend to
take over their parents’ eating habits, including the consumption of a great deal of
fat and sugar. Or the connection may, of
course, be attributable to some entirely different factor.
The survey does, however, indicate that
the weight of the mother is more important
in this context than that of the father. If
only the mother is overweight, while the
father’s weight is normal, then the probability of a child being overweight is 26%.
If, on the other hand, it is the father who
weighs too much, while the mother is of
normal weight, then the probability of
overweight in a child is only 18%.

Figure 6

Proportion of children and young people in the Danish population aged
7-17 who are overweight
40 percent
35
30
25
20
15
10
5
0
Parents both of normal weight

Parents who are overweight

Source: The Rockwool Foundation Research Unit.

Children run a much larger risk of being overweight if their parents are also
carrying too many kilos of fat around. The probability of children being overweight is four times greater if their parents are overweight than in the case of
children of parents of normal weight.
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Overweight couples
In Danish families with children where
the mother is overweight, the father is very
likely to be overweight as well. There is in
fact a 70% probability that if the mother is
overweight, then the father will be overweight too.
This is revealed by a survey of health,
well-being and overweight in Danish families which was conducted by the Rockwool
Foundation Research Unit as a follow-up to
a survey on Danes’ time use.
The survey was of all members of 4,000
Danish households, and thus permitted
analyses of similarities within the household – of whether members of the household
resembled each other in given respects.
It was discovered that the male and female members of the couples resemble
each other with respect to weight in many
instances.
There is a 55% probability of Danish
women of normal weight in these families (BMI >18.5 and <25) having a partner
who is overweight (BMI ≥25). However, if
the woman is herself overweight, there is a
68% probability that her male partner will
also be overweight.
The situation is essentially the same with
respect to the men, although the exact figures
are different. If the man is of normal weight,
there is a 32% probability that his partner
will be overweight. If, on the other hand, the
man is overweight, the probability of his having an overweight partner increases to 48%.
Although there is a correlation between
the BMI scores of partners, that is to say that
Danish women and men display a tendency to live with people who resemble themselves in body weight, this does not mean
that all Danish couples are entirely homogeneous in this respect. The average Danish couple consists of a woman with a BMI
score of 25.1 – 166 cm tall and weighing 69
kg – and a man with a BMI value of 26.3
– 179 cm tall and weighing 84 kg. A man
whose BMI score is 27.3 – i.e. higher than
the average (for example, of the same height
but weighing 87 kg) – will on average have
a partner whose BMI value is 0.2 greater
than that of the woman in an average couple, i.e. who has a BMI score of 25.3. Men
who weigh 87 kg, i.e. 3 kg over the average,
will thus live with women who on average

weigh 70 kg, i.e. 1 kg above the average.
In the USA, where the population contains a significantly greater proportion of
overweight people, there is also a positive
correlation between the BMI values of partners. In this case, however, the woman’s
BMI value is 0.33 greater on average if the
man’s BMI score is 1 unit greater than that
of the male partner in the average couple.
The same pattern was found in the relationship between a couple’s feelings of wellbeing as was the case with their weight. If
a man lives with a woman who has a poor
sense of well-being, there is twice as great
a probability that the man will also feel discontent with life compared to others.
Overall, 9% of all men in Denmark who
are members of couples with children have
a low level of sense of well-being. However, for men who live with women who are
not contented, the proportion rises to 16%.
The proportion of female members of
couples who have a poor sense of well-being is 14%. However, among women who
live with men who have a poor sense of
well-being, 27% feel discontented. Thus, a
poor sense of well-being is often a shared
problem within couples.
Figure 7

Probability of overweight in relation to a partner’s weight
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Men
Proportion who are overweight if their partner
is of normal weight

Women
Proportion who are overweight if their
partner is overweight

Note: Age: 18+
Source: The Rockwool Foundation Research Unit.

If a person’s partner is overweight, then there is a higher degree of likelihood
that the person is also overweight. The level of probability of the person being
overweight increases by almost 15%.
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Overweight women have a poor sense of well-being
Figure 8

Proportion of men and women who feel a poor sense of well-being
25 percent
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Note: Age: 18+

Health is also worse

Source: The Rockwool Foundation Research Unit.

Among both the overweight and the obese, there are more Danish women
who report a poor sense of well-being than there are among women of normal
weight. Among men, an increased proportion with a poor sense of well being is
only observed among those who are actually obese.

Danish women who have very round
curves have a poorer sense of well-being
than others, and they report that their
health is less good.
This is shown by an analysis of the relationships between weight, height, waist
circumference, sense of well-being and
health in the Danish population.
The analysis shows that women need
just a few kilos too much before there is an
effect on their feeling of well-being. Even
overweight women – those whose BMI
value is over 25, but below 30 – are much
more likely that other women to state that
they feel less contented and more nervous,
tired and run down.
Among Danish women normal weighted, fewer than one in ten expresses a poor
sense of well-being. However, among women who are overweight, there are twice as
many – two out of every ten – who are less
than contented.
The analysis shows that there is a relationship between overweight and a poor
sense of well-being. One explanation for
this relationship could be it that the poor
sense of well-being comes first, and that
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feeling unhappy leads a person to eat too
much, exercise too little and thus put on
weight. But the opposite relationship is
equally plausible, or even more so – that
women feel less happy and contented in
their everyday lives because of their overweight.
While there is a clear relationship between overweight and well-being for women, the situation is different in the case
of Danish men. Perhaps the men are less
concerned about being overweight. In any
event, there are fewer overweight men than
overweight women who have a poor sense
of well-being. Overweight men are just as
contented as those of normal weight, while
obese men have only a slightly greater tendency to be discontented than others.

While it is difficult to identify the causal relationship between overweight and well-being, it is much easier to see how the correlation arises between health and overweight.
Many medical research results make
clear that overweight in general, and obesity in particular, is related to a range of
health problems.
The survey by the Rockwool Foundation Research Unit indicates in addition
that overweight and the feeling of being in
poor health are connected. This can be seen
from Table 7. While 12% of people of normal weight consider their health to be less
than good or poor, the same applies to 14%
of people who are moderately overweight.
For those classified as obese, the proportion
is around twice as great, namely 25%.
Table 7

Proportion of the Danish population who report
feeling themselves to be in poor or less than good
health
Normal weight

12 %

Overweight

14 %

Obese

25 %

Note: Age: 18+.
Source: The Rockwool Foundation Research Unit.

People classified as obese more often feel that their
health is not very good.
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