Question: Is there a correlation between the longer someone is unemployed and the more likely they are to be overweight/obese?
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Classification NHS Classification (NHS 2019)
Obesity: BMI of 30kg/m2 +
Overweight: 25-29.9kg/m2
Healthy weight: 18.5-24.9kg/m2[footnoteRef:1] [1:  NHS (last reviewed 15th July 2019) What is the body mass index (BMI) NHS England] 


Summary

There is evidence in the literature that unemployment is related to being overweight/obese. Weight gain is particularly linked to job-loss or change in job status and this can be due to stress, lack of sleep, change in eating behaviours and physical activity. However, there is also evidence that long term unemployment can be related to a low BMI and a general unhealthy weight. More research is required on the long-term effects of unemployment on body weight.

Relationship between length of unemployment and body weight
In the last few decades there has been an increased body of research investigating the link between unemployment and being overweight or obese. Studies have been conducted in the US and across Europe to identify a correlation. Population-level rates of unemployment have been positively associated with BMI and obesity in both cross-sectional (Akil L., 2011); (Slack T., 2014) and longitudinal analyses (Latif, 2014). The associations for women have been more consistent, with unemployed women more likely to be overweight and obese than their employed counterparts (Kang H.-T., 2013); (Rosmond R., 1999); (Sarlio-Lahteenkorva S., 2006). 2
Studies of individual-level employment history in samples of mixed sex found that more prolonged experience of unemployment was associated with higher BMI  (Schunck R., 2010) and higher odds of obesity, particularly for women (Laitinen J., 2002). Taken together, these studies provide evidence of an link between unemployment and weight gain, but there are still questions about whether unemployment leads to weight gain.2
A 2015 study ‘Job-loss and weight gain in British adults: Evidence from two longitudinal studies’4 looked at two groups of British adults and recorded their weight (measured and self-reported) and change in job status over a 43 and 26 month period respectively. The study found strong associations between job loss and weight gain. They concluded that psychosocial mechanisms and sleep loss may be contributing factors. “The relatively short intervals over which weight gain became apparent suggests that longer periods of unemployment or insecure employment may have substantial cumulative effects on population weight status and health.”4 A 2014 Gallup survey of 5000 long term (27+ weeks) unemployed Americans and 13000 short term (-27) unemployed Americans found that those who had been out of work for a year were much more likely to be obese than those unemployed for a shorter time.[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Crabtree, S. (2014) Obesity linked to long term unemployment in U.S. Gallup https://news.gallup.com/poll/171683/obesity-linked-long-term-unemployment.aspx ] 

There are a number of studies which investigate the link between unemployment and poor health. Different factors which are a result of unemployment may affect weight such as stress, change in eating habits or change in physical activity. A 2017 ‘Active Lives Survey’ report by Sports England reported that “people who are long term unemployed or who have never worked are most likely to be inactive (37%)”[footnoteRef:3] compared to those in employment. The NHS physical activity guideline for adults’ states that adults should aim to be physically active every day and do at least 150 minutes of moderate intensity activity to maintain a healthy weight[footnoteRef:4], however low mood, lack of money (for gym membership of equipment) and lack of sleep can effect motivation. [3:  Sports England (2017) Active Lives Survey 2015-2016 https://sportengland-production-files.s3.eu-west-2.amazonaws.com/s3fs-public/active-lives-survey-yr-1-report.pdf ]  [4:  NHS (last reviewed October 2019) Exercise NHS: https://www.nhs.uk/live-well/exercise/ ] 

A 2017 UK study[footnoteRef:5] of 10737 working age adults in the UKHLS longitudinal survey found that “Jobseekers were more likely to be underweight than never-unemployed participants.” And that “Jobseekers were less likely to be overweight than never-unemployed participants.” They also found that for non-smokers, there was an increased chance of being overweight and unemployed. Hughes and Kumari concluded that unemployment may have divergent associations with BMI for different groups. Underweight and overweight associations were more apparent for longer-term jobseekers, men, and jobseekers from lower-income households. The study also highlights that both weight loss and weight gain can be associated with unemployment.  [5:  Hughes, A., Kumari, M. (2017) Unemployment, underweight, and obesity: Findings from Understanding Society(UKHLS) Preventive Medicine; Elsivier ] 

Works cited
Akil L., A. H. (2011). Effects of socioeconomic factors on obesity rates in four southern states and Colorado. Ethn. Dis., 58-62.
Kang H.-T., L. H.-R.-J.-Y. (2013). Relationship between employment status and obesity in a Korean elderly population, based on the 2007–2009 Korean National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey (KNHANES). Arch. Geronrol. Geriatr., 54-59.
Laitinen J., P. C. (2002). Unemployment and obesity among young adults in a northern Finland 1966 birth cohort. Int. J. Obes. Relat. Metab. Disord. – J. Int. Assoc, 1329–1338.
Latif, E. (2014). The impact of macroeconomic conditions on obesity in Canada. Health Econ, 751-759.
Leino-Arjas P., L. J. (1999). Predictors and consequences of unemployment among construction workers: prospective cohort study. . BMJ, 600-605.
Rosmond R., B. P. (1999). Psychosocial and socio-economic factors in women and their relationship to obesity and regional body fat distribution. Int. J. Obes. Relat. Metab. Disord. , 138-145.
Sarlio-Lahteenkorva S., S. K.-K. (2006). Socio-economic status and abdominal obesity among Finnish adults from 1992 to 2002. . Int/ J. Obes., 1653-1660.
Schunck R., R. B. (2010). Unemployment and its association with health-relevant actions: investigating the role of time perspective with German census data. . International Journal of Public Health, 271-278.
Slack T., M. C. (2014). The geographic concentration of U.S adult obesity prevalence and associated social, economic, and environmental factors. Obesity, 868-874.

Maria Hughes
Public Health Specialist Librarian
Kent Public Health Observatory

