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THE “MISSING PIECE” in OUR IDEA OF OBESITY
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ASK Study:
Responders that consider Obesity “curable” by 
lifestyle changes have more stigmatizing views 
(O’Keefe et al; Lancet Diabetes & Endo 2020)

Increasing stigma

“CURABLE” BY LIFESTYLE 
CHANGES

CURABLE BY SURGERY
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(Some) Organizations that Recognize 
Obesity as a Disease State

• WHO
• American Medical Association (AMA)
• World Obesity Federation (WOF)
• USA Institute of Medicine

• European Commission
• Italian Parliament



Is Obesity a Disease?



Is Obesity a Disease?

A risk factor is not a disease

Not everyone with obesity has  evidence of 
organ disease or functional limitations

Defining obesity as a disease would 
unnecessarily medicalize a problem 



o
All

Mike Tyson –
 BMI > 35Kg/m2

The BMI paradox 

BMI does not 
necessarily indicate 
excess adiposity

BMI provides no 
information on the 
function of  
tissues/organs or 
the whole organism

BMI - Weight (Kg) / Height (m2)

BM- associated risk 
of T2D or mortality 
varies with Ethnicity, 
Age, Gender, 

1. Measure of obesity ?
2. Measure of Risk ?
3. Measure of Health/Disease?
 



and 1.4 billions will have obesity
A blanket definition of obesity as a 
disease effectively makes obesity an 
intractable problem for policymakers1. BMI can  under-diagnose obesity status

2. BMI can over-diagnose obesity status
3. BMI does not reflect ongoing illness ?



Lancet Commission on Clinical Obesity

“Commissioners Group”:  Globally representative, multidisciplinary group 
of approx. 60 world-leading experts, including: 

• Academic clinicians specialised in obesity care
• Scientists (mechanisms underlying clinical manifestations of obesity)
• Public Health Specialists
• Patients Representatives
• WHO Representatives



- Lancet Commission on Clinical Obesity -

PRE-DELPHI PHASE

>> Webinars, Surveys, 
Subcommittees

>> Experts familiarise with 
aims/mission

>> Narrow-down areas for 
consensus

MODIFIED-DELPHI

Delphi (3-Rounds)
Formalize consensus

REPORT

Background
Aims
Methods
Evidence
Discussion of Different 
Views
Consensus: Definition 
of Clinical Obesity & 
Diagnostic Criteria



Is Obesity a Disease?

March 4, 2023

The proposal of obesity as a disease one of the most 
controversial and  polarizing topics in modern 
medicine. 

Addressing this issue however is a timely and highly 
consequential effort, with profound ramifications for 
public health, clinical practice, and society. 

Conceptual and practical issues, however, pose major 
stumbling blocks to the resolution of this 
controversy.”





Traditional Definition (and Narrative) of obesity:

“Obesity is characterized by a condition of excess adiposity .. 
that presents a risk to health” (WHO and others)

“Obesity is a chronic disease…that presents a risk to health”



Definition of 
Disease vs 
Condition of Risk

Disease not defined by 
risk of future illness

MGUS MIELOMA

CONDITION DISEASE



“Anatomy” of a Disease 

Cause
(Etiology) Pathophysiology

Illness
(Clinical Phenotype)

Clinical Identity
Cluster of clinical manifestations
Abnormal organs/tissue function
Typical evolution
Specific complications



Cause
(Etiology) Pathophysiology

Type 2 
Diabetes

Hypertension

Cancer
Osteoarthritis

???Clinical Identity

Does obesity cause a 
distinct chronic illness??

Obesity: A Case of Missing Clinical Identity



If Obesity is a Disease in 
its own right… 

What does it look like?

Does it have its own
 clinical identity?



o
All

Definitions of Chronic Diseases

”Disease”: (Encyclopaedia Britannica)
A harmful deviation from the normal structural or functional state 
of an organism, associated with certain signs and symptoms 

“Chronic Diseases”: (CDC)
Conditions that last 1 year or more and require ongoing medical 
attention or limit activities of daily living or both.



o
All

What is Clinical Obesity ?
a condition in which the risk to health associated with excess adiposity has 
already materialised and can be objectively documented by specific signs 
and symptoms reflecting functional alterations of tissues and organs, 
consistent with extant illness.

Tissue Organ Organism



Obesity Scoring & Staging  Systems 
not suitable for “clinical obesity” 

Edmonton Score (EOSS) King’s Staging Criteria (KOSC)

Sleep apnea

Diabetes

Heart Disease“Co-morbidities”



Pathophysiology

Alterations of 
Organ Structure

Severe Dysfunction or 
End-Organ Damage 

Complications

DIAGNOSIS OF CLINICAL OBESITY

Alterations of Organ 
Function

Signs & Symptoms

Clinical Manifestations

Etiology

Pre-Clinical

Alterations of 
Cells or Tissue

CLINICAL PHASE (ILLNESS)



Principles for the selection of diagnostic criteria:

Organ/tissue dysfunctions and/or related signs/symptoms that:

A. Frequently occur in obesity –although they do not need to be exclusive 
to obesity (clinical rationale)

B. Are clearly linked to obesity-related mechanisms, including metabolic, 
hormonal, inflammatory or psychological mechanisms (pathophysiology 
rationale)

C. Substantially contribute to the impact of obesity on the physical and/or 
mental health of the individual (health impact rationale)



Defining Obesity Clinically

Public 
Health

Clinical 
Practice

Society
Bias 

Stigma


