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STUDENTS CORNER
LETTER TO THE EDITOR
Is obesity endemic to Pakistan?
Fariha Hasan,1 Bilal Hasan2
Madam, the global epidemic of obesity has not spared
Pakistan and warrants immediate attention. This is
especially important in South Asia, where malnutrition is
given its due attention, whereas obesity tends to be
overlooked. Not only is obesity an independent
determinant of poor health outcomes, it also contributes
to other potentially fatal downstream effects.
A study conducted in 2006 suggested that a quarter of the
Pakistani population falls in the overweight or obese
category.1 This was calculated by quantifying them according
to Indo-Asian specific BMI cut off values. Since then, Pakistan
has been inclining towards non communicable, preventable
diseases such as obesity.2 According to the 2016 World Health
Organization (WHO) statistics, 20.8% of the population is
overweight and 4.8% is obese.3 The constancy of these
numbers over a decade implies that overweight has become
endemic to Pakistani society.
Studies done in Pakistan have labelled obesity as an
epidemic.4 They have emphasized on the cumulative,
disastrous effect of obesity in school going children and
medical students respectively.5,6 On another front, an
upsetting increase in obesity has been noticed in Pakistani
women of reproductive years (15-49).7 This can be explained
by the 'nutrition shift' which refers to the transition in dietary
habits towards nutrition related diseases. Moreover, another
study done in Karachi determined a striking rate of 29%
participants to be overweight, and 21% to be obese.8
The above figures do not exhibit any chance of
improvement, and the tide of obesity continues to rise.
However, not all is lost. Increase in body weight can be
taken as a warning for ill health, and health care providers
can focus their energy and resources on preventative
health for the overweight population. By doing so, their
transition into the obese category can be prevented.
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Moreover, Pakistan's strong extended family structure
serves as an excellent support system. Friends and family
can help each other lose weight, by sharing recipes and
motivation, as an example. From a religious perspective,
the month of Ramadan is also recognised as a way to selfdiscipline one's dietary habits for the upcoming months. In
rural areas, physical activity is the mode of life. These
cultural aspects of life can be utilized to prevent obesity
from becoming a public health hazard in our country. An
obesity endemicity index should also be calculated, such
as one described for diabetes,9 to get an objective opinion
of whether obesity is epidemic in, or endemic to, Pakistan.
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