Studies: Obesity kills but you can fight back
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LOS ANGELES (CNN) -- A series of new medical studies on obesity describe America's weight problem as an epidemic, killing some 300,000 people a year. But there's hope. Related research suggests two possible new remedies -- through treatment with the hormone leptin or a diet where counting fiber is just as important as limiting fat.

The studies were released on Tuesday, one day ahead of their publication in the Journal of the American Medical Association in an issue devoted to obesity. They are the latest findings to spread the warning that Americans are getting fatter -- and that fat kills. 

"Obesity is a major cause of mortality in the United States," concludes one of the surveys. 

Other recent research has found that more than 50 percent of Americans are overweight and 22 percent are obese, even though weight-loss products and services are a $33 billion-a-year industry. 

Being overweight has been strongly associated with greater risk of certain illnesses, including heart disease, high cholesterol and blood pressure, diabetes, stroke and some cancers. 

Soaring obesity in U.S.

The newest research, announced in Los Angeles at the AMA's annual Science Reporters Convention, involved several studies on adult Americans. The findings covered topics ranging from the health risks of obesity to weight loss treatments: 

• A study by the U.S. Centers for Disease Control and Prevention showed that the number of Americans considered obese -- defined as being more than 30 percent over their ideal body weight -- soared from about one in eight in 1991 to nearly one in five last year. 

In 1991, four out of 45 participating states had obesity rates of 15 percent or higher, while the figure for 1998 was 37 states, according to the study. The data was based on telephone surveys of more than 100,000 participants each year between 1991-98. 

Younger adults, people with some college education and Hispanics showed the most drastic increases in obesity, but "a steady increase was observed in all states; in both sexes; across age groups, races, educational levels; and occurred regardless of smoking status," the study found. 

Overall, the population of obese men and women increased from 12 percent in 1991 to 17.9 percent last year, according to the CDC survey, which said that figure might be conservative. 

• A study conducted by the Obesity Research Center at St. Luke's/Roosevelt Hospital Center in New York estimated that obesity leads to an average of about 280,000 deaths a year, and said the figure could be more than 374,000 when the numbers are calculated differently. 

The figures were adjusted for sex, age and whether the subjects smoked but did not factor in chronic disease or family histories that might indicate a predisposition to an illness. 

