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Trends in obesity 1999-2000 to 2017-2018

Hales et al. (2020) 



The Cost of  Obesity

• In 2013, total medical costs of  obesity estimated to be $342.2 billion1

• In 2014, obesity accounted for 6.5% to 12.6% of  total absenteeism costs in the workplace, translating to an estimated 
$8.65 billion per year2

• Obesity accounted for 18% of  deaths among Americans3 

• Obesity is believed to cause up to 90,000 cancer deaths per year4

• An NIH study in 2014 found that severe obesity may shorten life expectancy up to 14 years5



The Impact 
of  Obesity1

Kyrou et al. (2000)



6

Obesity is a public health issue
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Percent of  Adults with Obesity by Race/Ethnicity, 2017-2018 (Age-adjusted) 
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Obesity Prevalence by Education Level and Sex

Ogden et al. 2017 MMWR



Obesity Prevalence by Income and Sex

Ogden et al. 2017 MMWR



Obesity Prevalence Among Foreign-Born Adults
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Interventions 
to combat 
obesity
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Tax on sugary drinks Positive body image

Menu labeling Lifestyle behavioral 
interventions-Change in 
diet and physical activity  
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Limited understanding of the up-
stream contributors to weight gain 
and regain

Biological and behavioral effects of 
stress or “triggers” which may affect 
weight loss maintenance
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The 
Stress-
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There is a limited understanding of how 
stressors contribute to obesity risk
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Chicago Community 
Adult Health Study
• 3,105 adults (aged 18 and over)

• Living in 343 neighborhood 
clusters within the city of Chicago

• Face-to-face interviews were 
conducted between May 2001 and 
March 2003 with one individual 
per selected household. 
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Psychosocial stressors
• Childhood adversity 
• Acute life events 
• Financial strain 
• Neighborhood stressors 
• Employment stressors
• Job discrimination 
• Relationship stressors 
• Lifetime discrimination 

Cuevas, A.G., Chen, R., Thurber, K., Slopen, N., Williams, D.R. (2019) Psychosocial Stress and Overweight and 
Obesity: Findings from the Chicago Community Adult Health Study. Annals of Behavioral Medicine. 



Cuevas, A.G., Chen, R., Thurber, K., Slopen, N., Williams, D.R. (2019) Psychosocial Stress and Overweight and 
Obesity: Findings from the Chicago Community Adult Health Study. Annals of Behavioral Medicine. 

Methods
Outcome: Obesity vs. no obesity
Predictors: Psychosocial stressors

Sociodemographic factors and health 
behaviors
• Age
• Gender
• Race/ethnicity
• Socioeconomic status
• Smoking status
• Alcohol consumption

Logistics regression models



Racial/Ethnic Minorites More Likely to Have Higher 
Prevalence of Stressors Compared to Whites 
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*n = 3105

16

14

12

9

13

19

10

20

18

27

22

29

32

22

24

18

25

27

22

20

27
26

22
21

31

8

12

14

3

14
15

26

0

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

Early Life Acute Life Events Financial Relationship Life Discrimination Job Discrimination Community Employment

Pe
rc

en
ta

ge
 (%

)

Whites Blacks American-Born Hispanics Foreign-Born Hispanics

Cuevas, A.G., Chen, R., Thurber, K., Slopen, N., Williams, D.R. (2019) Psychosocial 
Stress and Overweight and Obesity: Findings from the Chicago Community Adult 
Health Study. Annals of Behavioral Medicine. 



The association between individual 
psychosocial stressors and obesity

26

0 0.5 1 1.5 2

Childhood adversities

Acute life events

Financial

Relationship

Life discrimination

Job discrimination

Neighborhood

Employment

Cuevas, A.G., Chen, R., Thurber, K., Slopen, N., Williams, D.R. (2019) Psychosocial 
Stress and Overweight and Obesity: Findings from the Chicago Community Adult 
Health Study. Annals of Behavioral Medicine. 



Psychosocial stressors
• Childhood adversity 
• Acute life events 
• Financial strain 
• Neighborhood stressors 
• Employment stressors
• Job discrimination 
• Relationship stressors 
• Lifetime discrimination

Cuevas, A.G., Chen, R., Thurber, K., Slopen, N., Williams, D.R. (2019) Psychosocial Stress and Overweight and 
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Psychosocial stressors
• Childhood adversity 
• Acute life events 
• Financial strain 
• Neighborhood stressors 
• Employment stressors
• Job discrimination 
• Relationship stressors 
• Lifetime discrimination
• Cumulative exposure to 

stressors 
Cuevas, A.G., Chen, R., Thurber, K., Slopen, N., Williams, D.R. (2019) Psychosocial Stress and Overweight and 
Obesity: Findings from the Chicago Community Adult Health Study. Annals of Behavioral Medicine. 



The association between cumulative stress 
and obesity.
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Take-aways Part 1 

• Cumulative exposure to stress is associated with higher odds of 
obesity

• Addressing psychosocial stressors in lifestyle interventions

• Integrating mindfulness techniques

• Addressing stress at the policy level
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Prevalence of  Obesity by Weekly Hours Worked1
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Industries and Occupations with an Increased Prevalence of  Obesity1
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Prevalence of  Stress in the Workplace1

• 40% of  workers in the United States view their job as very or 
extremely stressful
• 25% of  workers believe that their job is their largest source of  stress
• 75% of  workers think that workplace stress has increased compared 

to the last generation
• Job strain has been associated with depressive illnesses and workplace 

stress-related anxiety

Kamaldeep et al. 2012 JEPH



What is Job Strain?

• Widely studied measure of  work stress1

• Associated with CVD, stroke, and type 2 
diabetes1

• Includes factors such as job control and 
job demands2

• Job control encompasses factors 
such as decision authority and the 
opportunity to lean new skills
• Examples of  job demand indicators: 

pace, speed, time pressure, 
concentration, and attention 



Karasek’s Job Strain Model1



Workplace 
Stressors 
and Obesity

•Currently, no association between 
job strain and obesity1,2

•Hypothesize that job strain can 
lead to either weight gain or 
weight loss, obscuring the 
association1

•Other dimensions of  workplace 
stress need to be explored



Workplace 
Stressors and 
Obesity 
Continued

• New literature has found associations between:
• Hostile work environment3

• Burnout and obesity2

• Emotional exhaustion and unhealthy 
eating 
• Professional efficacy and obesity

• Night shift work and increased risk of  
overweight and obesity1



Prevalence of  Obesity with a Hostile Work Environment1
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Review of  
Shift Work 
and Obesity 
Literature



How do we reduce 
stress and obesity in 

the workplace?



Workplace Stress-Reduction 
Interventions

• Individual interventions related to physical activity1

• Green exercise shows promise2

• Believed to combine the benefits of  physical activity 
and nature

• Demonstrated better physiological benefits, higher 
scores of  Positive Affect, and more potential for 
restoration from mental fatigue compared to indoor 
exercise

• Weak but observable improvements in blood pressure 
and cortisol awakening response with exercise in nature 

• Green exercise participants more likely to continue 
engaging in outdoor exercising 



Typology of stress management interventions

Intervention type Individual
Primary Selection & Assessment

Pre-employment medical 
examination

Secondary Mindfulness training
Health promotion, e.g., exercise
Cognitive behavioral therapy
Relaxation
Meditation

Tertiary Employee Assistance Programs 
Counseling 
Disability management



Typology of stress management interventions

Intervention type Individual Organizational
Primary Selection & Assessment

Pre-employment medical 
examination

Job Redesign
Working time and schedules 
Management training, e.g. 
mentoring

Secondary Mindfulness training
Health promotion, e.g., exercise
Cognitive behavioral therapy
Relaxation
Meditation

Improving communication and 
decision-making 
Conflict management 
Peer support groups 
Coaching & career planning

Tertiary Employee Assistance Programs 
Counseling 
Disability management

Vocational rehabilitation 
Outplacement
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Questions?
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