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Intentional weight loss helps, not harms, seniors
The outcome of a study scheduled to appear in the print issue of the Journal of
Gerontology: Medical Sciences contradicts the concerns raised by previous studies that
deliberate weight loss among older individuals could increase the risk of death.
Weight reduction aids in lowering high blood pressure, elevated cholesterol and high
fasting glucose levels, all of which can increase with aging, yet some health care
practitioners have hesitated recommending weight loss to older individuals due to
findings that associated weight reduction with increased mortality. However, the
studies upon which these conclusions were based did not address whether weight loss
was intentional or due to underlying disease.
M. Kyla Shea, PhD and her associates at Wake Forest University Baptist Medical
Center analyzed data from 318 arthritic men and women over the age of 60 who
participated in a randomized trial that evaluated the effects of dieting and/or exercise
on physical function. Known cardiovascular disease, severe hypertension, chronic
obstructive pulmonary disease, and other conditions that could limit participation in
regular exercise were criteria for exclusion. The 159 subjects in the weight loss diet and
diet plus exercise intervention groups lost an average of 10.5 pounds over an 18.5
month period, while the exercise only group and the healthy lifestyle control
participants lost an average of 3.1 pounds.
The current study analyzed deaths that occurred up to 8 years after the trial’s
conclusion. Dr Shea and colleagues discovered a correlation between weight loss and
increased survival. Fifteen deaths occurred among those assigned to weight loss diet
interventions, compared with 30 in the remainder of the participants. "It was an
unusually strong and surprising finding," stated Dr Shea, who is a research associate in
Wake Forest’s Department of Internal Medicine, Section on Gerontology and Geriatric
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Medicine. "Overall, we found that there were far fewer deaths – half the number – in
the group of participants that lost weight compared to the group that did not."
"These were the seniors living out in the community, getting around and doing their
daily tasks just like your neighbor," noted coauthor Stephen B. Kritchevsky, PhD, who is
the director of the J. Paul Sticht Center on Aging. "All were overweight and dealing
with the signs of aging when the study started."
"For years, the medical community has relied on multiple epidemiological studies that
suggested that older people who lost weight were more likely to die," he remarked.
"Weight loss in old folks is just understood to be a bad prognostic sign.
The data that people have been using has been unable to separate the cause and
effect of the weight loss, however, and our study suggests that the weight loss they've
been studying may be the result of other health problems and not of intentional
weight loss."
"This study puts to rest a lot of unfounded concerns about how to address the
epidemic of obesity among our older adults," he concluded.
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