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Pros

 Immigrants arrive with lower BMI and lower obesity 
rates than those of natives.

 Obesity among immigrants remains low in ethnically 
concentrated areas where acculturation occurs 
slowly.

 Immigrant obesity remains low for males and the 
college-educated.

 In the US there is little evidence of a wage effect of 
obesity for immigrant men.

 Immigrants rarely seek health-care services, so 
increases in obesity should not result in the overuse 
of public services.

ELEVaTOr PITCH
Upon arrival in a host country, immigrants often have lower 
obesity rates (as measured for instance by BMI—body 
mass index) than their native counterparts do, but these  
rates converge over time. In light of the worldwide obesity 
epidemic and the flow of immigrants into host countries 
with higher obesity rates, it is important to understand 
the consequences of such assimilation. Policymakers could 
benefit from a discussion of the impact of immigrant 
obesity on labor market outcomes and the use of public 
services. In particular, policies could find ways to improve 
immigrants’ access to health care for both the prevention 
and treatment of obesity.

auTHOr’s MaIN MEssagE
When migrating to countries with high obesity rates, immigrants adopt natives’ behaviors and ultimately face similar obesity 
risks. Immigrants to the US, for instance, are largely spared labor market penalties for obesity. In the UK, when immigrants’ 
BMIs remain low they earn more, but this wage advantage is eroded as obesity increases over time. Immigrants seldom seek 
public-health programs, even in the face of increasing obesity, possibly because they lack access. The challenge for policymakers 
is to connect immigrants to programs that could reduce obesity and thus ensure more positive labor market outcomes.

Cons

 Migration generally flows from low- to high-BMI 
countries. As migrants’ stays increase, they adopt 
natives’ unhealthy lifestyles and their BMIs approach 
the higher levels of native populations.

 In the UK, lower immigrant obesity rates are 
associated with higher wages and employment.

 In the US, obese immigrant women who stay less 
than five years incur a wage penalty; In the UK, obese 
immigrant men experience a significant wage penalty.

 The children and grandchildren of immigrants face 
accelerated obesity rates.

 Estimates of “healthy immigrant effects” and the 
labor market effects of weight may not fully account 
for factors that can bias the results.

Consequences of the obesity epidemic for immigrants
When migrants move to countries with high obesity rates, does 
assimilation lead to labor market penalties and higher health care costs?
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KEy FINDINgs

Share of obese US natives and immigrants by
length of stay

Note: Obesity is defined as a body mass index (BMI) of 30 or more.

Source: Based on Figure 3.
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