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Obesity and Severe Obesity Prevalence in Adults: 
United States, August 2021–August 2023
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Cynthia L. Ogden, Ph.D., M.R.P. 

Figure 1. Prevalence of obesity in adults age 20 and older, by sex and age: 
United States, August 2021–August 2023

1Significantly different from ages 20–39 (p < 0.05).
2Significantly different from age 60 and older (p < 0.05).
NOTE: Age-adjusted estimates for adults age 20 and older are 40.3% for the total population, 39.3% for men, and 41.4% for 
women and were age adjusted by the direct method to the U.S. Census 2000 population using age groups 20–39, 40–59, and 60 
and older. 
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Key findings 

Data from the National 
Health and Nutrition 
Examination Survey 

 ● During August 2021–August 
2023, the prevalence of obesity 
in adults was 40.3%, with no 
significant differences between 
men and women. Obesity 
prevalence was higher in adults 
ages 40–59 than in ages 20–39 
and 60 and older. 

 ● The prevalence of obesity 
was lower in adults with a 
bachelor’s degree or more than 
in adults with less education. 

 ● The prevalence of severe 
obesity in adults was 9.4% and 
was higher in women than men 
for each age group. 

 ● From 2013–2014 through 
August 2021–August 2023, 
the age-adjusted prevalence 
of obesity did not change 
significantly, while severe 
obesity prevalence increased 
from 7.7% to 9.7%. 
Obesity is a chronic condition that increases the risk of hypertension, type 2 
diabetes, coronary heart disease, stroke, and certain cancers (1). Obesity and 
severe obesity prevalence increased from 1999–2000 through 2017–2018 
(2). This report provides prevalence estimates of adult obesity and severe 
obesity during August 2021–August 2023 by age and sex, as well as obesity 
prevalence by education level. Trends in the prevalence of adult obesity and 
severe obesity over the previous 10 years are also shown.

What was the prevalence of obesity in adults during 
August 2021–August 2023?

The prevalence of obesity among adults was 40.3% during August  
2021–August 2023 (Figure 1, Table 1). The prevalence was 39.2% in men and 
41.3% in women. No significant differences between men and women were 
seen overall or in any age group. 
NCHS reports can be downloaded from:  
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/products/index.htm.

SOURCE: National Center for Health Statistics, National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey, August 2021–August 2023.

https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/products/index.htm
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The prevalence of obesity in adults ages 40–59 was 46.4%, which was higher than the prevalence 
in adults ages 20–39 (35.5%) and 60 and older (38.9%). This pattern was seen in both men 
and women. 

Were there differences in the prevalence of obesity in adults by education 
level during August 2021-August 2023?

The prevalence of obesity was lower in adults with a bachelor’s degree or more (31.6%) than 
in adults with less education (Figure 2, Table 2). The difference in obesity prevalence between 
adults with a high school diploma or less (44.6%) and those with some college (45.0%) was not 
significant. No significant differences between men and women were seen in obesity prevalence 
by education level.
■  2  ■

1Significantly different from adults with a high school diploma or less (p < 0.05).
2Significantly different from adults with some college (p < 0.05).
NOTE: The category of high school diploma or less includes GED.
SOURCE: National Center for Health Statistics, National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey, August 2021–August 2023.

Figure 2. Prevalence of obesity in adults age 20 and older, by sex and education level:
United States, August 2021–August 2023
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What was the prevalence of severe obesity in adults during  
August 2021–August 2023?

The prevalence of severe obesity in adults was 9.4% during August 2021–August 2023, and was 
higher in adults ages 20–39 (9.5%) and 40–59 (12.0%) than in adults age 60 and older (6.6%) 
(Figure 3, Table 3). 

The prevalence of severe obesity in men (6.7%) was lower than in women (12.1%) overall and 
for each age group. Among men, the prevalence was highest in those ages 40–59. Among women, 
the prevalence was higher in those ages 20–39 and 40–59 than in those age 60 and older.
■  3  ■

What are the recent trends in obesity and severe obesity in adults? 

From 2013–2014 through August 2021–August 2023, the age-adjusted prevalence of obesity in 
adults did not change significantly, while the age-adjusted prevalence of severe obesity increased 
from 7.7% to 9.7% (Figure 4, Table 4). Changes in the prevalence of obesity and severe obesity 
between the two most recent survey cycles, 2017–March 2020 and August 2021–August 2023, 
were not significant.

Figure 3. Prevalence of severe obesity in adults age 20 and older, by sex and age: 
United States, August 2021–August 2023

1Significantly different from ages 20–39 (p < 0.05).
2Significantly different from ages 40–59 (p < 0.05).
3Significantly different from women (p < 0.05).
NOTE: Age-adjusted estimates for adults age 20 and older are 9.7% for the total population, 6.8% for men, and 12.6% for women and were age adjusted by the 
direct method to the U.S. Census 2000 population using age groups 20–39, 40–59, and 60 and older. 
SOURCE: National Center for Health Statistics, National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey, August 2021–August 2023.
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1Significant linear trend (p < 0.05). 
NOTE: Estimates are age adjusted by the direct method to the U.S. Census 2000 population using the age groups 20–39, 40–59, and 60 and older. 
SOURCE: National Center for Health Statistics, National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey, 2013–2014 through August 2021–August 2023.

Figure 4. Trends in age-adjusted obesity and severe obesity prevalence in adults age 20 and 
older: United States, 2013–2014 through August 2021–August 2023
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Summary

During August 2021–August 2023, the prevalence of obesity among adults in the United States 
was 40.3%. Obesity prevalence was highest in adults ages 40–59 compared with other age 
groups and was lowest in adults with a bachelor’s degree or more compared with those with less 
education. The prevalence of severe obesity was 9.4%. Severe obesity prevalence was higher in 
women than men for each age group. 

In this report, obesity is defined by body mass index (BMI), which has limitations. Body fat may 
vary by sex, age, and race and Hispanic origin at a given BMI level (3,4). BMI does not measure 
body fat directly, nor does it provide information on body fat distribution (5). The distribution of 
excess body fat, especially visceral fat, contributes to the risk of cardiovascular and metabolic 
disease (6). Despite these limitations, BMI is a simple and inexpensive screening tool for 
conditions that may increase the risk of certain chronic diseases.

In the United States, the prevalence of obesity in adults remains above the Healthy People 2030 
goal of 36.0% (7), but from 2013–2014 through August 2021–August 2023, the age-adjusted 
prevalence of obesity in adults did not change significantly. Monitoring obesity prevalence is 
important for understanding trends over time.
■  4  ■
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Definitions

Body mass index (BMI): Calculated as weight in kilograms divided by height in meters squared, 
rounded to one decimal place. 

Obesity: Defined as a BMI of greater than or equal to 30.

Severe obesity: Defined as a BMI of greater than or equal to 40.

Data source and methods 

Data from the August 2021–August 2023 National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey 
(NHANES) were used to estimate obesity and severe obesity prevalence and to test for 
differences between subgroups. Data from four NHANES cycles (2013–2014, 2015–2016, 2017–
March 2020, and August 2021–August 2023) were used to assess 10-year trends. 

NHANES is a cross-sectional survey designed to monitor the health and nutritional status of the 
U.S. civilian noninstitutionalized population and is conducted by the National Center for Health 
Statistics (8–10). It consists of home interviews followed by standardized health examinations 
conducted in mobile examination centers. The NHANES sample is selected through a complex, 
multistage probability design.

From 1999 through March 2020, NHANES was conducted continuously. Following a pause 
in data collection in March 2020 due to the COVID-19 pandemic, field operations resumed in 
August 2021 with modifications to the survey content, procedures, and methodologies (11). 
New screening and safety measures were implemented at the mobile examination centers, but no 
changes from past protocols were made to the anthropometry (body measures) component of the 
survey. For NHANES August 2021–August 2023, oversampling by race, Hispanic origin, and 
income was eliminated to reduce the number of households that needed to be screened.

This analysis included all examined NHANES participants age 20 and older. Pregnant women 
and adults with missing height or weight measurements were excluded from the analysis. 
Measured height and weight were used to calculate BMI. Examination sample weights, which 
account for the differential probabilities of selection and nonresponse, were incorporated into the 
analysis. The analysis accounted for the survey’s complex, multistage probability design. For  
August 2021–August 2023, differences between estimates overall, among subgroups, and 
compared with 2017–March 2020 were evaluated using t tests at the 0.05 level. Polynomial 
regression was used to test the significance of linear and nonlinear 10-year trends, accounting for 
the unequal spacing and lengths of survey cycles. 

Data management and statistical analyses were conducted using SAS System for Windows 
version 9.4 (SAS Institute, Inc., Cary, N.C.), SUDAAN version 11.0.4 (RTI International, 
Research Triangle Park, N.C.), and R version 4.4.0, including the R survey package version 
4.4–2 (12,13). 
■  5  ■
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Figure Tables
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Data table for Figure 1. Prevalence of obesity in adults age 20 and older, by sex and age: 
United States, August 2021–August 2023

Sex and
age group

Sample
size Percent

Standard
error

Age adjusted

Percent
Standard

error

Total
20 and older. . . . . . . . . . . . . . 5,929 40.3 1.8 40.3 1.9
20–39. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1,498 35.5 3.0  …  …
40–59. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1,709 46.4 1.8  …  …
60 and older. . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2,722 38.9 1.5  …  …

Men   
20 and older. . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2,680 39.2 1.9 39.3 1.9
20–39. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 672 34.3 2.8  …  …
40–59. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 762 45.4 1.9  …  …
60 and older. . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1,246 38.0 2.3  …  …

Women
20 and older. . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3,249 41.3 2.2 41.4 2.3
20–39. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 826 36.8 3.6  …  …
40–59. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 947 47.4 2.1  …  …
60 and older. . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1,476 39.6 1.9  …  …

… Category not applicable.

NOTE: Estimates for adults age 20 and older were age adjusted by the direct method to the U.S. Census 2000 population using age groups 20–39, 40–59, and 60 
and older.  
SOURCE: National Center for Health Statistics, National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey, August 2021–August 2023. 

https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/series/sr_02/sr02-190.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/series/sr_01/sr01-066.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/series/sr_01/sr01-066.pdf
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Data table for Figure 3. Prevalence of severe obesity in adults age 20 and older, by sex and age: 
United States, August 2021–August 2023

Sex and
age group

Sample
size Percent

Standard
error

Age adjusted

Percent
Standard

error

Total
20 and older. . . . . . . . . . . . . . 5,929 9.4 0.7 9.7 0.7
20–39. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1,498 9.5 1.0 … …
40–59. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1,709 12.0 1.0 … …
60 and older. . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2,722 6.6 0.6 … …

Men
20 and older. . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2,680 6.7 0.7 6.8 0.7
20–39. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 672 6.1 0.8 … …
40–59. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 762 9.2 1.3 … …
60 and older. . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1,246 4.3 0.6 … …

Women
20 and older. . . . . . . . . . . . . . 3,249 12.1 0.9 12.6 1.0
20–39. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 826 13.0 1.5 … …
40–59. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 947 14.7 1.4 … …
60 and older. . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1,476 8.4 0.8 … …

… Category not applicable.

NOTE: Estimates for adults age 20 and older were age adjusted by the direct method to the U.S. Census 2000 population using age groups 20–39, 40–59, and 60 
and older.  
SOURCE: National Center for Health Statistics, National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey, August 2021–August 2023. 

Data table for Figure 2. Prevalence of obesity in adults age 20 and older, by sex and education 
level: United States, August 2021–August 2023

Sex and education level Sample size Percent Standard error

Total
High school diploma or less. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2,005 44.6 2.1
Some college  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1,813 45.0 1.7
Bachelor’s degree or more  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2,108 31.6 2.5

Men
High school diploma or less. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 990 43.3 2.3
Some college  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 748 43.0 2.1
Bachelor’s degree or more  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 941 31.1 3.0

Women
High school diploma or less. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1,015 46.0 2.8
Some college  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1,065 46.9 2.4
Bachelor’s degree or more  . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1,167 31.9 3.0

NOTE: The category of high school diploma or less includes GED.
SOURCE: National Center for Health Statistics, National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey, August 2021–August 2023. 
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Data table for Figure 4. Trends in age-adjusted obesity and severe obesity prevalence in adults 
age 20 and older: United States, 2013–2014 through August 2021–August 2023 

Survey cycle Sample size

Obesity 
(age adjusted)

Severe obesity 
(age adjusted)

Percent Standard error Percent Standard error

2013–2014. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 5,455 37.7 0.9 7.7 0.7
2015–2016. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 5,337 39.6 1.6 7.7 0.6
2017–2020. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 8,295 41.9 1.2 9.2 0.6
2021–2023. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 5,929 40.3 1.9 9.7 0.7

NOTE: Estimates for adults age 20 and older were age adjusted by the direct method to the U.S. Census 2000 population using age groups 20–39, 40–59, and 
60 and older.  
SOURCE: National Center for Health Statistics, National Health and Nutrition Examination Survey, 2013–2014 through August 2021–August 2023.
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