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Abstract

Background/Objectives

The relationship between body mass index (BMI) and mortality remains controversial. Fur-

thermore, the association between BMI and cardiovascular events (CVE) is not conclusive

and may differ by ethnicity. We aimed to estimate the associations between the BMI and

mortality or cardiovascular disease in a general Korean population.

Subjects/Methods

This study was based on a sample cohort database released by the Korean National Health

Insurance Service. We analyzed a total of 415,796 adults older than 30 years of age who

had undergone a national health examination at least once from 2002 to 2012. Hazard ratios

for death and cardiovascular events were calculated using Cox proportional hazards

models.

Results

For both men and women, BMI and overall mortality showed a U-shaped association,

with the lowest mortality rate among those with a BMI of 25–27.4 kg/m2. Compared with

them, subjects with a BMI� 30kg/m2, men with a BMI < 25 kg/m2, and women with a BMI

< 22.5 kg/m2 showed significantly higher overall mortality. Additionally, men with a BMI

< 22.5 kg/m2 and women with a BMI < 20 kg/m2 displayed an increased risk of cardiovascu-

lar mortality. Unlike the mortality trend, the CVD events trend showed a linearly positive

association. The risk of a CVE was the lowest in men with a BMI ranging from 20 to

22.4 kg/m2 and in women with a BMI < 20 kg/m2.

Conclusions

The BMI showed a U-shaped association with overall mortality, where slightly obese sub-

jects showed the lowest rate of mortality. The CVE exhibited a linear association with the
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BMI, where the lowest risk was observed for normal weight subjects in a general Korean

population.

Introduction

The prevalence of individuals who are overweight or obese has increased worldwide. Obesity

is closely associated with metabolic diseases, including type 2 diabetes mellitus (DM), hyper-

tension (HTN), and cardiovascular diseases (CVD), which are the leading causes of death [1].

Although a high body mass index (BMI) is generally accepted as an indicator of obesity, the

relationships between BMI and overall mortality and between BMI and cardiovascular mortal-

ity remain controversial. In contrast to conventional beliefs that obesity and overweight status

are associated with increased mortality, a previous study showed that overweight status could

decrease all-cause mortality [2].

The association between BMI and mortality could depend on ethnicity. In studies of East

Asian populations, a U-shaped relationship between BMI and mortality was reported, and

individuals with a BMI ranging from 18.5 to 27.5 kg/m2 displayed the lowest risk of overall

mortality [3–6]. In a large meta-analysis study, mild obesity was not associated with higher

mortality rates, and overweight status was associated with a significantly lower risk of all-cause

mortality [7]. In Korea, subjects who were overweight or mildly obese showed the lowest risk

of all-cause mortality [3, 8]. When considering the relationship between BMI and mortality,

the reverse causality could be a significant limitation. So to reduce the reverse causality, previ-

ous studies suggested the possible solution such as the exclusion of smokers, subjects who

already have some chronic disease, and participants dying within five years of recruitment. [9]

Cardiovascular disease is a leading cause of death, and HTN, type 2 DM, dyslipidemia,

smoking, and obesity are considered cardiovascular risk factors. However, the relationships

between the BMI and cardiovascular mortality and between the BMI and cardiovascular events

are not entirely understood. In a meta-analysis of patients with chronic heart failure, the risks

of a cardiovascular event and cardiovascular mortality were the highest in subjects with a low

BMI and those who were overweight [10]. In contrast, in a study analyzing a Dutch popula-

tion, obesity and overweight status had a strong impact on the development of fatal and nonfa-

tal cardiovascular disease [11].

We analyzed a sample cohort database based on Korean National Health Insurance data to

investigate the relationships between the BMI and all-cause or cardiovascular mortality, and

between the BMI and cardiovascular events.

Subjects and methods

Data source

We used the National Sample Cohort (NSC) database released from the Korean National

Health Insurance Service (NHIS; NHIS-2017-2-385), which is available to researchers through

a simple application process and ethics approval. The NHIS constructed this cohort of

1,025,340 subjects (approximately 2.2% of the general population) from all beneficiaries of the

Korean National Health Insurance Program and the Medical Aid Program in 2002 [12]. The

cohort members were selected by systematic sampling within each of the 1,476 strata based on

age, gender, eligibility status, and income level, and the sample size was proportionate to the

population size of the stratum. This cohort also included an annual sample of neonates. The

cohort selected is a representative sample of the Korean population, as the Korean National
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Health Insurance Program is a universal, mandatory health insurance program in Korea. The

NSC database has gathered data for approximately one million people every year over the last

12 years.

The NSC database consists of several datasets: a dataset that contains socio-demographic

information (age, sex, income, residence, and the national disability rating) of the beneficiaries

from the National Health Insurance and the National Medical Aid Programs; a dataset that

contains medical claims, including information on the diagnosis (recorded according to the

tenth revision of the International Classification of Disease (ICD-10) codes), admission, and

treatment (such as operations, procedures, prescribed medication, cost, and information on

the medical service center); and a dataset that contains the cohort members of the National

Health Screening Program. The National Health Screening Program in Korea provides bien-

nial (or annual for pre-specified manual occupations) health examinations for all medical

insurance subscribers (at any age), other beneficiaries aged�40 years (usually family members

of the subscriber), and those between the ages of 44 and 66 years. This program includes a reg-

ular blood test, a chest X-ray examination, a physical examination, and a questionnaire on

medical history. Approximately 70% of those eligible for a national health examination utilized

these additional features. Data from the national death registration database of the Korea

National Statistical Office (i.e., the date and the cause of death according to the ICD-10 codes)

were linked with the NHIS NSC database.

This cohort was followed up until the study ended (the year that the data were finally

released or used) or until the member was disqualified from the NHIS due to death or emigra-

tion. The July 2014 initial release of the NSC database included datasets from 2002 to 2010,

and the eligibility and socio-demographic information, the medical claims dataset, the

National Health Screening dataset, and the national death registration database were added

and updated annually. Researchers can use the NSC data with an Institutional Review Board

(IRB) approval for the study proposal and a charge for the DB through the application proce-

dure of the NHIS. In this study, we used the 2002–2013 NHIS NSC database, and the cohort

was followed until 31 December 2013.

The NHIS did not obtain informed consent individually because these data were not col-

lected for study. The patient records of the NSC were anonymous and de-identified before the

data were released by the NHIS. This study was approved by the IRB of Ewha Womans Uni-

versity Mokdong Hospital (IRB number: EUMC 2017-04-004).

Study population

We analyzed adults from the cohort members of the 2002–2013 NSC dataset who were

more than 30 years old (842,510 subjects), and who had taken the National Health examina-

tion at least once (505,375 subjects) between 2002 and 2012. The follow-up period began

with their first health examination, and the information from this examination (e.g., the BMI

and other covariates, including heath behaviors) was used as the baseline of each subject.

Among them, 86,830 were excluded due to a medical history of stroke, ischemic heart disease

(IHD), cancer, or chronic obstructive pulmonary disease; this information was obtained from

the self-reported patient questionnaire administered during the first health examination and

from the medical claim data (ICD codes I60-I69, I20-I25, C00-C97, J44) between 2002 and the

year of the health examination. We also excluded subjects who lacked measurements for

height, weight, blood pressure and fasting glucose level (875) as well as those who died during

the year of the health examination (1,874). In total, 415,796 subjects were included in our

analysis.

Body mass index and mortality
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Outcome variables, BMI, and covariates

The BMI was calculated as body weight in kilograms divided by height in meters squared;

these values were measured during the health examinations. The BMI was divided into six cat-

egories (<20, 20−22.4, 22.5−24.9, 25−27.4, 27.5−29.9, and�30 kg/m2). Age was categorized

into 10-year groups. Health behaviors, such as physical activity level, alcohol consumption,

and smoking status, were explored in the questionnaire. Current smoking status was classified

into smoking or not (non/ex-smoker). Alcohol consumption status was classified as heavy

drinking (>2 drinks/day in males and>1 drinks/day in females) or non-heavy drinking (�2

drinks/day in males and�1 in females); average daily alcohol consumption was based on data

regarding the frequency of alcohol consumption and the average amount of alcohol consumed

during each drinking occasion. Physical activity level was grouped into none, 1−2, and�3

times/week. In 2009, the assessment of physical activity changed from one question on the

weekly frequency of exercise to three questions on the number of days per week of physical

activity according to intensity (i.e., vigorous activity, moderate activity, and other activities

such as walking); the total number of days across all three intensities was considered as the fre-

quency of physical activity. Missing values were assigned to a separate category for each health

behavior. Income was divided into quintiles, and the lowest income group included the benefi-

ciaries of the National Medical Aid program. The family history of cardiovascular disease was

based on the self-reported questionnaire responses for family history of stroke and heart

disease.

Comorbid conditions of HTN and DM were identified based on the questionnaire responses

at the first health examination, the medical claim data (ICD code I10-I15 or E10-E14) between

2002 and the year of the health examination, and the health examination measurements (fasting

glucose�126 mg/dl, systolic blood pressure�140 mmHg or diastolic blood pressure�90

mmHg). Total cholesterol was classified into three groups (<200, 200−239, and�240 mg/dl).

The outcomes of interest were time-to-death, time-to-CVD death, and time-to-CVD inci-

dence. We defined CVD incidence as the first admission with a diagnosis of CVD or CVD

death. CVD was identified as ICD-10 codes I21-I25 and I60-I69 for the cause of death or a

diagnosis reported in the medical claim data and was categorized into the following groups:

IHD (ICD codes I20–I25), ischemic stroke (ICD codes I63), and hemorrhagic stroke (ICD

codes I60-I62).

Statistical analysis

The characteristics of the subjects are presented as the frequency and proportion for categori-

cal variables. We first examined the associations between the continuous BMI and the all-

cause and CVD mortality using age-adjusted Cox proportional hazards models, where the

BMI was restricted to a three-knot cubic spline (using the lowest Bayesian information crite-

rion (BIC)), and by reporting the hazard ratios (HRs). After manual inspection of the plots, we

set a BMI of 25 kg/m2 as the reference for the all-cause mortality HRs and a BMI 21 kg/m2 as

the reference for the CVD mortality HR. Then, we examined the same associations with a cate-

gorical BMI using Cox proportional hazards models, adjusting for age, smoking, and alcohol

consumption status, levels of physical activity and income, and a family history of CVD.

As a reference, we used the 25−27.4 kg/m2 BMI group for the mortality analysis and the

22.5−24.9 kg/m2 BMI group for the incidence analysis.

We also assessed the associations between BMI and all-cause and CVD mortality according

to age, smoking, HTN, and DM status, and we examined the interactions between the BMI

and HTN and between the BMI and DM status. In addition, we conducted a sensitivity analy-

sis to avoid the possibility of reverse causality, in which we excluded subjects who died within
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less than 3 years after the baseline measurements (for analysis of the overall and CVD mortal-

ity) and additionally excluded subjects who were diagnosed with the corresponding diseases

(for analysis of the CVD incidence). For overall mortality, we also conducted a sensitivity anal-

ysis excluding subjects who died within less than five years after the baseline examination. In

all sensitivity analysis, we used the variable of smoking status classified into never smoker, ex-

smoker, and current smoker.

If two BMI groups in the study were compared with a total number of subjects of fifty thou-

sand and the ratio of the number of the subject of 4, and the proportions of subjects having the

events in the control group is 2% (for overall mortality) or 5% (for CVD events) during study

period, the two-sided tests of whether the hazard ratio is one achieve 81% or 99% power at a

0.05 significance level when the hazard ratio is actually 1.25.

All analyses were conducted separately for each sex. The P values were generated using

two-tailed tests, and P values <0.05 were considered statistically significant. All statistical anal-

yses were performed using SAS (version 9.4, SAS Institute, Cary, NC), STATA (version 10.0,

StataCorp, College Station, Texas), and Prism (Version 5.03, GraphPad Software Inc., La Jolla,

CA) software.

Results

A total of 415,796 subjects were included in our analysis, and the median follow-up duration

was 7.0 years (interquartile range: 4–11 years). During the study period, 11,058 subjects (7,257

men and 3,801 women) died, among whom 1,482 subjects (882 men and 600 women) died

from CVD. The subject demographics are shown in Table 1. At enrollment, the mean BMI

was 24.1 ± 3.1 kg/m2 for men and 23.2 ± 3.3 kg/m2 for women. The subjects aged<50 years

and�60 years comprised 71% and 12% of all men, respectively, and 63% and 17% of all

women, respectively. A total of 48.1% of men and 3.8% of women were current smokers, and

6.4% of men and 7.1% of women had a family history of CVD.

Fig 1 shows the non-linear associations between the continuous BMI and overall mortality,

CVD mortality, and CVD events. The associations between the BMI and age-adjusted overall

and CVD mortality showed a U-shaped pattern, with the lowest HR, observed in subjects

with a BMI ranging from approximately 24 to 26 kg/m2. The risk of a CVD event increased

nearly linearly across the entire range of BMI values in women and BMI values greater than

22.5 kg/m2 in men.

The association between a categorical BMI and overall mortality is shown in S1 Table. For

both men and women, we observed a U-shaped association, with the lowest mortality rate in

the 25–27.4 kg/m2 BMI group. The highest mortality rate was observed in the< 20 kg/m2 BMI

group (HR: men 1.91, women 1.50), and this relationship was more prominent in men (S1

Table). Male subjects with a BMI< 25 kg/m2 or a BMI� 30 kg/m2 and female subjects with a

BMI< 22.5 kg/m2 or a BMI� 30 kg/m2 showed significantly higher overall mortality than

male or female subjects with a BMI of 25–27.4 kg/m2. The overall mortality HRs were not dif-

ferent according to smoking status (among men and women) and HTN status (among men).

However, the effects of BMI values<20.0 kg/m2 and 20.0–22.4 kg/m2 on overall mortality were

significantly stronger among men with DM than among men without DM (Pinteraction = 0.020).

Among women with HTN and DM, those with a BMI ranging from 27.5 to 29.9 kg/m2 showed

HRs that were not different those with a BMI ranging from 25 to 27.4 kg/m2, whereas

among women without HTN and DM, those with a BMI ranging from 27.5 to 29.9 kg/m2 dis-

played a higher risk of overall mortality than those with a BMI ranging from 25 to 27.4 kg/m2

(Pinteraction = 0.015 for HTN and<0.001 for DM) (S1 Fig and S1 Table). These patterns of the
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association between BMI and overall mortality were maintained in subgroup analyses excluding

subjects who died within less than 3 or 5 years after baseline examination (S2 Table).

We also investigated the relationship between CVD mortality and BMI (S3 Table). For

men and women, we observed a U-shaped association, with the lowest mortality rate in the

25–27.4 kg/m2 BMI group in men and 27.5–29.9 kg/m2 BMI group in women. Male subjects

with a BMI < 22.5 kg/m2 and female subjects with a BMI < 20 kg/m2 showed significantly

higher CVD mortality HRs than their counterparts with a BMI of 25–27.4 kg/m2; the highest

CVD mortality was observed in the< 20 kg/m2 BMI group (HR: men 1.35, women HR 1.51).

IHD and ischemic stroke mortality were not significantly different according to BMI category,

and the relationships were similar to those for CVD mortality. For women, hemorrhagic

stroke mortality was higher among those with a BMI < 22.5 kg/m2 than among those with a

BMI from 25–27.4 kg/m2. In subgroup analyses excluding subjects who died within less than 3

years after baseline examination, the patterns of the association between BMI and CVD mor-

tality were similar, although the magnitude of the HRs reduced (and not significant) among

men and increased among women (S4 Table). CVD mortality was not significantly different

according to smoking status, HTN status, or DM status; however, the low number of CVD

deaths observed in each stratum reduced the power of the interaction test for the analysis of

these categories (S5 and S6 Tables).

We analyzed CVD events according to the BMI (Fig 2 and S3 Table). The CVD events

trend was different from the mortality trend in both men and women. The risk of a CVD

Table 1. Demographic and clinical characteristics of the subjects.

Male (n = 218,388) Female (n = 197,408)

Age (years)

- 20–39 92,645 (42.4%) 45,232 (22.9%)

- 40–49 62,200 (28.5%) 78,318 (39.7%)

- 50–59 36,732 (16.8%) 40,564 (20.5%)

- 60–69 20,026 (9.2%) 22,917 (11.6%)

- >70 6,785 (3.1) 10,377 (5.3%)

BMI (kg/m2) 24.1 ± 3.1 23.2 ± 3.3

Smoking status

- Current smoker 104,955 (48.1%) 7,575 (3.8%)

- Ex-smoker 21,047 (9.6%) 2,176 (1.1%)

- Never smoker 71,278 (32.6%) 180,390 (91.38%)

Alcohol consumption status

- Heavy drinker 52,545 (24.1%) 11,396 (5.8%)

- Non-heavy drinker 161,868 (74.1%) 179,494 (90.9%)

Physical Activity

- None 105,306 (48.2%) 120,707 (61.1%)

- 1–2 times/week 64,019 (29.3%) 35,688 (18.0%)

-� 3 times/week 44,480 (20.4%) 37,104 (18.7%)

Family history of CVD 13,989 (6.4%) 14,003 (7.1%)

Systolic BP (mmHg) 126 ± 15 120 ± 17

Diastolic BP (mmHg) 79 ± 10 75 ± 11

Fasting blood glucose (mg/dl) 98 ±30 94 ± 24

Total cholesterol (mg/dl) 196 ± 37 195 ± 37

BMI, body mass index; CVD, cardiovascular disease; BP, blood pressure

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0185024.t001
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Fig 1. Association between continuous BMI and overall mortality, CVD mortality, and CVD events as a cubic spline

using Cox regression models adjusted only for age. For overall and CVD mortality rates, the reference BMI was set at

25 kg/m2; for CVD events, the reference BMI was set at 21 kg/m2. BMI, body mass index; CVD, cardiovascular disease; HR,

hazard ratio.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0185024.g001
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Fig 2. Cardiovascular disease event risk according to the categorical body mass index. HRs were adjusted for gender,

health behaviors (smoking, alcohol consumption, physical activity), income, and family history of CVD. BMI, body mass index;

CVD, cardiovascular disease; HR, hazard ratio.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0185024.g002
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event linearly increased with BMI except for the<20 kg/m2 BMI group in men, which showed

a slightly higher risk than the reference BMI group of 20.0–22.4 kg/m2 (HR 1.08, 95% CI 1.01–

1.16). The associations between BMI and an IHD event and an ischemic stroke event were

similar to the association between BMI and a CVD event. For hemorrhagic stroke events, the

increase in risk was less evident; for men with a BMI < 20 kg/m2, the increase in the risk of a

hemorrhagic stroke event was similar to the risk of hemorrhagic stroke mortality. These pat-

terns of the association between BMI and CVD event were maintained in subgroup analyses

excluding subjects who died within less than 3 years after baseline examination (S4 Table).

The CVD event HRs were not different according to smoking status. However, the effect of

a higher BMI on the risk of a CVD event was significantly weaker among those with HTN and

DM than among those without these diseases (Pinteraction<0.01 for HTN among men and

women and for DM among men) (Fig 3 and S7 and S8 Tables).

Discussion

In our study of more than 400,000 participants, we observed that BMI showed a U-shaped

association with overall mortality with the lowest mortality in slightly obese subjects (BMI

25~27.4 kg/m2), and highest mortality in BMI values<20 kg/m2 in general Korean population.

An increased risk of death was found in BMI <22.5 kg/m2 in men and BMI<20 kg/m2 in

women for overall CVD, compared with those with a BMI of 25–27.4 kg/m2. On the other

hand, the risk for cardiovascular events presented a linear pattern, with the lowest risk in nor-

mal weight subjects. The smoking status did not affect the relationship between BMI and mor-

tality or CVD event, and the association was maintained in subgroup analyses excluding those

who died within less than 3 or 5 years after recruitment. This suggested that the BMI was

related to the overall and CVD mortality/event.

We used the NSC database from the NHIS. The Korean universal health insurance system

was initiated in 1963 for all citizens, and universal healthcare coverage was achieved in 1989.

We used the sample cohort of 1,025,340 participants released by the NHIS, so it represents the

total Korean population [12]. Obesity and overweight status have been linked with DM, car-

diovascular disease, and some cancers. Therefore, obesity and overweight status were expected

to be associated with higher mortality. However, many previous epidemiologic studies have

reported conflicting results. A study analyzing a large East Asian population showed that the

lowest risk of death was observed among persons with a BMI ranging from 22.6 to 27.5 kg/m2,

and that risk of death was elevated among persons with BMI values either higher or lower than

that range. Moreover, those with a BMI of 15.0 kg/m2 or less showed the highest risk of mortal-

ity [4]. The association between BMI and mortality could be dependent on race. In a large pro-

spective cohort of Caucasian and African-American U.S. adults, a higher BMI was most

strongly associated with a higher risk of mortality, and all levels of obesity and overweight sta-

tus were associated with a significantly higher risk of mortality compared with the reference

BMI (22.5–24.9 kg/m2) [13]. In a Spanish study, BMI>35 kg/m2 is an important predictor of

both overall mortality and the combination of cardiovascular morbidity plus all-cause mortal-

ity [14]. In another Western study, all-cause mortality increased with increasing BMI in adults

without DM but decreased with increasing BMI among adults with DM [15]. Our study found

a U-shaped relationship between BMI and overall mortality, and this result was similar to that

of previous studies analyzing Asian groups. The lowest mortality risk was observed in the 25–

27.4 kg/m2 BMI group; these subjects are slightly obese according to the Asian obesity criteria

of the World Health Organization [16]. In a previous Korean study that examined the associa-

tion between body weight and the risk of death, the risk was lowest among persons with a BMI

ranging from 23.0 to 24.9 kg/m2 [3]. However, this study was based on data from the early
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Fig 3. Cardiovascular disease event risk according to smoking status, hypertension, and diabetes status. HRs were adjusted for gender,

health behaviors (smoking, alcohol consumption, physical activity), income, and family history of CVD. BMI, body mass index; CVD, cardiovascular

disease; DM, diabetes mellitus; HR, hazard ratio; HTN, hypertension.

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0185024.g003
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1990s, whereas our study was based on data obtained after the year 2000. We observed that the

lowest-risk BMI regarding overall mortality was higher than the current range for normal

BMI.

We found that CVD mortality rate showed a U-shaped association with BMI and that the

lowest BMI group showed the highest CVD mortality rate. Several meta-analyses, mostly

based on Western populations, evaluated the association between BMI and CVD mortality

[2, 17, 18]. In a prospective study collaboration, which included mostly cohorts from Western

countries, the BMI positively correlated with coronary heart disease mortality for BMI values

ranging from 20 to 40 kg/m2, with the lowest risk observed among those with a BMI ranging

from 20 to 22.5 kg/m2 [19]). Moreover, in a study of East Asian subjects, a U-shaped associa-

tion was observed between the BMI and the risk of CVD death (6). In the cohort analyzed in

our study, the association between BMI and CVD mortality differed according to the CVD

subtype. Ischemic heart disease and ischemic stroke showed a U-shaped association,

whereas hemorrhagic stroke showed a U-shaped association only in women and a reverse J-

shaped association in men. Additionally, the lowest-risk mortality group was slightly different

according to the different CVD subtypes. Men with a BMI ranging from 25.0 to 27.4 kg/m2

displayed the lowest CVD mortality rate, whereas women with a BMI ranging from 27.5 to

29.9 kg/m2 displayed the lowest mortality rate. A low BMI may indicate a low level of circulat-

ing total cholesterol or triglycerides, which is associated with an increased risk of hemorrhagic

stroke according to previous studies [20–22]; our study results are consistent with these

findings.

CVD is a common cause of death worldwide, and the rate of CVD deaths will likely con-

tinue to increase [23]. Obesity and overweight status are cardiovascular disease risk factors

according to studies conducted in Europe and North America. Additionally, in an East Asian

meta-analysis study, the authors reported continuous, positive associations between the BMI

and the risks of ischemic stroke, hemorrhagic stroke, and ischemic heart disease [24]. We esti-

mated the risk of a CVD event among different BMI groups, and we observed that cardiovas-

cular events showed a linear pattern, with the lowest risk among normal weight subjects.

The incidences of ischemic heart disease and ischemic stroke increased with increasing BMI;

however, for hemorrhagic stroke, only subjects with a BMI� 30 kg/m2 and men with a

BMI< 20 kg/m2 showed increased risk. This result is consistent with those of previous studies

that showed that the BMI is related to ischemic stroke risk [25, 26]. The association between

BMI and hemorrhagic stroke is controversial. Most Western studies have shown no associa-

tion [27, 28] or an inverse association [29] between BMI and hemorrhagic stroke; however,

studies in Asian populations have reported a J- or U-shaped association between the BMI and

hemorrhagic stroke risk [26, 30, 31].

Interestingly, the associations between BMI and mortality and cardiovascular events show

different patterns. The BMI showed a U-shaped association with overall mortality and cardio-

vascular mortality, but we observed that BMI was positively associated with the risk of CVD

throughout the range. This linear pattern was consistent with the studies using nonfatal CVD

or combined fatal and nonfatal CVD as an outcome [11, 32–34]. The difference between mor-

tality and incidence existed in low BMI—those with a low BMI were at low risk of CVD event

but at high risk of overall/CVD death. It was unlikely to be caused by reverse causation,

because we excluded subjects with existing chronic diseases such as cancers and chronic

obstructive pulmonary disease in the analyses, and conducted sensitivity analyses with exclu-

sion of deaths within <3 or 5 years of follow-up and by smoking status. One of the possible

reasons is case fatality. Among those who experienced a CVD event during the follow-up

period in our study, the proportions who died from CVD or any cause were 10.5% and 30.8%

in the group with a BMI of<20 kg/m2, and 4.3% and 11.6% with a BMI of�30 kg/m2. Those
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with a low BMI were at low risk of CVD, but at high risk of dying once, they experience a

CVD event. Those with a high BMI were at higher risk of a CVD event, but at lower risk of

dying should they experience one. These results were similar to the phenomenon called the

obesity paradox, in which patients with a higher BMI have better survival compared to those

with a lower BMI [35–37]. Better nutritional status and metabolic reserves more resistant to

the catabolic disease status, and more improved immune response in obese patients is men-

tioned as a part of the pathophysiology. Furthermore, BMI has inherent inadequacy to repre-

sent the body fat distribution or body composition and to differentiate lean and fat mass

[35–39]. A low BMI could indicate a small thigh circumference or a low total fat-free mass,

which are risk factors for total mortality and cardiovascular mortality [40–42]. In addition,

obese individuals usually receive more aggressive medical treatment including statins or anti-

platelet agents, which could contribute to a lower mortality rate. However, the existence and

the mechanism of obesity paradox itself is still unclear. Moreover, it has been reported in the

studies mainly of the elderly population and the patients with heart failure, coronary heart dis-

ease, diabetes mellitus, cancer, kidney disease, chronic obstructive lung disease, or

community-acquired pneumonia, not of the general population.

Also of note is that subjects with DM displayed an inverse correlation between mortality

rate and BMI, whereby lower BMI values were associated with higher mortality rates. This

finding indicates that DM modifies the BMI-mortality relationship and may be associated with

different effects between the BMI and mortality rate than those observed for the general

population.

Our study has several strengths. First, the NHIS database contains representative samples of

population-based data, which are large-scale and stable. We were able to obtain nationwide

health insurance data, including questionnaires, disease states, and laboratory and anthropo-

metric data, that was generated by a public institution. Second, low body weight caused by ill-

ness could distort the association between underweight status and health due to reverse

causation. However, to reduce this type of bias, we excluded subjects with a history of stroke,

ischemic heart disease, cancers, and chronic obstructive pulmonary disease, and we analyzed

the mortality data using several models that adjusted for multiple CVD risk factors. Addition-

ally, the sensitivity analysis, which excluded subjects diagnosed with CVD or cancer as well as

those who died during the first 3 years of follow-up, showed similar patterns.

However, the NHIS database also has limitations. Although the cohort consisted of more

than one million participants with the national representativeness, the number of deaths and

the resultant power of the study might not have been enough to explore the association

between the cause-specific mortality and each BMI category, particularly in subgroup analyses

according to smoking or chronic disease status. The disease codes listed may not reflect the

real disease status of the subjects because the codes are used for insurance claim purposes. This

is an inherent limitation of the use of insurance databases. Additionally, there could be self-

referral and selection bias, as the subjects who are more interested in their health are more

likely to participate in routine health examinations, although this bias might not be large

because NHIS health examinations are mandatory in Korea. A lack of evaluation of some

main CVD risk factors such as LDL-cholesterol, HDL-cholesterol, serum uric acid and glo-

merular filtration rate in the national health examination was also another limitation, but it

might not have much biased the association between BMI and CVD mortality/incidence

because most of these metabolic and biologic factors were considered as mediating factors

rather than as confounding factors. Moreover, we used the BMI as a marker of obesity; how-

ever, the BMI may not represent a subject’s obesity status accurately because it cannot distin-

guish between relative muscle and fat composition.

Body mass index and mortality

PLOS ONE | https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0185024 September 15, 2017 12 / 17

https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0185024


Conclusions

In this study, we observed increased overall mortality risk among subjects with a BMI greater

than 30.0 kg/m2 or lower than 22.5 kg/m2 in a general Korean population. Additionally, we

found an increased risk of CVD among subjects in the overweight and obese BMI groups.

Therefore, health care professionals should provide personalized treatment plans to help sub-

jects maintain an optimal BMI. Moreover, further research on body composition in relation to

health outcomes is needed.
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