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Abstract:

Some evidence suggests an association between obesity and psychopathology, but directionality is unclear. Despite common belief that obesity raises risk for depression, few prospective studies have evaluated this assertion. Obesity–anxiety linkages have been even less studied.  Data from a prospective community-based study (n=776) of psychological health were analyzed to assess whether adolescent obesity predicts depression or anxiety diagnosis (Dx). Families from 2 NY State counties were systematically sampled in 1975. Psychopathology was assessed in 1983 (T2) when youth were 9-18y (adolescence), 1985-86 (T3), 1991-94 (T4), and 2001-03 (T5) with structured diagnostic interviews for DSM Dx. Adolescent BMI zscores using the CDC growth reference were calculated from T2-reported height and weight. To examine the prospective risk of depression or anxiety Dx (modeled separately) from adolescent obesity, we fit discrete-time hazard models across T3-T5 adjusting for age, SES, and race. Models were stratified by sex a priori, and restricted to those free at T2 of the modeled Dx. Depression and anxiety risk both differed by sex. Overweight adolescent boys were not at greater risk for depression. In girls, depression risk increased with severity of overweight (p for trend = 0.07); Odds Ratio (OR) >85th to 95th %tile BMI: 1.3 (95% CI, 0.7-2.5), >95th to 97th: OR=1.5 (CI, 0.3-6.7), >97th (n=3): OR=8.1 (CI, 1.4 - 48.1, p=0.02). Adolescent girls >85th %tile were 2.1 times more likely to receive an anxiety Dx than girls <85th (CI, 1.1-3.9, p=0.02). Only 6 girls at T2 were >95th %tile BMI, and no association was seen with incident anxiety. In boys, overweight did not increase anxiety risk; OR >85th %tile: 0.4 (CI, 0.1-1.0, p=0.06). These prospective findings suggest that girls are more at risk for psychological consequences from adolescent obesity than are boys - where obesity did not raise risk. Overweight girls had twice the risk of anxiety Dx compared to leaner girls. Depression as a consequence of adolescent obesity may be limited to particularly overweight girls. Replication in other prospective community-based samples is warranted.
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