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Background/Objectives: 
As many people struggle with obesity interventions that result in inadequate effectiveness, it is urgent to find alternative ways to support 
individuals’ long-term weight loss. The mutual impact between spouses is seen as a potential aid to weight loss interventions despite debate on 
how romantic relationships affect body weight. This systematic review aimed to examine the correlation between romantic relationship status 
and obesity.

Methodology:
• Inclusion criteria:

• Databases: MEDLINE, Cochrane, Wed of Science, Embase, JSTOR, and Global Health until 
July 2020. 

• Two themes: weight-related outcomes and marital status/transitions. The language of articles is 
limited to English or Chinese.

• Data extraction: study name, country, ethnicity, sex, socioeconomic status, the number of participants, age, 
marital status/transitions, outcome, and measurement method included.
• Assessment of risk of bias: Effective Public Health Practice Project Quality Assessment Tool (Armijo-Olivo 

et al., 2012).
• Narrative synthesis: Statistical analysis: Stata 16. Summary of prevalence estimates were obtained using 

fixed-effects or random-effects meta-analysis which determined by I2.
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Marital status and obesity 
Ten studies (62.5%) showed that married 
individuals had a higher prevalence of overweight 
and obese than unmarried individuals after 
adjusting demographic characteristics ((42.5-45.3%) 
vs (13.8-42.2%) for overweight and obese; OR: 
1.45-2.18 for overweight) (Averett et al., 2008; Bell 
et al., 2019; Meta et al., 2018; Lopowicz et al., 2002; 
Liao et al., 2018; Liu et al., 2021; Lee etal., 2020; 
Sobal et al., 2009; Sato, 2021).

Marital transition and obesity
Five studies (31.3%) revealed the positive r
elationship between entry into marriage with weight 
gain (ibs: +5; BMI: +0.70-0.71; OR: 1.55-2.17), 
and 3 articles (18.8%) revealed the negative 
relationship between the exit from marriage with 
weight loss (ibs: -2.5; BMI: -0.3-0.63; OR: 1.59) 
(Wilson, 2012; Jeffery and Rick, 2002; The and 
Gordon-Larsen, 2009;  Meta et al., 2018; Sobal et 
al., 2003). Aside from entry into a marriage, 
cohabiting also led to weight gain (The and 
Gordon-Larsen, 2009; Meta et al., 2018.

Results
Sixteen studies conducted in China (n=2), German 
(n=1), Japan (n=1), Poland (n=1), South 
Korea(n=1), USA (n=10), published during 2002 
and 2021, were included in the analysis.  Of the 16 
studies, five were classified as "strong", seven 
were classified as "moderate", and four as “weak”
regarding recruitment indicating difficulties with 
retention of this population. The selection process 
is showed in the PRISMA flow chart below.

Physical activity
Two studies examined the impact of romantic 
relationship on physical activities. Being in a 
romantic relationship is associated with less 
frequency of physical activity (Sobal et al., 
2009; The and Gordon-Larsen, 2009). 

Spousal Obesity
Two studies examined the association 
between romantic relationship and spouse 
BMI, and found that if having one’s become 
obese the other one was associated with a 
higher risk of obesity(OR: 1.78-2.3) (Cobb et 
al. (2016; The & Gordon-Larsen, 2009).

Subgroup analysis
The odds ratio and 95% CI in male and 
female were calculated separately for each 
study, also the sample size and published 
years can be found in xxx(haven’t label).   
Heterogeneity of the analysis for both 
female and male were high. Results of 
random-effects model meta-analysis



Discussion
The Factor of Sex
From the previous studies, it was found that prevalence of obesity after entering in marriage 
was higher in men than in women. According to the marital causation model, the continuous 
spousal support can lead to obesity through diet, activity, and social values. With the 
involvement of wives, the lifestyle of married man leads to more stable eating patterns and 
eating patterns than unmarried man may change in the direction of increased calorie 
consumption or larger amount of food, leading higher incidence of obesity.

Implications for interventions and research 
Interventions: 

● In designing future weight-loss interventions, romantic states and interactions between 
partners can be considered to enhance the effectiveness.

Research: 
● There should be a uniform standard for the classification of marital status for 

systematic analysis. 
● Most existing research focuses only on marital status and ignores marital quality. 

Marital quality is also a key factor to explain the stress models. 
● Studies with longer follow-up periods and more frequent data collection would be 

helpful to better understand the impact of stable relationship or changeable relationship 
on BMI change. 

Conclusion:
These findings suggest that romantic relationship has significant impact on one’s body weight. 
Weight changes in men and women are different in relationship transitions. More 
comprehensive research is needed to explain these differences and inconsistencies.

showed that the prevalence of obesity among 
married individuals is higher than that among 
unmarried individuals (For women: OR, 1.24 
(0.90-1.7), p <.05; for man: OR, 1.41, (1.17-
1.70), p >.05). The study also found a more 
significant difference in obesity rates between 
married and unmarried women than men.


