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occupations reported ‘excellent’ health, 
compared to 20 per cent of those in other 
occupations and 16 per cent of those who 
were not employed. ‘Poor’ health was rare 
among those in professional and managerial 
occupations (1 per cent) and those in other 
occupations (2 per cent), but much more 
common among people who did not work 
(17 per cent). 

In contrast, there was little difference in the 
health of men and women. Twenty per cent 
of men and 23 per cent of women reported 
excellent general health.

The Age 42 Survey took place between May 
2012 and April 2013 and we were delighted 
to speak to almost 10,000 of you, including 
lots of people who had not taken part in the 
study for many years. The information you 
provided will be used by hundreds of 
researchers working on important projects 
across the medical and social sciences, both 
today and in the future.  

This update looks at some initial findings 
based on the questions we asked you about 
health and lifestyles. 

 General health

Most of you said that you were in ‘excellent’ 
or ‘very good’ health. However, we can see 
some striking differences according to the 
jobs people do. Twenty-six per cent of 
those in professional and managerial 
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n Excellent   n Very good  n Good   n Fair  n Poor

 ManaGerial/professional   

 not workinG   

 non ManaGerial/professional   
20 37 29 11

16 26 25 17 17

26 40 25 7 1

Self-reported health by occupation at age 42
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 weiGht and obesity

Being overweight or obese is a growing 
health concern in today’s society. Over two 
thirds of men (68 per cent) and almost half 
of women (49 per cent) were classified as 
overweight or obese according to standard 
Body Mass Index (BMI) measures.  

By comparing these results to data collected 
in the National Child Development Study, 
which follows the lives of people born in 
1958, we found that being overweight or 
obese is more common among 42-year-olds 
today than it was for the previous 
generation. In 2000, 62 per cent of 42-year-
old men and 42 per cent of women were 
overweight or obese. While men were far 
more likely to be overweight than women in 
each generation, the increase between 
generations was consistent for both men 
and women.

Weight was linked to general health, with 
only 11 per cent of those who were obese 
reporting ‘excellent health’, compared to 
28 per cent of those who were normal 
weight.

 

n Overweight  n Obese

Percentage 
overweight or obese 
– 1970 cohort 
compared to 1958 
cohort at age 42.

46 161958

1970 45 23

1958

1970

26 16

29 20
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 do people know they 
 are overweiGht?

We also asked whether you thought you 
were about the right weight, underweight, 
slightly overweight or very overweight. 
There were some interesting differences 
between men and women. Overweight 
men were much more likely than 
overweight women to believe they were 
about the right weight (30 per cent of men 
compared to 9 per cent of women). 
Similarly, among those who were obese, 
twice as many men (50 per cent) as women 
(25 per cent) said they were only slightly 
overweight. Men of normal weight were 
almost as likely to think they were 
underweight (12 per cent) as overweight 
(15 per cent), while women of normal 
weight were far more likely to class 
themselves as overweight (32 per cent) 
than underweight (3 per cent).

Overweight women were more likely than 
overweight men to say that they were 
trying to lose weight (66 per cent of women 
compared to 41 per cent of men). Among 
those who were obese, 77 per cent of 
women and 62 per cent of men were 
making an effort to lose weight. Three in 
ten (29 per cent) women of normal weight 
were attempting to lose weight compared 
to one in ten (11 per cent) men.

 exercise

We asked you ‘On how many days in a 
typical week do you do 30 minutes or more 
of exercise where you are working hard 
enough to raise your heart rate and break 
into a sweat?’ Nearly a third of women (32 
per cent) responded that they do no such 
exercise in a typical week, compared with 
nearly a quarter (24 per cent) of men. 

Exercise was linked to obesity, with 35 per 
cent of obese people saying they took no 
vigorous exercise in a typical week, 
compared to 26 per cent of those who were 
normal weight. However, exercising 
frequently is less strongly related to weight. 
A quarter (25 per cent) of those who were 
normal weight exercised vigorously at least 
four times a week, compared to 21 per cent 
of those who were obese.
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We also asked you how often you 
participated in different types of sport or 
exercise. Just over half (55 per cent) took 
part in at least one activity at least once a 
week. 

Frequency of exercise at age 42 – Men vs. women
(number of days a week)

Fitness, gym and conditioning activities 
(such as aerobics, keep-fit classes or 
weight-training) were most common, with 
around 30 per cent of both men and 
women taking part in these activities once 
a week or more.

Men at age 42 were much more likely to 
cycle at least once a week than women (17 
per cent compared to 7 per cent) and also 
to play team sports (9 per cent compared 
to 1 per cent). However, women were 
most likely to walk for pleasure on a weekly 
basis (34 per cent of women compared to 
22 per cent of men) and to do yoga or 
pilates (8 per cent compared to 2 per 
cent). Running was the activity associated 
with lowest levels of obesity; among those 
who ran at least once a week just 9 per 
cent were obese.

n 0   n 1-2  n 3-4   n 5-6  n 7

32 26 22 9 11

26 22 16 1224Men

women
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 diet

Busy lifestyles and the increased 
availability of convenience foods have led 
to changes in our diet. We asked you a 
number of questions about the types of 
food that you eat. Eighty-six per cent of 
you said that you ate home-cooked meals 
at least several times a week and 40 per 
cent ate a home-cooked meal every day. 
However, ready meals were also popular, 
with 28 per cent of you eating them at 
least once or twice a week. Nearly half (47 
per cent) of you said that you ate other 
convenience foods, such as packaged or 
frozen fish-fingers, burgers, oven chips or 

ready-made pizzas, at least once or twice 
a week. A quarter (25 per cent) ate 
takeaways at least once or twice a week. 
Fifty-six per cent of you said you always 
ate breakfast but 11 per cent skipped this 
meal every day.

 sMokinG

Since the Age 30 Survey, the number of 
men and women smoking every day has 
been falling steadily. Thirty-two per cent of 
men and 27 per cent of women smoked at 
age 30 but by age 42 this had decreased to 
22 per cent of men and 19 per cent of 
women.  
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Types of meals at age 42 (%)

n Once a day or more  n Several times a week n Once or twice a week 
n At least once a month  n Less often  n Never

 ready Meals
23 29 202 7 19

 other convenience foods

32 18 42 10 36

 takeaways
47 25 21 2 23

 hoMe-cooked Meals
46 12 2 139
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Smoking was less common among 42-year-
olds born in 1970 than it was among those 
born in 1958. In 2000, twenty-six per cent 
of 42-year-olds smoked every day, with no 
difference between men and women.    

In the Age 42 Survey, we also found that 
smoking levels varied hugely depending on 
the jobs that people do. Eleven per cent of 
those in managerial or professional 
occupations smoked every day, compared 
with 24 per cent of those in non-managerial 
occupations and 30 per cent of those who 
did not work.

 drinkinG

We asked you about how often you drink 
alcohol and how much you drink. Men 
consumed alcohol both more frequently 
and in greater volumes than women. More 
than one in five men (21 per cent) drank 
alcohol at least four times a week compared 
to 12 per cent of women. On average, men 
had consumed twice as many units of 
alcohol in the week prior to the survey than 
women (16 units for men compared with 8 
units for women). The Royal College of 
Physicians advises that men should drink no 
more than 21 units a week and women no 
more than 14 units. Twenty-six per cent of 
men and 20 per cent of women exceed 
these limits.

future research

The findings presented here 
have focused on just a snap-
shot of information collected 
in the Age 42 Survey. In the 
coming years, researchers will 
be able to use this data to look 
in much more detail at many 
important issues, such as: 

• What are the implications 
of being overweight, both 
in childhood and adulthood, 
for physical and mental 
wellbeing? 

• What leads some people to 
gain weight over the years? 
For example, what are the 
roles of diet, exercise and 
physical and mental health? 

• And what factors 
throughout life encourage 
people to maintain healthy 
and active lifestyles? 

In next year’s update we look 
forward to telling you about 
the findings from some of the 
studies that have used data 
from the Age 42 Survey.



KEEPING IN TOUCH
If you change your address or phone number, please let us know 
so that we can contact you in the future.

you can tell us by:
l  Calling us free (from a UK landline) on 0500 600 616
l   Emailing us at bcs70@ioe.ac.uk
l   Completing the contact form on the study  

website: www.bcs70.info
l  Or writing to us at FREEPOST RTCX-HBGC-CJSK,  

1970 British Cohort Study, Institute of Education,  
20 Bedford Way, London WC1H 0AL
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