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W hen I wrote two weeks ago that 
I would “report the survey re-

sults on decompression symptoms and 
their relationship to obesity, an area of 
some question in the dive literature,” I 
had no idea what a firestorm that would 
set off.   

 
My Bonaire dive buddy Andy Owens, 

who has already lost a great deal of 
weight and is trying to lose more, let me 
know what he thought of it: 

“What you don't get, because you are 
skinny, is that the reason there are a lot of 
big divers is that it is a sport that they can 
do, so let’s be careful not to take that 
away, too.  I used to be 380 and I could 
dive better than 90% of everyone I ever 
dove with when I was at that weight.  If 
you are morbidly obese, then a little extra 
DCS (decompression sickness, “The 
Bends” to the layman) risk is the least of 
your concerns.  The highest risk for DCS 
is bad dive technique.  I think that if big 
divers are properly trained, then the risk 
you might see in the numbers could be 
reduced.” 

 
When I sent my survey data chart of 

DCS symptoms versus BMI sorted by 
gender (Table 1) over to friends at Divers 
Alert Network, I got this response from 
Vice President of Research  Richard 
(Dick) Vann, Ph.D.: 

“This is interesting, David, and consis-
tent with the literature of the past 50 years 
or so (see Bove’s Diving Medicine 3rd 
edition page 156 and Bennett & Elliott’s 
The Physiology and Medicine of Diving 
4th edition page 383). For fat animals and 
for fat humans in the early days of diving 
(probably before the 1956 USN tables), 
there was an unambiguous correlation 
between weight/obesity and DCS risk. A 
number of published studies indicate that 
this is no longer true for humans although 
it is still true for animals.” 

 
“Why might this be? My supposition is 

that human dive procedures have be-
come much safer than they used to be 
(before the USN tables) both in the 
overall DCS incidence and DCS sever-
ity. Further, I suppose that obesity is a 
risk factor for serious DCS but not for 
mild DCS.  I can't prove this right now, 
but we are working on methods that 
may allow us to estimate separate 
probabilities for mild and serious DCS 
while controlling for the dive profile. 
This might be helpful.  So, you can see 
from your own data why data are so 
important and why received wisdom 
(in this case increased DCS risk with 
increased BMI) needs to be questioned 
rather accepted without thought.” 

 
I also heard from Neal W. Pollock, 

Ph.D., Research Associate, Center for 
Hyperbaric Medicine and Environ-
mental Physiology at Duke University 
Medical Center: “I am quite uncom-
fortable with your association of BMI 
and DCS. Most importantly, BMI does 
not provide a measure of body compo-
sition. As you have observed previ-

ously, high BMI values can also indicate 
relatively high muscle mass. While ele-
vated body fat may be more common, the 
data are confounded by not knowing what 
type of tissue is responsible for the high 
values. More direct estimates of body 
composition such as those relying on 
skin-fold thickness or hydrostatic weight 
are necessary to talk about obesity. Using 
BMI is just stirring up muddy waters with 
a very muddy stick. There is enough am-
biguity in the fatness/DCS argument to 
not want to add to it. I encourage you to 
postpone the discussion until you get 
more relevant data.” 

 
If you still want to know what I found 

and promise not to ever tell anybody, then 
please feel free to email me at 
david@divepsych.com and I’ll check 
your security clearance.   

 
Next week Andy and I will focus on 

helping overweight people dive more 
safely. � David F. Colvard, M.D 
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Your own  piece  

of   Paradise 

Home-Beauty-Income-Appreciation—this Villa has it all! 
 

Cross the road and step into the Car-
ibbean from this stylish,  superb Bon-
aire property. Adjacent to a small, full-
service hotel making it perfect for your 
full-time home, seasonal get-away or 
income rental. Architect designed with 
flowering inner garden, the villa, exem-
plifying both Caribbean and Antillean 
architecture, is perched just above the 
ocean. View of the sea from nearly 
every room! Quality construction, very 
low maintenance. 

Living room, modern kitchen, three 
bedrooms, (one a separate apartment), Airco, 3½ baths, Travertine floors and baths, 
luxury fittings, atrium, two terraces, mature tropical gardens and much more.  

   Lot: 811 sq. m. (8730 sq. ft).   House: 226 sq. m.  (2433 sq. ft.)    
   $535,000  Contact Sunbelt Realty  (Ad at left) 

  David F. Colvard, M.D., is a private psychiatrist and clinical investigator 
in Raleigh NC, and a divemaster,   He hosts the website 
www.DivePsych.com which provides evidence-based information for di-
vers on psychological and stress factors in scuba divers.   � 

Table 1. Scuba Divers Reporting Decompression Symptoms 
in 2003 as a Function of Body Mass Index

0.0%

1.0%

2.0%

3.0%

4.0%

5.0%

6.0%

Normal (BMI<25) Overweight
(24.9<BMI<30)

Obese (BMI>29.9)

%
  R

ep
or

tin
g 

D
C

S 
Sx

s

Divers (n=1935)
Divers-Male (n=1490)
Divers-Female (n=445)

 

TOP  
SECRET 

Bonaire dive buddy Andy Owens on the Wild Side of Bonaire   David Colvard 

 

 

 




