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Weight Stigma – Shifting Societal Attitudes  

One would expect, as obesity rates have increased, that maybe bias would go down, 

that people would become more tolerant of the fact that more of our population has 

obesity. But we haven't seen that at all. In fact, we've seen the opposite is true. So as 

obesity rates have increased, so has discrimination, and, in fact, our research has found 

in recent decades as much as a 66% increase in reports of weight discrimination. 

Among women, our work has found that weight discrimination is on par with rates of 

racial discrimination. So this is a very common problem. Now the question is why are 

we seeing such high rates of this, given high rates of obesity? And there are a couple of 

reasons for that. 

One is that we continue to live in a culture that idealizes thinness. And unfortunately, 

it's a message that's heavily promoted by billion dollar diet industries and fashion 

industries. We also live in a culture where the media is a very pervasive source of bias – 

whether it's news media, entertainment media – and when we consider how much 

media we consume as a culture, it's not surprising that those negative biases that are 

communicated in the media end up being communicated by individuals who are being 

exposed to the media.  

 

So we have a number of things working against                      
us with societal attitudes. So even though we have the    

higher rates of obesity, the rest of our environment – ranging 
from our cultural values to our legal remedies – is             

really fueling and promoting weight bias.  
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We tend to see a common public perception that obesity is caused by personal control 

and personal responsibility, or laziness, or lack of self-discipline. Those kinds of 

attributions for the causes of obesity are often at the foundation of bias, because they 

lead to blame. And when those kinds of attributions don't change, the blame remains 

consistent.  

I think another reason why bias remains so prevalent is that it remains perfectly legal to 

discriminate based on the basis of weight in the United States. There are no federal 

laws in place, only one state law and a handful of local jurisdictions prohibit weight 

discrimination, and that sends a message that this form of bias is tolerable. 

So we have a number of things working against us with societal attitudes. So even 

though we have the higher rates of obesity, the rest of our environment – ranging from 

our cultural values to our legal remedies – is really fueling and promoting weight bias. 

 

  In the past, large body sizes were celebrated.                  
They were looked at as being desirable, often because       

they were a symbol of status of survival.  

 

In the past, large body sizes were celebrated. They were looked at as being desirable, 

often because they were a symbol of status of survival. Individuals were able to access 

food that allowed them to survive. Things have changed dramatically. We now live in 

an environment where the ideals have shifted, that we live in an environment where 

food is completely abundant and accessible, and the ideals are now ones where people 

have to be extremely thin in order to be idealized. And that creates actually a very 

mixed message for many people. They're encouraged to eat a lot of food, and yet 

they're expected to look extremely thin. 

 

Cultural Values and Weight Bias 
Certainly we have our sociocultural values of thinness. We have beliefs about the 

causes of obesity that really oversimplify body weight and make it an issue of blame 

and willpower. Certainly the media contributes, as does the lack of any legal protection.  
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But we can also look at the core values of American individualism, and there's a couple 

of factors that play into stereotypes and weight bias. 

One is that we tend to believe in a just world. And what I mean by that is people tend 

to think that good things happen to good people, and that if something bad happens 

to you, it means you didn't try hard enough. And that kind of thinking, this belief in a 

just world, is often easily applied to body weight, because the assumption is that if 

you're thin, you must have been really disciplined, you must think about your weight all 

the time, you must be really body conscious and healthy. But if you're not, well that 

means you're not trying hard enough. And if something bad happens to you where you 

have obesity and you're stereotyped about it, that kind of mindset justifies that.  

 

And what’s interesting is that when you look at               
weight bias in different cultures, you tend to see the     

highest rates of obesity in cultures that have high levels of 
values of individualism, of working hard for success,            
and blame for people who don’t succeed, and also                   

social and sociocultural values of thinness.  

 

And what's interesting is that when you look at weight bias in different cultures, you 

tend to see the highest rates of obesity in cultures that have high levels of values of 

individualism, of working hard for success, and blame for people who don't succeed, 

and also social and sociocultural values of thinness. When those two things are present, 

weight bias is a lot higher than when we look at cultures that are more collectivist, for 

example. So there are these cultural values that come into play as well. It makes it very 

complex, and it means that we really have to address this issue from all of these 

different angles. 

We live in a culture where bias is so prevalent, and really infiltrates so many different 

domains of living, that it becomes automatic, that we don't question it, we don't 

challenge it, and it gets ignored.  
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I think that's starting to shift. Ten years ago, fifteen years ago, people weren't really 

talking about weight bias, but it's much more an issue now that's getting discussed – 

not just in the context of obesity related issues or treatment, but in the context of 

bullying of children.  

 

We live in a culture where bias is so prevalent,                      
and really infiltrates so many different domains of living,    

that it becomes automatic, that we don’t question it,            
we don’t challenge it, and it gets ignored.  

 

Our research has found that the most common reason that kids are bullied is because 

of their weight. But this is something that really hasn't been addressed in schools. 

When we look at, for example, efforts to address bullying at the school level, they often 

focus on things like race and ethnicity, or sexual orientation, which are critically 

important issues, but weight gets ignored. 

So there's a whole shift that's starting to take place – an increased awareness that 

much of our population is affected by obesity and many of them, if not most of them, 

are vulnerable to some kind of weight bias. It has become so socially acceptable that 

people feel justified in expressing hatred and discriminatory actions in our society. 

There is this view that if you're someone who struggles with weight, if you have 

obesity, it must be your fault. You must not have tried hard enough, and without that 

kind of mentality shifting, the bias is likely to remain. 

 

Media, Education, and Legislation 
If we talk broadly about what we need to do to change weight stigma, this really 

requires shifting societal attitudes. It requires major changes in the way that we 

address obesity. Partly, this means that we need to challenge the portrayals of obesity 

that we see in the media. We need to really replace those stigmatizing portrayals with 

non-stigmatizing, respectful images and reporting. 
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But in addition to the media, we need to go farther than that. Clearly, we have this over 

simplistic notion of what it means to have obesity. We need to really educate the public 

about the very complex causes, not only of obesity, but different types of obesity-

related disorders and diseases, so that the automatic assumption isn't that someone is 

lacking willpower or discipline, or is lazy because of their weight. 

And to legitimately address this issue, we need to look at the policy level. What can we 

shift when it comes to policies and laws to protect people from weight discrimination? 

And our research has been looking at this quite a bit in recent years. What we see is 

that there's considerable public support for different types of legal strategies. For 

example, adding body weight to existing civil rights statutes, so making body weight a 

protected characteristic that you cannot discriminate on the basis of. 

 

I think it’s helpful to think about stigma as a                       
form of stress, that this is a stressor. And for many        
women, this is a chronic stressor, something that            

they’re experiencing throughout their lives.  

 

We also see a lot of support for laws that would make it illegal to discriminate on the 

basis of weight in an employment setting. So for example, an employer couldn't refuse 

to hire someone because of their weight. So we're starting to really see the support and 

agreement for different types of policies that could help remedy this problem. I think 

that that's a level that we're really going to need. 

So certainly women can talk to their providers about the issues that they have, or with 

weight bias that they're confronting. But in terms of how does one deal with it 

individually, how does one deal with ongoing bias and discrimination, I think it's helpful 

to think about stigma as a form of stress, that this is a stressor. And for many women, 

this is a chronic stressor, something that they're experiencing throughout their lives. 

Now when we think about stigma as a stress, one way to deal with it is to use adapting 

coping strategies. It may mean really challenging negative self-statements when we  
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start to blame ourselves, internalize, to really challenge those. That takes practice 

because in the rest of the world, those statements aren't being challenged. 

So it means challenging them when we see them in the media, challenging them when 

we say them to ourselves, challenging them when we hear them from family members 

and friends, and it's an active process. It really takes practice. 

 

This is a complicated process where women need to not   
only challenge their own self-doubt and self-blame, but they 

need to be able to start to challenge it with other people.  

 

But we can also try to put ourselves in an environment where we're not going to be as 

susceptible. So for example, why buy fashion magazines with extremely thin models on 

the cover? Why contribute to that industry if it's one that makes people feel ashamed 

of their body size?  

Surround yourself with friends and family who are supportive of you regardless of your 

body size, where body weight really doesn't enter the equation in the quality of your 

relationship. Really surround yourself in activities that make you feel good about 

yourself that have nothing to do with body weight. It's really about defining self-esteem 

in ways that have nothing to do with physical appearance.  

This is something that we actually work a lot on with parents and children because 

children are so susceptible to negative body esteem, especially girls feel terrible about 

their bodies. We really talk to parents about how can you foster self-esteem in your 

child without focusing on what they look like? Why should that be related to their value 

or contributions to society?  

Well, we need to walk the walk. We need to do what we're asking parents to do with 

their children. We need to do this for ourselves, and that requires some hard work. This 

is a complicated process where women need to not only challenge their own self-doubt 

and self-blame, but they need to be able to start to challenge it with other people. And 

that means enlisting support partners, enlisting friends, having support groups where 

you feel safe to talk about these issues.  
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This is a long process, and we're really trying to shift and change very ingrained 

societal beliefs and attitudes. Doesn’t mean that it's impossible, but it does mean that 

we need big change, and we need big change in a lot of different areas, whether we're 

targeting the media, or the government, or schools, or employment, or healthcare. All 

of these different settings need to be targeted if we're going to effectively reduce 

weight bias. 

 

About Rebecca Puhl, PhD 
Dr. Rebecca Puhl is Senior Research Scientist and Deputy Director for the Rudd Center 

for Food Policy and Obesity and Clinical Psychology professor at the University of 

Connecticut. Her research focuses on reducing weight bias in society. 
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