
ADULT EDITION  
 

 

 

 

Nutrition 
Update 

Newsletter 

February 
2017 

 

   

A NEWSLETTER FOR PROFESSIONALS   

Weight bias can be defined as negative 
attitudes, beliefs, assumptions and 
judgments toward individuals who are 
overweight.
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Research shows that individuals who 
are affected by obesity are often 
stereotyped as lazy, weak-willed, 
unsuccessful, unintelligent, and non-
compliant with weight loss treatment. 
These stereotypes give way to stigma, 
prejudice and discrimination from 
employers, health care professionals, 
educators, media, strangers and even 
those we are close to.

2 

The health consequences of weight bias 
are serious. This form of discrimination 
has very damaging effects on people’s 
social, physical and mental health; it 
has counterproductive effects on 
weight loss and it can lead to 
depression, anxiety and a decreased 
sense of self-worth.
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 Messages that 

shame and blame people are the least 
motivating and can lead to exercise 
avoidance and disordered eating 
behaviours.   

Weight bias is prevalent and can stem 
from common misconceptions and 
negative social attitudes towards 
obesity. Take some time to ask yourself 
the following questions about your own 
beliefs: 

What assumptions 
do I make about 
someone’s 
character based 
on their weight? 

Small judgments, 
comments and 
gestures can be very 
damaging. All 
individuals deserve to 
be treated with 
respect. 

Do I understand 
what influences 
obesity? 

Obesity is attributable 
to genetic, economic, 
environmental, and 
psychological factors. 
Personal choices make 
up only one third of 
the influence.

3 

Have I judged 
someone’s health 
based on their 
weight? 

Weight is not an 
automatic indicator of 
health. Individuals 
with obesity can have 
healthy nutritional 
and behavioral 
habits.
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It is important to identify and change 
any personal weight biases that you 
may have. Instead, promote positive 
conversation and attitudes. 

One way to eliminate weight bias 
associated with obesity is to use 
people-first language. This is the 
standard for respectfully addressing 
people with chronic disease, rather than 
labeling them by their illness. Words 
such as diabetic or schizophrenic label 
someone who has diabetes or mental 
illness. Similarly, the word “obese” 
dehumanizes individuals affected by 
this chronic disease. It is appropriate to  

 

say “the woman affected by obesity” 
instead of “the obese woman”.
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Increasing our self-awareness of 
personal attitudes and changing our 
language are just the first steps to 
eliminating societal weight bias.  

Eliminating Societal Weight Bias 
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What People Don’t See: 
Tracy’s Story 
"Being the 'fat friend' is still really 

difficult. I have experienced how the 

people I work, live and interact with 

daily see the fat first, and then the 

person. It doesn't matter that I'm 

intelligent, educated and funny; the fat 

always comes first. No, I don't want to 

talk to you about that diet that claims I 

can lose ten pounds. What people 

don't see is my exercise regime, my 

struggle with hormonal imbalances, 

the inside of my refrigerator, or the 

fact that I'm happy.”
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You can share your personal story with 

the Weight of Living Project.  
 

Source: UConn Rudd Center for Food Policy & Obesity 

http://www.obesitynetwork.ca/weight-of-living
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How does weight bias affect 
people in the workplace?   

Employment discrimination due to 
weight bias has been well documented. 
Examples include:  

 not being hired because of weight;  

 becoming the target of derogatory 
comments and jokes by employers 
and co-workers;  

 being assigned less important 
and/or less challenging tasks than 
thinner colleagues;  

 being fired for failure to lose 
weight.
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What can be done? 

The first step is to be aware of your own 
personal weight bias and any weight 

bias in your organization.  Education of 
employers and staff through quality 
training in orientation and throughout 
employment is essential. Ensure there 
is a supportive work environment for all 
shapes and sizes of employees. Rewrite 
policies to ensure that they are free of 
any messages that could 
unintentionally promote discrimination 
against persons with obesity. Policies 
and laws that include weight bias in 
human rights legislation need to be 
developed and implemented.
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 Real 

change will require compassion and a 
clear method of defending basic human 
rights.
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To what extent does media 
impact society’s perception of 
weight?  

Research suggests that weight bias 
increases with exposure to various 
forms of media such as television, 
movies, billboards, magazines, video 
games and the internet when people 
with obesity are depicted as a negative 
stereotype. In today’s culture, we are 
highly exposed to these various forms 
of media throughout our day which 
shapes our own perceptions, often in a 

negative manner. Even though weight 
bias is prevalent in media, it is often 
ignored because we are not aware of 
our biases and it is socially accepted. 
Some people feel that ridiculing people 
for their weight will motivate them to 
make healthier choices. Research 
shows this is not true.

2
 Everyone in 

society can help shift our culture to look 
at people beyond their weight; by 
removing weight bias, we can in turn 
support people’s health by:  

 being critical of different forms of 
media and recognizing where 
weight bias exists;  

 speaking up and helping to educate 
the media on the harmful effects of 
weight bias.  

 

Everyone can make a difference.  

 

UConn Rudd Center for Food Policy & Obesity 

Check out this site to learn more about weight bias.  The videos and corresponding conversation guides 
are great tools to use in your workplace or home to help raise awareness and reduce weight bias. There 
are also tools for a wide audience including teens, educators, policy makers and parents, a Toolkit for 
Health Care Providers for more in-depth training and Media Guidelines for the Portrayal of Individuals 
Affected by Obesity.   

Canadian Obesity Network 

This site provides information to professionals and the public on weight bias and discrimination, resources and a free Perfect At Any 
Size image bank. 
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