
 
 

“Weight Stigma” 
 

What associated words or images from popular culture come to mind when you hear 
“fat,” “overweight,” or “obese”? Try picturing characters from TV and movies you saw 
growing up (or even now) who are in larger bodies. Were these characters the heroes of 
the story? Or were they comic relief? Were they bullies, lazy, goofy, unintelligent, crude, 
friendless, lacking self control, the butt of the joke? Did they have their own plot lines 
and a well-rounded personality, or was their main trait their weight (or overeating, or 
dieting)? 

 

It’s depressingly hard to find portrayals of people in larger bodies that don’t rely on 
these stereotypes. Research shows us that stigmatizing portrayals of people in larger 
bodies in media - from movies and TV shows to commercials to news images - are 
prevalent. 
 

Weight bias is the name for prejudice and negative attitudes about people because of 
their weight. And weight bias leads to weight stigma, or the devaluation of an individual 
based on the perception that they have excess body weight. This can include self-
directed stigma, which occurs when someone internalizes negative stereotypes and 
weight bias, and as a result devalues their own entire self-concept based on their 
weight. The negative impact of this stigma on physical and mental health has been 
documented by research over and over again. It’s harmful and significant – and 
therefore incredibly important to fight. 
 

Many different kinds of stigma are already widely recognized to be harmful – but today 
there’s still a mainstream perception that at least a little bit of shaming, blaming, and 
criticizing is necessary to motivate people in larger bodies to be “healthy” (aka lose 
weight). You’ve seen the TV and commercials - Biggest Loser, anyone? Weight stigma 
isn’t yet universally recognized as a problem, because so many people still have 
prejudices and negative attitudes against those in larger bodies. 
 

But weight stigma is a form of chronic stress with a serious health impact of its own. 
Decades of research show worse physical and mental health outcomes for people who 
have experienced weight stigma, even when other health metrics (including weight) are 
controlled. The daily negative messages and encounters that make up weight stigma 
are associated with depression, anxiety, and substance use, and even serious physical 
consequences. In fact, when people feel stigmatized because of their weight, they 
actually gain more weight over time. 
 

This can all be confusing to process when we also hear constant negative messages 
about the dangers of obesity or health risks related to weight. A 2016 study called the 
“Global BMI Mortality Collaboration,” which has since been cited hundreds of times, 
concluded that excess body weight has an association with higher mortality worldwide, 
and that “overweight and obesity” should therefore be combated everywhere. If this  



 
 
were true, it would have enormous public health implications - and lead to even more 
stigma, shame, and blame around larger bodies. But a new analysis published this year 
shows that we can’t take the GBMC study at face value. The authors found flaws in 
almost every aspect of the GBMC study, including its data selection process, data 
adequacy, data analysis, interpretation, and conclusions. They argue that the findings 
are misleading and should not be used to guide clinical or public health decisions, when 
robust research shows no association between overweight and increased mortality. We 
think this is a fascinating example of how weight stigma pervades our culture… and why 
it’s so important to continue to research and discuss. 
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