Do No Harm: Weight Stigma in
the Clinical Context

(12)

• Decreased preventative
health care services

• Delay in breast and gyno

exams in fat women

(9)

• Appointment cancellations (31)
• Ineffective or harmful weight
management strategies
• Exercise avoidance,

disordered eating patterns,
increased calorie
consumption (39; 45; 48)

• In adolescents, associated
with preference for sedentary
isolative type activities (13)

• Drug doses not calibrated (19)
• 75% of higher weight patients
look to their physicians “a
slight amount” or “not at all”
for help with weight (50)
• When parents were asked
how they would react if a
doctor referred to their
children’s weight in a
stigmatizing way
• 34% would switch doctors
• 24% would avoid future

medical appointments for their
children (40)

• Use sizeist, alarmist language: “Obesity epidemic,” “overweight,”
“unhealthy weight”
• Equate weight with physical health
• Equate weight with mental health
• Diagnosing depression, binge eating, addiction, or anorexia/bulimia
based on body size
• Engage in stereotyping
• Non-compliant, undisciplined, poor self-image, etc.
• Praise fat people for doing things that we would label “unsafe” or
“disordered” in slim people

• Compliment weight loss without knowing cause
• Assuming people who are at higher weights aren’t doing self-care

(12)

• Fail to educate ourselves about how activities of daily living, family life,
parenting, sex, etc. might need to be adapted for people with bigger
bodies
• Imply that treating mental health (e.g. depression, binge eating) will
reduce weight
• Assume weight-loss as a goal without consulting client/family
• Promise therapy will help with weight loss when there is no guarantee
• Support partners & parents who shame higher-weight clients
• Maintain inaccessible and/or hostile spaces
• Scales, scanners, M.R.I. machines

(12)

•
•
•
•

Role Modeling
Clinical Documentation
Clinical Environment
Behavioral Health
Screening
• Language and Word
Choice
• Health at Every Size®

American Academy of Pediatrics
Stigma Experienced by Children and
Adolescents With Obesity (2017)
(33)

Guidelines for Health Care Providers Who Treat Fat Patients (25)

•
•
•
•
•
•

Philosophy/Approach
Weighing Patients
Diagnosis
Treatment
Medical Procedures
Accommodations
• Waiting Room
• Exam Room

•
•
•
•
•
•

Patients
Schools
Youth-Targeted Media
Provider Training
Parents
Health Care
Organizations

• Engage in critical analysis of research on weight loss efforts & the
conflation of body weight with health
• Explore intersections w/ race, SES, gender, other identities
• Weight-neutral responses in health care
• Teaching techniques for cultivating body acceptance
• Recognize & respond to weight-based microaggressions
• Avoid making assumptions about diet and activity based on size
• Ask ourselves: How would we treat this patient/family differently
if their bodies looked different? (bigger, smaller, etc.)
• Purposefully include higher weight subjects in our research studies
(12)

•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Explore and help patients cope with weight stigma.
Be a role model for resistance (to societal norms) and change.
Talk about the political nature of body image. Experiences of stigma
are not our body’s fault.
Honor the expertise of the person who occupies the body.
Talk about the processes of life, not the outcome of weight.
Turn up the volume on patients’ curiosity. What is pleasurable? What is
satisfying?
Chose to explore the discomfort instead of going into problem solving.
What is it like to live in the world with this discomfort, in a world that
isn’t accepting you as you are?
(12)

• Our bodies are in the room!
• Questions you can ask patients regarding size bias:
• What’s worrying you about my size?
• What concerns you most about my size?
• Tell me more about what my size means to you?

• What is it like for you to be talking about these things with

someone of my size?

(12)

(1) Andreyeva T., Puhl R.M., Brownell ,K.D. (2008). Changes in perceived weight discrimination among Americans,
1995-1996 through 2004-2006. Obesity, 16(5), 1129–1134.
(2) Bagley, C.R., Conklin, D.N., Isherwood, R.T., Pechiulis, D.R., & Watson, L.A. (1989). Attitudes of nurses toward
obesity and obese patients. Perceptual and Motor Skills, 68, 954.
(3) Blumberg, P., & Mellis, L.P. (1980). Medical students’ attitudes toward the obese and morbidly obese. International
Journal of Eating Disorders, 169 –75.
(4) Bucchianeri, M.M., Eisenberg, M.E., & Neumark-Sztainer, D. (2013). Weightism, racism, classism, and sexism:
shared forms of harassment in adolescents. Journal of Adolescent Health, 53(1), 47–53.
(5) Bucchianeri, M.M., Eisenberg, M.E., Wall, M.M., Piran, N, & Neumark-Sztainer, D. (2014). Multiple types of
harassment: associations with emotional wellbeing and unhealthy behaviors in adolescents. Journal of
Adolescent Health, 54(6), 724–729.
(6) Eisenberg, M.E., Carlson-McGuire, A., Gollust, S.E., & Neumark-Sztainer, D. (2015). A content analysis of weight
stigmatization in popular television programming for adolescents. International Journal of Eating
Disorders, 48(6), 759–766.
(7) Eisenberg, M.E., Neumark-Sztainer, D., Haines, J., & Wall, M. (2006). Weight-teasing and emotional well-being in
adolescents: longitudinal findings from Project EAT. Journal of Adolescent Health, 38(6), 675–683.
(8) Eisenberg, M.E., Neumark-Sztainer, D.,& Story, M. (2003). Associations of weight-based teasing and emotional
well-being among adolescents. Archives of Pediatrics & Adolescent Medicine, 157, 733-738.

(9) Fontaine, K.R., Faith, M.S., Allison, D.B., & Cheskin, L.J. (1998). Body weight and health care among women in the
general population. Archives of Family Medicine, 7, 381-384.
(10) Gudzune, K.A., Beach, M.C., Roter, D.L., & Cooper, L.A. (2013). Physicians build less rapport with obese patients.
Obesity, 21(10), 2146–2152.
(11) Hand, W. B., Robinson, J. C,. Stewart, M. W., Zhang, L., & Hand, S. C. (2017). The identity threat of weight stigma
in adolescents. Western Journal of Nursing Research, 39(8), 991-1007.
(12) Harrop, E. (2017). Engaging size- and weight-based stigma in healthcare: The practitioner/client relationship.
PowerPoint presentation.
(13) Hayden-Wade, H.A., Stein, R.I., Ghaderi, A., Saelens, B.E., Zabinski, M.F., Wilfley, D.E. (2005). Prevalence,
characteristics, and correlates of teasing experiences among overweight children vs. non-overweight
peers. Obesity Research, 13(8),1381–1392.
(14) Jensen, C.D., & Steele, R.G. (2009). Body dissatisfaction, weight criticism, and self-reported physical activity in
preadolescent children. Journal of Pediatric Psychology, 34(8), 822–826.
(15) Juvonen, J., Lessard, L. M., Schacter, H.L. & Suchitt, L. (2017). Emotioal implications of weight stigma across
middle school: The role of weight-based peer discrimination. Journal of Clinical Child & Adolescent
Psychology, 46(1), 150-158. doi: 10.1080/15374416.2016.1188703
(16) Klein, D., Najman, J., Kohrman, A.F., & Munro, C. (1982). Patient characteristics that elicit negative responses
from family physicians. Journal of Family Practice, 14, 881– 8.
(17) Klein, H., & Shiffman, K.S. (2005) Thin is “in” and stout is out" what animated cartoons tell viewers about body
weight. Eating and Weight Disorders,10(2), 107–116.

(18) Klein, H., & Shiffman, K.S. (2006). Messages about physical attractiveness in animated cartoons. Body Image,
3(4), 353–363
(19) Kolata, G. (2016, September 26). Why do obese patients get worse care? Many doctors don’t see past the fat.
New York Times. Retrieved from https://www.nytimes.com/2016/09/26/health/obese-patients-healthcare.html
(20) Latner, J.D., Rosewall, J.K., & Simmonds, M.B. (2007). Childhood obesity stigma: association with television,
videogame, and magazine exposure. Body Image, 4(2), 147–155.
(21) Loh, E.S. (1993). The economic effects of physical appearance. Social Science Quarterly, 74, 420 –37.
(22) MacLean, L., Edwards, N., Garrard, M., Sims-Jones, N., Clinton, K., & Ashley, L. (2009). Obesity, stigma and
public health planning. Health Promotion International, 24, 88-93.
(23) Maiman, L.A., Wang, V.L., Becker, M.H., Finlay, J., & Simonson, M. (1979). Attitudes toward obesity and the
obese among professionals. Journal of the American Dietetic Association, 74, 331– 6.
(24) Maroney, D., & Golub, S. (1992). Nurses’ attitudes toward obese persons and certain ethnic groups. Perceptual
Motor Skills, 75, 387–91.
(25) NAAFA. (2011). Guidelines for healthcare providers who treat fat patients. Retrieved from
https://www.naafaonline.com/dev2/about/Brochures/NAAFA_Guidelines_for_Healthcare_Providers.pdf.
(26) Nansel, T., Craig, W., Overpeck, M., Saluja, G., & Ruan, W. (2004). Cross-national consistency in the relationship
between bullying behaviors and psychosocial adjustment. Archives of Pediatric and Adolescent Medicine,
158, 730-736.

(27) Nuemark-Sztainer, D., Croll, J., Story, M., Hannan, P.J., French, S.A., & Perry, C. (2002). Ethnic/racial differences
in weight-related concerns and behaviors among adolescent girls and boys: Findings from project EAT.
Journal of Psychosomatic Research, 53(5), 963-974.
(28) Neumark-Sztainer, D., Story, M,, Harris, T. (1999). Beliefs and attitudes about obesity among teachers and school
health care providers working with adolescents. Journal of Nutrition Education, 31, 3–9.
(29) O’Brien, K. S., Latner, J. D., Puhl, R. M., Vartanian, L. R., Giles, C., . . . Carter, A. (2016). The relationship
between weight stigma and eating behavior is explained by weight bias internalization and psychological
distress. Appetite, 102, 70-76.
(30) Oberrieder, H., Walker, R., Monroe, D., & Adeyanju, M. (1995). Attitudes of dietetics students and registered
dietitians toward obesity. Journal of the American Dietetic Association. 95, 914 – 6.
(31) Olson, C.L., Schumaker, H.D., & Yawn, B.P. (1994). Overweight women delay medical care. Archives of Family
Medicine, 3, 888-892.
(32) Paul R.J., Townsend, J.B. (1995). Shape up or ship out? Employment discrimination against the overweight.
Employee Responsibilities Rights Journal, 8, 133– 45.
(33) Pont, S., Puhl, R., Cook, S., & Slusser, W. (2017). Stigma experienced by children and adolescents with
obesity. Pediatrics, 140(6), December 2017, Vol.140(6). 267–272.
(34) Price, J.H., Desmond, S.M., Krol, R.A., Snyder, F.F., & O’Connell, J.K. (1987). Family practice physicians’ beliefs,
attitudes, and practices regarding obesity. American Journal of Preventative Medicine, 3, 339 – 45.

(35) Puhl, R.M., & Brownell, K. (2001). Bias, discrimination, and obesity. Obesity Research, 9(12), 788-805.
(36) Puhl, R.M., & Heuer ,C.A. (2009). The stigma of obesity: a review and update. Obesity, 17(5), 941–964.
(37) Puhl, R.M., & Latner, J.D. (2007). Stigma, obesity, and the health of the nation’s children. Psychology Bulletin,
133(4), 557–580.
(38) Puhl, R.M., & Luedicke, J. (2012). Weight-based victimization among adolescents in the school setting: emotional
reactions and coping behaviors. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 41(1), 27-40.
(39) Puhl, R.M., Moss-Racusin, C.M., & Schwartz, M.B. (2007). Internalization of weight bias: Implications for binge
eating and emotional well-being. Obesity, 15, 19-23.
(40) Puhl, R.M., Peterson, J.L., & Luedicke, J. (2011). Parental perceptions of weight terminology that providers use
with youth. Pediatrics, 128(4). Available at: www.pediatrics.org/cgi/ content/full/128/4/e786
(41) Puhl, R.M., Peterson, J.L., & Luedicke, J. (2013) Weight-based victimization: bullying experiences of weight loss
treatmentseeking youth. Pediatrics,131(1). Available at: www.pediatrics.org/cgi/ content/full/131/1/e1
(42) Puhl, R.M., & Suh, Y. (2015). Health consequences of weight stigma: Implications for obesity prevention and
treatment. Current Obesity Reports, 4(2), 182–190.

(43) Robinson, T., Callister, M., & Jankoski, T. (2008). Portrayal of body weight on children’s television sitcoms: a
content analysis. Body Image, 5(2), 141–151.
(44) Rothblum, E.D., Miller, C.T., Garbutt, B. (1988). Stereotypes of obese female job applicants. International Journal
of Eating Disorders, 7, 277– 283.
(45) Schvey, N., Puhl, R.M., & Brownell, K. (2011). The impact of weight stigma on caloric consumption. Obesity, 19,
1957-1962.
(46) “Strong4life: A children’s healthcare of Atlanta movement.” (2012). Billboards. Previously available at:
strong4life.com. Accessed from:
http://blogs.sfweekly.com/exhibitionist/2012/02/fat_activists_chew_out_atlanta.php
(47) Tomiyama, A.J. (2014). Weight stigma is stressful. A review of evidence for the Cyclic Obesity/Weight-Based
Stigma model. Appetite, 82(0), 8-15.
(48) Vartanian, L. R., & Novak, S. (2011). Internalized societal attitudes moderate the impact of weight stigma on
avoidance of exercise. Obesity, 19, 757-762.
(49) Vitolins, M.Z., Crandall, S., Miller, D., Ip, E., Marion, G., Spangler, J.G.. (2012) Obesity educational interventions
in U.S. medical schools: a systematic review and identified gaps. Teaching & Learning Medicine, 24(3),
267–272
(50) Wadden, T.A., Anderson, D.A., Foster, G.D., Bennett, A., Steinberg, C., & Sarwer, D.B. (2000) Obese women’s
perceptions of their physicians’ weight management attitudes and practices. Archives of Family Medicine,
9,854 – 60.
Ratcliffe, D. & Ellison, N. (2015). Obesity and internalized weight stigma: A formulation model for an emerging
psychological problem. Behavioural and Cognitive Psychotherapy, 43, 239–252 .

