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Anti-fat bias in our culture is rooted in several widely held false beliefs about bodies and weight: 

that 1) weight is determined by “calories in, calories out;” 2) therefor weight can be controlled by the 
individual by changing the way they eat and move; and 3) weight is a measure of health so weight loss 
improves health. All of these statements are false. 

Weight stigma and related concepts, including weight bias, anti-fatness, fat-phobia and weightism, 
are all based in the belief that thin bodies are better than larger bodies.1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9, 10, 11 This idea results 
in the acceptance of many harmful concepts including (but not limited to) that thinner bodies are healthier, 
12,13,14,15,16,1,17,18,19,20,21,22 that weight loss leads to improved health, 23,24,25,26,27,28,29 and that weight is 
controllable by the individual and, therefore, thinner people are morally superior to larger people.30,31 
Abundant research and clinical evidence exists to show that long term intentional weight loss, by whatever 
means, is almost always futile32,33,34,35,36,37  and has a high likelihood of causing physical and emotional 
harm.,38,39,40,41,42,43,44,45,46,47,48,49,50  

Weight bias is largely accepted and unquestioned in American culture and society, but it is not 
benign, rather it has pervasive and significant negative consequences.  Systemic weight bias creates 
widespread body dissatisfaction which results in compromised quality of life for individuals of all sizes. 
51,52,53,54,55  Repeated unsuccessful attempts to reduce body size lead to a debilitating sense of shame and 
failure.56,57,58,59,60 Efforts to improve nutrition and physical activity, both of which correlate to improved 
health measures, are often abandoned when they do not lead to weight loss.61,62,63,64,65  

Weight bias is rooted in and inextricably linked to racial bias.66 Weight stigma compromises quality 
of life in many ways and leads to discrimination and oppression in employment, education, economic well-
being, housing, and access to medical care.67,68,69,70,71,72,73,74,75,76,77 While almost everyone is affected, the 
impacts of weight stigma fall disproportionally on those with already marginalized identities, including 
racial minorities, women, the disabled, the poor and LGBT+.78,79,80,81,82,83,84  Intersectionality is now widely 
understood to be an important concept when understanding discrimination and oppression. Weight bias 
should be included as part of our understanding of intersectionality.85,86,87,88,89,90  

The concepts behind weight bias are promoted and reinforced by the $75 billion per year dieting 
industry which makes money by selling harmful products and programs to desperate people.91,92,93,94 This is 
further reinforced by: any reference to “the obesity crisis” or “the obesity epidemic”; any discussion of 
intentional weight loss, by any means, as a positive undertaking; any negative comments about larger 
bodies or the people who live in them; any suggestion that weight loss improves health;95,96,97,98 anything 
that enables or enacts the attempt to eliminate fat people from the world.99  

The widespread beliefs that weight is related to health and that weight loss leads to improved health 
is not well supported by the evidence.100,101,102,103,104,105,106 Social determinants of health are a much more 
robust predictor of well-being.107,108,109 The neoliberal focus on individual weight loss is a simplified 
response that distracts from more complicated interventions focused on alleviating poverty, oppression, and 
discrimination while improving access to medical care, education, and economic opportunities.110,111,112,113  

The value of social justice requires that we act in ways to promote the well-being, equality and 
equity of all members of society, especially the most vulnerable. Cultural awareness must include an 
understanding of intersectionality and of cultural attitudes about body size. Understanding diversity must 
include understanding that bodies come in a variety of sizes and shapes. Culturally competent knowledge 
should include acknowledgement that people in larger bodies are devalued in the dominant culture and 
experience differential treatment.114,115,116,117,118,119  Our “self-awareness” needs to include an understanding 
of internal bias about body size. 
 

 
 



The use of the term “childhood obesity” promotes weight stigma. It has been used in a fear-
mongering way to promote the financial interests of those who profit from the dieting 
industry.120,121,122,123,124,125 Adequate access to tasty, nutritious food should be a priority for all children of 
all body sizes, regardless of where they live. The primary determinant of body size is genetics.126,127 Social 
determinants are a larger determinant of health than body size. 128,129,130  
Children who encounter weight bias at school, at home, at the doctor’s office or in programs that focus on 
“eliminating childhood obesity” come to believe that their bodies are wrong and 
unacceptable.131,132,133,134,135,136 This trauma can lead to disconnecting from bodily sensations, disordered 
eating, eating disorders and a lifetime of body shame.137,138  “Weightism” is a community-level stressor 
along with poverty and racism. 

The term “obesity” is pathologizing while the term “body size” recognizes the natural diversity of 
humans.139,140,141,142 When considering the list of intersecting oppressions, “body size” should be included. 
Understanding our own internalized weight bias is just as important as understanding our internalized 
racism, sexism, ablism, classism, etc., in our quest for social justice.  
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