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Workshop objectives
1. Evidence of weight stigma in the UK

2. Settings where weight stigma and discrimination occurs.
3. Reasons why weight stigma exists

4. Practical strategies to reduce weight stigma and discrimination
5. Recognising weight stigma and discrimination in your workplace

Beliefs About Obese Persons scale
(BAOP; Allison et al., 1991)
Scoring instructions for the BAOP

Step 1: Multiply the response to the following items by -1 (i.e., reverse the direction of
scoring):
• Item1, Items 3 through Item 6, Item 8
Step 2: Sum the responses to all items.
Step 3: Add 24 to the value obtained in Step 2. This value is the BAOP score. Higher
numbers indicate a stronger belief that obesity is not under the obese person’s control.

(Flint et al., 2015)

Anti-fat attitudes and beliefs
 2380 UK adults aged 18-65 years.

- Participants aged 18-25 years report more anti-fat attitudes and beliefs

that obesity is more controllable than those aged 26-65 years.
- Males have more anti-fat attitudes than females.
- Participants of all BMI index groups report anti-fat attitudes
 Data suggests males aged 18-25 years, exercising 8 or more hours a
week, educated at degree level and have a normal weight BMI have the
most negative perceptions of obesity.

Settings and impacts
• Home (Puhl & Brownell, 2006)
• School (Puhl & Brownell, 2007)

• Exercise (Flint & Reale, 2016)
• Universities and academic events (Flint & Reale, 2014)

• Healthcare (Drury et al., 2002)
• Courtroom (Schvey et al., 2013)
• Workplace (Flint & Snooke, 2014)

(Flint et al., 2016)

Gender x Photo x Workplace
• 181 participants rated the suitability of candidates.
• Obese candidates are perceived as less suitable across all workplaces compared to
normal weight counterparts.

Why does weight stigma exist?
 Media

- Fat jokes and derogatory portrayals are popular in common UK media (Flint et
al. 2016).
A UK national newspaper article used the title “the fattest boy in the world weighs
16st aged 7” (Iggulden, 2007, p.32-33). This article begins by posing the question
“think British kids are getting a bit porky? Then take a look at this Russian tank”
(Iggulden, 2007, p.32-33). Within the report comparisons are made between the
boy’s weight and a baby elephant.

(Flint, Hudson & Lavallee, 2016)

UK Newspaper Portrayal of Obesity
• A sample of 312 (weekday: n = 208; weekend: n = 104) editions from 6
newspapers.
• Content analysis used to identify themes and patterns.
• 349 articles: 84 broadsheet, 265 tabloid.
• 5 second order themes identified.
• Obesity presented as controllable in 98% of articles.

(Flint, Hudson & Lavallee, 2016)

Stigmatising portrayal of obesity
• Evidence of stigmatising portrayals of obesity including fat jokes.
• Some articles suggest there is a divide in society and in doing so,
reinforce blame and stereotypes of obesity (i.e., lazy, gluttonous,
lacking self esteem and intellectually slow).

(Flint, Hudson & Lavallee, 2016)

Stigmatising portrayal of obesity (2)
“the only reason for interfering with
what fat people eat is how much it costs
the rest of us, perhaps we should leave
them alone. It’s well known that obesity
(and fatness) are associated with poor
education, poor housing, poor
employment or none, low expectations
and all the rest… you never see such
bloated people and trolleys in smart
supermarkets in rich areas. These days
you can easily tell people’s precise
socioeconomic bracket and body weight
by the content of their trolleys” (The
Sunday Times).

“we live in an “obesogenic” society,
which means – I think – that our
hospitals are full of morbidly obese
chavs with kettle chips poking out of
their nostrils, their vital organs
entombed in gallons of hydrogenated
blubber. People who cannot watch X
Factor without reaching for the KFC
Party Death Bucket; slabs of lard who
move only when the remote has
fallen down a crack in the sofa” (The
Sunday Times).

Implications

(Flint, Hudson & Lavallee, 2016)

• Media messages may be internalized and endorsed as personal beliefs.
• Newspapers show no evidence of condemning anti-fat attitudes and
behaviours directed towards overweight and obese people.
• The Society of Professional Journalists (2010) advocates the use of
non-stereotypical portrayal:
“avoid stereotyping by race, gender, age, religion, ethnicity, geography,
sexual orientation, disability, physical appearance or social status” (p. 1).

Weight stigma interventions…
• Anti-fat attitudes are robust to change (Flint et al., 2013)
- Educational interventions
- Evoking empathy
- Counter-conditioning
• Make use of image galleries that are non-stigmatising:
- Obesity Action Coalition: http://www.obesityaction.org/oac-image-gallery/
- World Obesity Federation : http://www.imagebank.worldobesity.org/

Communicating differently?
How we talk about obesity

History of ‘size’ in popular culture

Agenda setting in health
• Influence of news media on audience cognitions, attitudes and behaviour
(Wallington et al 2010; Finnegan & Viswanath, 2002; Zhou & Moy, 2007)
• ‘Fattertainment’ (Heuer, 2013; Fruh et al, 2016)

• Agenda setting and framing studies demonstrate how media stories
influence people and their prioritisation of issues
• News media critical intermediaries (Viswanath et al, 2008; Nelkin, 2001)
• What we are presented with matters
• How it is presented is important
• What images we associate with an issue or topic are vital

Media impressions

‘Headless fatties’
• On line news and images of obese people - Heuer et al (2011)
•
•
•
•

65% overweight or obese people
27% non-overweight
72% portrayed overweight people in a negative/stigmatizing manner
Significantly more likely to have their heads cut off; showing
stomach/abdomen; seen eating/drinking
• Less likely to be fully clothed, wearing professional clothing or exercising

• Framing in this way builds societal perceptions of obese persons and
reinforces prejudice and discrimination

Communication styles
• Terms and communication styles (Swift et al 2013)
• UK trainee health professionals
• Similar terms as obese people
• Euphemisms
• Chime with obese people’s preferences (unhealthy BMI, weight),
BUT
• Ambiguous
• Not clear
• Aim for greater:
• Clarity
• Collaborative discussion
• Training

Resistance to obesity messages
(Tench and Fawkes, 2014)
Research problem
•

•

To research year long anti-obesity campaign in Sheffield, UK.
Observing events, interviewing communications team and their audiences

Client aim
•

To identify resistance to obesity messages

Key publics
•

Information gatekeepers (coaches, teachers, parents, support workers)

Data gathering
•

•

•

Observation of events (30 hours)
Interviews with communications team (n6)
In depth interviews with audience members (n12)

How we create a context of resistance
As ‘practitioners’ (managers) our practice consists of:

habitus – the (often unconscious) routinised behaviours which
become prescriptive norms (e.g. why attending the event and
importance of the topic)
- Campaigners full of passion, attendees full of duty and compliance

capital – the attributes of social, economic and physical status
which reinforce social hierarchies (educational levels, roles)
field – the power dynamics, social networks and relationships
between the actors (culture ‘mono-culture’)

Summary
• The habitus of the audience members includes the ‘routinised’ nature of training
• The habitus of the communicators - includes a tendency to ‘groupthink’
• The silent resistance to one-sided messages
• The need to raise issues of personal guilt or discomfort, which can inhibit advicegiving
• “I left feeling guilty – looked at it from a work viewpoint but do take it
personally. I know I’m overweight and preaching to others – it doesn’t fit
comfortably.”
• Highlights resistance strategies, hidden assumptions, power between
senders/receivers

Task: recognising and intervening with weight
stigma
In small groups, please answer the following:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Have you experienced weight stigma?
How has this experience affected you or others?
Did anything happen?
How can we intervene with weight stigma?
Have you any positive experiences of ‘weight conversations?

