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Obesity Research

• Obesity is a chronic condition, similar to diabetes or high blood pressure, which is 
characterized by abnormal or excessive fat accumulation that impairs health.

• Obesity should be diagnosed by a qualified health professional using clinical tests 
and measures beyond BMI.

• BMI is not an indicator of health.

• Obesity management is about improving health and wellbeing, and not simply 
reducing numbers on the scale.

• Healthy behaviours are important regardless of weight.

• Weight is not a behaviour.

• Weight stigma increased morbidity and mortality.





• Public health messages that 
oversimplify obesity as a lifestyle/ 
behavioural risk factor can 
contribute to weight bias attitudes 
and obesity stigma.

• Using stigma to encourage 
behaviour change is not an 
evidence-based strategy.



Media framing of obesity places more emphasis 
on individual responsibility and may contribute 

to a culture of weight bias and stigma 

Atanasova D, Koteyko N. Obesity frames and 
counter-frames in British and German online 
newspapers. Health (London). 2016.



• Widespread narrative that obesity is caused 
by unhealthy eating and lack of exercise leads 
to social judgments about individuals with 
obesity

• Not evidence-based narrative

• Moralizing weight silences and shames 
individuals living with obesity



• Obesity is a burden to society 
versus people with obesity are a 
burden to society

• War on obesity versus war on 
people with obesity



Journal of Health Communication, 16:976–987, 2011

Health Psychology: 2014, Vol. 33, No. 2, 197–200

Portrayal of Persons with Obesity

• 72% of persons with overweight and obesity portrayed negatively
• Heads cut out of photos
• Persons showed from the side or the rear
• Persons portrayed with only their abdomens or lower bodies
• Persons portrayed partially clothed (e.g. bare stomachs showing)

• Exposure to negative visual portrayals of persons with obesity contributes to 
weight bias attitudes



What can we do to change the obesity 
narrative in public health and the media?
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Changing the Obesity Narrative

Examine core beliefs, values, 
assumptions, practices, relationships, 
language and images that contribute 

to weight bias and stigma



We must change our narrative that obesity is a 
lifestyle/behaviour choice

Weight is not a behaviour. Rather it is influenced by 
behaviours and many other factors that can be 

beyond an individual’s control. 



Changing Our Narrative

• Consider the complexity of obesity as a 
chronic disease and peoples’ lived 
experiences

• Work with obesity experts and persons 
living with obesity to contextualize 
media stories 

• Narratives from people with obesity can 
be powerful, but there can be a personal 
cost for those that speak up



Changing the Portrayal of Obesity 

• Promote body size diversity in media 
stories

• Draw from online image banks available at:
• http://www.obesitynetwork.ca/image-

bank-child-youth
• http://www.uconnruddcenter.org/vide

o-library
• http://www.imagebank.worldobesity.or

g/

• Adopt people-first language in stories 
about obesity

http://www.obesitynetwork.ca/image-bank-child-youth
http://www.uconnruddcenter.org/video-library
http://www.imagebank.worldobesity.org/


www.obesitynetwork.ca/images-bank

• Avoid photographs that place 
unnecessary emphasis on excess weight 
or that isolate an individual’s body parts 

• Avoid pictures that show individuals 
from the neck down (or with face 
blocked) for anonymity 

• Avoid images with unnecessary exposure 
of skin 

• Avoid photographs that perpetuate a 
stereotype



THANK YOU

www.obesitynetwork.ca

@CanObesityNet

Facebook.com/CONRCO

http://www.obesitynetwork.ca/

