
Stigma in the media

Dr Stuart W. Flint

Senior Research Fellow in Public Health and Obesity

S.W.Flint@leedsbeckett.ac.uk; @DrStuartFlint

Disclosure: Applied Research Grant; Novo Nordisk

mailto:S.W.Flint@leedsbeckett.ac.uk


Australia (Bonfigioli et al., 2007); Germany (Hilbert & Ried, 2009); Canada (Glenn et al., 2012); USA (Puhl et al., 2013); UK (Flint et al., 2016)



• TV characters with obesity had fewer 
romantic relationships and friendship 
interactions

• Less likely than characters without obesity 
to have positive interactions with others. 

(Eisenberg et al., 2015; Greenberg et al., 2003)

• Fat jokes and derogatory portrayals are 
popular in common media.

• Acceptable to stigmatise body sizes 
(Heuer et al., 2011; Puhl & Brownell, 2001; Tischner & Malson, 2008).



Exposure to The Biggest Loser leads to: 

• People who are more concerned with weight 
watched more episodes 

• Increased dislike of people with overweight

• Increased anti-fat attitudes

• Stronger beliefs weight is controllable 

• Lower motivation to exercise
(Damoff et al. 2012; Yoo, 2012; Berry et al., 2013)

Reality TV programmes



Stigma of treatment
…and patients who have had treatment

• Limited understanding of 
weight loss surgery

• Oversimplistic and binary 
understandings of weight-
loss surgery

• Gendered narrative 

• Promotes weight stigma

(Glen et al, 2013)







Direct & indirect stigma

Individual focus

Blame

Moral condemnation

Internalisation

Reinforcement



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. 

“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).



UK Newspaper portrayal of obesity

“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).

• 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. 



Work collaboratively the media:

Many journalist societies state that their members should not: 

• produce material likely to lead to hatred or discrimination
• Stereotype people 
• examine the ways in which their values might shape their reporting





Summary 

• Media portrayal of obesity and weight loss (‘easy way-out’ treatment) 
treatment is stigmatising. 

• Portrayal reinforces messages of controllability of weight and personal 
responsibility.

• Caveat: HCP, Government, researchers & other have also engaged in 
weight stigma and offered misconceptions of obesity via the media
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