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OBJECTIVES
Weight bias is an important source of harm to people with obesity (PwO) and a barrier to progress in reducing its health impact. It
is common for the public to fault PwO for having the condition and to reject the idea that it is a medical problem rather than a
matter of choice. Prior research has shown that these attitudes are stronger in the U.K. than in the U.S.(1)

MATERIALS-METHODS
Random samples of 6,082 adults completed anonymous, voluntary online surveys in November 2017 and May 2020. Total
respondents were divided evenly between the two time periods, with each respondent answering only one question administered
randomly by Google Surveys. Participants indicated their agreement (using 5-point Likert scales) with one of three different
statements: that obesity is the fault of PwO, that it is not their fault, or that obesity is a problem because PwO are blamed for the
disease instead of receiving needed medical help.
To assess differences between the U.S. and the U.K. and over time, odds ratios were estimated using proportional odds
cumulative logit models. All models adjusted for gender and age in addition to country, year, and an interaction effect for country x
year.

Figure 1

Representative samples of U.S. and U.K. adults were obtained through Google Surveys in Nov 2017 and May 2020

RESULTS
The proportion of U.S. respondents who agree that obesity is the fault of PwO trended down from 31% to 25% (p=0.101). Among
U.K, respondents, that proportion trended down from 34% to 30% (p=0.283). For the reverse form of the question, the portion of
U.S. respondents agreeing that obesity is not the fault of PwO trended up from 11% to 16% (p=0.163). But in the U.K., the number
declined 16% to 15%, a change that was not statistically significant (p=0.307). When asked about a medical explanation for
obesity, the percent of U.S. respondents in agreement rose significantly, from 30% to 42% (p=0.001). But among U.K.
respondents, that percentage remained unchanged at 31%.

The proportion of U.S. respondents who agreed with a medical explanation for obesity in 2020 was significantly higher in the U.S.
than the U.K. (p=0.002). U.S. respondents were also more likely than U.K. respondents in 2020 to agree that obesity is not the
fault of people who have it (p=0.007).

Figure 2

Results demonstrate a significant shift in U.S. public perceptions about a medical narrative for obesity between 2017 and 2020.

Figure 3

Results indicate that no significant changes in U.K. public perceptions about a medical narrative for obesity occured between 2017 and 2020. In
2020, U.K. respondents were more likely than U.S. respondents to disagree with a medical narrative.

Figure 4

Results demonstrate that U.S. respondents were more likely than U.K. respondents to agree that obesity is not the fault of people who have it.

CONCLUSIONS
These data suggest that explicit bias to favor blaming PwO for their condition may be declining in the U.S. and that acceptance of
a medical narrative for obesity may be increasing. However, these changes are less evident in the U.K.
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