SCIENCE SUMMARY

Size Discrimination Harms the Health of the Nation

Weight Bias and Eating Disorders

Effects of weight discrimination lead to worse emotional and physical health, increasing the risk of
eating disorders, poor mental health, unhealthy weight gain, and mortality.

American women who belonged to a national weight-loss organization and believed that weight-
based stereotypes were true reported more frequent binge eating in response to stigmatizing
experiences compared with those who reported stereotypes to be false. This study’s findings
challenge the idea that discrimination and stigma may motivate people to lose weight.

Among people with binge eating disorder, internalized weight bias and discrimination were
associated with worse impairment of physical and mental health in a study of treatment seeking
adults.

A study of men and women who were labeled as overweight or obese found that experiencing
negative assumptions and harassment about their weight in interpersonal relationships increased
risk of depressive symptoms, eating disorders, and low self-esteem.

Weight Bias and Children

Children’s health, well-being, and academic achievement are harmed by weight bias, increasing the
risk of childhood obesity and eating disorders.

The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention documented multiple ways in which weight bias can
affect childhood obesity rates, eating disorder rates, and body image. Researchers examined
different settings for weight discrimination, from bullying and teasing at school to bias from
healthcare workers, education systems, and employers after childhood.

In a study of K-12 teachers' perceptions of students' academic ability and willingness to work hard,
teachers perceived students labeled overweight or obese more poorly compared to thinner peers
despite comparable objective tests of academic performance. These findings suggest there

are disparities in quality of education available to children labeled as overweight or obese due to
weight bias among educators.
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“Children need adults to advocate for them and to fight against weight bias, especially as
new interventions are developed. Although the effects of weight bias are not as well known,
the consequences are just as serious as excessive weight is on the welfare of the child”
(Kenney et al., 2017).

Weight Bias and Employment Discrimination

Size discrimination affects multiple aspects of employment, from the start of the hiring process to
salaries and promotion.

A literature review of 53 studies shows consistent evidence of weight bias against people who are
considered overweight. This review included evidence of five types of employment discrimination
due to weight, including negative weight- and appearance-related stereotypes of workplace abilities
and perceptions of likelihood of achievement in a challenging work setting. People labeled as
overweight were subject to unequal treatment in the workplace and faced barriers to employment,
promotion, and occupational success due to weight bias.

Weight Bias and Public Opinion
Americans show strong support for laws and policies for protection against size discrimination.

The majority of Americans express public support for the government having specific laws and
policies in place to prohibit weight discrimination. Americans showed strongest support for laws
and policies that would prohibit employers and companies from employment and promotion denial
as well as wage reduction based on weight.
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