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Objectives

Discuss obesity 
stigma and its 

effects on 
medical learners

1

Explain strategies 
to reduce weight 
bias, stigma and 
shame amongst 

learners

2



“Stop Sugarcoating It, 
Georgia” Campaign

"It has to be harsh. If it's not, nobody's going to listen," says …, vice 
president of Children's Healthcare of Atlanta, the pediatric 
hospital running the campaign. -NPR(1/9/12)



Descriptive Terms

Dehumanizing Belittling

Humiliating Stigmatizing

Strategic/Intentional



Physician Labels for Patients with Obesity

Puhl, et. Al, Obesity, 2009. Huizinga, et. Al, Obesity, 2010

Low Self-esteem 

Reduced health

Reduced sexual attractiveness

Weak-willed

SloppyLazyAwkwardUnattractive

Ugly

Noncompliant

Hostile

Dishonest

Poor hygiene

Decreased medication adherence

Lack self-control

Less intelligent
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2021 IAT-Weight Results
• 175+ preclinical medical students and explored their reflections when confronted with 

their own unconscious bias
• Completed Harvard Implicit Association Test-weight
• ~500 word reflection & Completed Qualitative Analysis (Adapted from Dr. Thomas Sherman-Georgetown)

Unpublished data, student reflections, 2018-2023; Essel, K, et. Al, Teaching & Learning Medicine, 2022



National Sample of 4732 Medical Students

67% Explicit Bias
74% Implicit Bias

                                  Phelan, et. al, Obesity, 2014





1. Increase personal & 
collegial awareness (i.e. IAT-

weight)

2. Train Staff & Colleagues

3. Incorporate personal 
narratives & experiential 

learning opportunities into 
training

4. Recognize the complexity 
of the disease of obesity

5. Respect autonomy of 
patient

Haqq, AM., et. al, Child Obesity, 2021;  Rubino, et. al, Nature Medicine, 2020; Kirk, SFL, et. al, Canadian Adult 
Obesity Guidelines, 2020; Alberga, et. al, Clin Obesity, 2016; MacInnis, C., et. al, Stigma & Health, 202010 Mitigation Strategies for Medical Trainees
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The person with obesity has….
               Vs.
     The obese person has….. 
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Obesity Action Coalition
https://www.obesityaction.org/get-educated/public-resources/oac-image-gallery/

Obesity Canada
https://obesitycanada.ca/resources/image-bank/

Rudd Center
https://uconnruddcenter.org/media-gallery

World Obesity Federation
https://www.worldobesity.org/resources/image-bank

European Association for the Study of Obesity Obesity Federation
https://easo.org/media-portal/obesity-image-bank/
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We pledge
• To treat individuals with overweight and obesity with dignity
and respect.
• To refrain from using stereotypical language, images, and
narratives that unfairly and inaccurately depict individuals
with overweight and obesity as lazy, gluttonous, and lacking
willpower or self-discipline.
• To encourage and support educational initiatives aimed at
eradicating weight bias through dissemination of current
knowledge of obesity and body-weight regulation.
• To encourage and support initiatives aimed at preventing
weight discrimination in the workplace, education, and
healthcare settings.

Rubino, et. al, Nature Medicine, 2020

Joint international consensus statement for
ending stigma of obesity



Q & A



Clinical Public Health Summit Highlighted on NPR

● https://www.npr.org/sections/health-
shots/2023/01/31/1152491692/scant-obesity-training-in-medical-school-
leaves-docs-ill-prepared-to-help-patien
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