
By Rebecca Puhl, PhD

What is the difference between “stigma” and 
“discrimination?”

Weight stigma or bias generally refers to negative weight-
related attitudes toward an overweight or obese individual. 
These attitudes are often manifested by negative stereotypes 
(e.g., that obese persons are “lazy” or “lacking in willpower”), 
social rejection and prejudice. Weight stigma includes verbal 
teasing (e.g., name calling, derogatory remarks, being made fun 
of, etc.), physical aggression (e.g., hitting, kicking, pushing, 
shoving, etc.) and relational victimization (e.g., social exclusion, 
being ignored, avoided, or the target of rumors). 

Many obese individuals report being treated with less respect or 
courtesy than thinner persons and being called names or insults 
because of their weight. Thus, weight stigma can emerge in 
subtle forms, or it can be expressed directly.

Discrimination is distinct from stigma and negative attitudes, 
and specifi cally refers to unequal, unfair treatment of people 
because of their weight. For example, an obese person who 
is qualifi ed for a job but is not hired for the position because 
of his or her weight may have been the victim of weight 
discrimination. 

Other examples include being denied a job promotion or fi red 
from a job because of one’s weight; being denied certain 
medical procedures or provided inferior medical care because 
of one’s weight; or being denied a scholarship, a bank loan 
or prevented from renting or buying a home because of one’s 
weight. 

In each of these cases, the behaviors directed toward the obese 
individual depict inequitable treatment with no justifi able cause, 
and legal recourse may be an appropriate response in these 
situations.

How common is weight discrimination?

Given the social acceptability of negative attitudes toward 
obese individuals, it may not be surprising to learn that weight 
discrimination is common in the United States. 

In a recent study, we examined the prevalence of multiple forms 
of discrimination in a nationally representative sample of 2,290 
American adults and found that weight discrimination is common 
among Americans, with rates relatively close to the prevalence of 
race and age discrimination. 

Among women, weight discrimination was even more common 
than racial discrimination. Among all adults in the study, 
weight discrimination was more prevalent than discrimination 
due to ethnicity, sexual orientation and physical disability. 
Almost 60 percent of participants in our study who reported 
weight discrimination experienced at least one occurrence of 
employment-based discrimination, such as not being hired for a 
job. 

On average, a person’s chances of being discriminated against 
because of weight become higher as their body weight increases. 
In our study, 10 percent of overweight women reported weight 
discrimination, 20 percent of obese women reported weight 
discrimination and 45 percent of very obese women reported 
weight discrimination. 

Weight Discrimination: 
A Socially Acceptable Injustice

Obesity is highly stigmatized in our society. Overweight 
and obese individuals are vulnerable to negative bias, 
prejudice and discrimination in many different settings, 
including the workplace, educational institutions, 
healthcare facilities and even within interpersonal 
relationships. 

Unfortunately, weight bias remains very socially acceptable 
in North American culture; it is rarely challenged, and often 
ignored. As a result, thousands of obese individuals are at 
risk for unfair treatment, and there are few outlets available 
to provide support or protection.
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Rates for men were lower, with 3 percent of overweight, 
6 percent of obese and 28 percent of very obese men 
reporting weight discrimination. This fi nding also tells us 
that women begin experiencing weight discrimination at 
lower levels of body weight than men. 

What legal action can be taken for victims 
of weight discrimination?

Unfortunately, there are few legal options available 
for individuals who suffer weight discrimination. 
Currently, there are no federal laws that exist to prohibit 
discrimination based on weight. 

With the exception of one state law (Michigan) and a few 
local jurisdictions that address discrimination on the basis 
of weight or appearance (e.g., San Francisco), the vast 
majority of people who experience weight discrimination in 
the U.S. must pursue legal recourse through other indirect 
avenues. 

In particular, obese individuals have depended on the 
Rehabilitation Act of 1973 (RA) and the Americans with 
Disabilities Act of 1990 (ADA). Most cases fi led under 
these categories pertain to weight-based discrimination 
in employment settings, and only a few cases have been 
successful. In addition, whether it is appropriate for 
obesity to be considered a “disability” under the ADA is 
questionable and could perpetuate bias further. 

Overweight people who are not “morbidly obese” but who 
experience weight discrimination cannot fi le claims under 
the ADA because they are not considered disabled under 
this law. It places an unfair burden for individuals to prove 
that their obesity is debilitating and disabling in order to 
obtain fair and equitable treatment in the workplace. 

These unresolved issues, in addition to public perceptions 
that place blame on obese people, have led to inconsistent 
court rulings and often deter obese individuals from taking 
any legal action.

Clearly, legislation is badly needed to protect individuals 
from weight discrimination. Massachusetts recently 
introduced legislation (House Bill 1844) to prohibit weight-
based discrimination in employment settings. The hearing 
was held on March 25, 2008, with no opposition present at 
the hearing, and all expert testimonies were in favor of the 
bill. No decision has yet been made, but if this bill passes, 
it will be an important step in encouraging other states to 
follow suit. 

Reducing weight bias requires major shifts in societal 
attitudes, and national actions are needed to establish 
meaningful legislation to ensure that obese persons receive 
the equitable treatment they deserve.

Despite the increasing prevalence of 
obesity, it appears that incidences of weight 
discrimination are only becoming worse. 

In our research, we examined trends of 
weight discrimination throughout a 10 year 
period from 1995-2005 and found that 
the prevalence increased by 66 percent 
during this decade, from 7-12 percent of the 
general population. 

This finding was not a result of increasing 
obesity rates, but rather specifically 
demonstrates that more people are 
experiencing weight discrimination. 
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For more resources on weight bias, including 
fact sheets, handouts, research articles, 

assessment tools, and PowerPoint presentations, 
please visit www.yaleruddcenter.org.
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Yes! I would like to join the OAC’s efforts. 
I would like to join as a/an:

Name:          

Company:         

Address:         

City:       State:     Zip:     

Phone:      Email:      

Payment Information

Enclosed is my check (payable to the OAC) for $   .

Please charge my credit card for my membership fee:

  �Discover®   �MasterCard®  �Visa®   �Amex®

Credit Card Number:        

Expiration Date:     Billing Zip Code:    

   

Patient/Family Member: $20
Professional Member: $50
Physician Member: $100
Surgeon Member: $150
Institutional Member: $500 (Surgery centers,

     doctors’ offices, weight-loss centers, etc.)
OAC Chairman’s Council: $1,000 and up 

�
�
�
�
�

�

Mail to:       OAC 
         4511 North Himes Ave., Ste. 250 
         Tampa, FL 33614
Or Fax to:   (813) 873-7838 

Membership Application

OAC  Membership
Building a Coalition of those Affected 

About OAC Membership
The OAC is a grassroots organization and was created to 
bring together individuals impacted by the disease of obesity. 
One of the first steps to getting involved and making a differ-
ence is to become a member of the OAC. 

Membership allows the OAC to build a Coalition of individu-
als impacted, bringing a unified voice in obesity. These are 
the individuals that make up OAC’s membership:

Those who are currently struggling with their weight, 
whether obese or morbidly obese
Those who are seeking treatment for their obesity
Individuals who have successfully and/or 
unsuccessfully treated their obesity
Friends, coworkers and family members of patients
Professionals whose work is dedicated to those affected
Organizations that support efforts in obesity

You probably find yourself fitting into one of the categories 
above. This is because obesity affects just about every person 
in the U.S. and directly impacts more than 93 million Ameri-
cans. With this number continuing to grow, so must our voice. 
And that is where YOU become an important part in what the 
OAC strives to do.

•

•
•

•
•
•

Membership Categories and Benefits
The OAC wants YOU to be a part of what we do. No 
matter how you’re impacted, having individuals join our 
efforts who believe in making a difference is essential. That’s 
why the OAC offers various member categories, so you can 
get involved at your desired level. 

Several valuable benefits also accompany your OAC 
membership, including an annual subscription to OAC News. 
Each membership category offers something different. To 
learn more about membership benefits, please visit the OAC 
Web site at www.obesityaction.org. 

You can become a “Friend of the OAC” and still have your 
voice be heard. When joining the OAC in this category, 
you can get involved in our efforts while receiving elec-
tronic benefits. There is no charge to become a “Friend of 
the OAC.” To sign-up, check the box below and complete 
the application.  

Not  ready to join the OAC as a paid member?

� Sign me up as a “Friend of the OAC”
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