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I have lived with obesity my entire life.
Reconciling the size of my body with
society’s expectations has always been a
constant struggle for me, from childhood
until now. My personal comfort with my
body has fluctuated significantly, but at the
age of 43, I have developed a much kinder
and more compassionate relationship with
myself and my body.

by Elizabeth (Liz) Paul

This relationship grew, in part, from

the influence of the Health At Every

Size® (HAES) and Body Positivity
movements. Both HAES and Body Positivity
are variations of the Fat Acceptance
movement, which originated in the 1960s
and has steadily expanded over the years.
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By being my
own harshest

Both HAES and Body Positivity strive to eliminate weight

bias and stigma from both internal and external sources.

Body Positivity specifically focuses on healing one’s personal b uI I 9 . l d o n o
relationship with their body and fostering a positive, loving

perspective regardless of societal judgments regarding “ P

appearance, size, physical abilities, and so forth. It emphasizes QVO rs o r

cultivating a positive body image, which can be a liberating
concept, albeit challenging to practice consistently, especially | r
for those of us who grew up with negative body image and m 9 s e L] m g
societal stereotypes ingrained in our psyches. h o l d

HAES views weight from a public health standpoint and c | re n 9 o r
pushes back against weight bias and stigma, particularly weight

bias from healthcare professionals. It seeks to deemphasize m 9 l o ve d
weight-loss as a health goal. This too can be liberating for

many, particularly when people who live in larger bodies are

used to having medical concerns dismissed or explained away o n e s o

due to their size. So many people who live with obesity have

experienced shame or trauma from the medical community,
and I am certainly no exception there.

I first became aware of both of these movements about a
decade ago when I was a weight-loss blogger. I shared my
personal weight-loss journey in a public forum, and the
outcome of that had a negative impact on my mental health.
Even though I was having “success” at losing weight and
gaining a following online, I was struggling. The pressure of
public weight management made me

extra critical of my body and my pursuit of weight-loss
success. Despite projecting a positive image online, I
experienced overwhelming self-judgment, shame and distress,
especially during challenging phases along my weight-loss
journey.

What I didn't realize at the time, despite having experienced
it previously, was that obesity is a chronic, complex, and
multifaceted disease. Regardless of how hard I pushed and
fought for control over my body, I eventually reached a point
where I collided directly with the disease. No matter how
much willpower I exerted or how intensely I exercised, I
couldn’t continue losing weight.

Instead, [ started gaining weight. As troublesome as publicly
losing weight can be for your self-image, it is nothing like
gaining weight in a public forum. As the trolls came out of
the woodwork, my feelings of self-worth plummeted, and my
weight climbed — again.




It was a dark period in my life. Eventually, overwhelmed by shame, I
stopped blogging and set out to determine my next steps. As a failed
weight-loss blogger, the weight of my shame clung to me as stubbornly as
the pounds I had regained. It was during this time that I first became aware
of the Body Positivity movement. I didn’t have much love for myself, and

I sought solace through therapy and the support of caring friends. There
was no sudden “Aha” moment I experienced; instead, a gradual realization
unfolded that in order to be mentally well, I needed to accept my physical
body in all its variations and sizes. Dwelling in a state of guilt and shame
serves no purpose. It is not motivating or healthy, and it certainly doesn’t
exhibit self-kindness. By being my own harshest bully, I do no favors for
myself, my children or my loved ones.

Likewise, with HAES, I needed to take control of my health apart from my
weight. I needed to eat fruits and vegetables simply because I feel better
when I eat them, not because of what they might do for a number on the
scale. I need to move my body because my body feels better when I do. To
care about health doesn’t necessarily mean focusing on weight-loss.

I spent considerable time working on these things and my own mental
health in serious ways, decoupling my internalized weight bias from
the way I viewed myself and the world. I read a lot of books, listened to
podcasts and talked to friends. I went to therapy. I went camping and
swimming and learned about the ways my body is strong, even at my
size. And it was good, and I felt better. Except, something was missing.

wellness
r b t h The Body Positivity and HAES movements did
o r o m 9 important things for helping me reframe my

worldview. They gave me permission to take up
b o d a n d m space, as I am, no matter my size or shape. They
9 9 insist that I have worth exactly as [ am. For that,
o I am grateful for how they got me started on the

m ' n d . Th e 0 A C journey to where I am today.

o o o Nevertheless, both groups lacked something vital that I needed to

' n s l s t s t h at |t move forward into a healthier and more whole version of myself: real
understanding and treatment of the disease of obesity. Even as my mental
health and body image improved, and even as I learned to love myself

°
‘ s p e r“e ct | 9 regardless of a number on a scale, I still struggled with my physical

health. Despite the term “Health at Every Size,” no one seemed capable of
o k a t o a s k answering the question, “What do I do when I am not healthy at this size?”
9 From virtually any standpoint, I am not particularly healthy, and my weight
exacerbates, if not outright causes, most of my health concerns. I take

a n d s t r' i ve medications for high blood pressure and GERD, and I use a CPAP machine

nightly for sleep apnea. I am considered pre-diabetic. My knees always hurt

and they affect my mobility.
for that.

I find myself in the quandary that many people who live in larger bodies
have: how do I love myself as I am and still find a way to treat a disease that
makes me sick? I found no good answers in the Fat Acceptance world to
this dilemma, so I needed to look elsewhere.
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O A ABOUT THE OBESITY
ACTION COALITION (OAC)

The Obesity Action Codlition (OAC) is a National non-profit organization dedicated
to giving a voice to- individuals affected by obesity and helping them
along their journey toward better health. Our core focuses are to

elevate the conversation of weight and its impact on "\ YT
health, improve access to obesity care, provide X;@yvggg{wfgg

science-based education on obesity and its
treatments, and fight to eliminate weight

bias and discrimination. ]g
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PUBLIC
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The OAC knows that the journey with weight can be challenging
but we also know that great things happen when we learn,
connect and engage. That is why the OAC Community exists.

Our Community is designed to provide quality education, ongoing
support programs, an opportunity to connect, and a place to take
action on important issues.

Through the OAC Community,
you can get access to:
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JOIN TODAY: GO TO OBESITYACTION.ORG/JOIN

info@obesityaction.org @ObesityActionCodlition
(800) 717-3117 | (813) 872-7835 | Fax: (813) 873-7838 0 O g @ObesityAction
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