
 

 

Societal prejudice against obesity is widespread, even toward chil-
dren and adolescents. Given the high rates of childhood obesity and 
the expected continued increase of overweight among youth, there 
is considerable reason to be concerned about the vulnerability of so 
many children to the negative consequences of weight bias and 
stigma. These consequences may have immediate and long-term 
effects on their well-being. 
 
How is weight bias experienced by youth? 
 
In general, weight bias refers to weight-related attitudes and beliefs 
that are expressed as stereotypes, rejection and prejudice toward 
children and adolescents because they are overweight or obese.  
 
Youth who are overweight are vulnerable to multiple forms of 
weight bias. Often, these children encounter verbal teasing by peers 
(such as name calling, derogatory remarks, being made fun of), 
physical bullying (such as hitting, kicking, pushing, shoving), and 
social exclusion (such as being ignored or avoided, excluded from 
peer activities or the target of rumors).  
 
Thus, some expressions of weight bias are more subtle, whereas 
other attitudes are expressed in a direct and public manner. Very 
often, children face these obstacles on a daily basis. 
 
Who are the sources of weight bias toward youth? 
 
Not surprisingly, peers are frequent critics of obese children, and 
school is a common setting where weight bias occurs. Research 
shows that negative attitudes toward obese children begin as early 
as preschool age, from three to five years old. Preschoolers report 
that their overweight peers are mean and less desirable playmates 

compared to non-overweight children, and they believe that over-
weight children are mean, stupid, ugly, unhappy, lazy and have few 
friends.  
 
As children enter elementary school, attitudes become worse, with 
children reporting that obese peers are ugly, selfish, lazy, stupid, 
dishonest, socially isolated and subject to teasing. In contrast, non-
overweight children are described as being clever, healthy, attrac-
tive, kind, happy, socially popular and a desirable playmate.  
 
A concerning consequence of these attitudes and stereotypes is peer 
victimization, such as teasing and bullying. Obese children are 
highly susceptible to victimization from peers. Studies indicate that 
about 1/3 of overweight girls and 1/4 of overweight boys report 
being teased by peers at school.  
 
In addition, among those children who have the highest level of 
obesity, rates increase to approximately 60 percent of girls and boys 
who report peer victimization. This problem has become so perva-
sive that research now shows that future peer victimization can be 
predicted by a child’s weight.  
 
In addition to bias from peers in the classroom or on the schoolyard, 
obese youth are also vulnerable to negative attitudes from teachers. 
As an example, one study that surveyed teacher attitudes found that 
some teachers believed that obese persons are untidy, more emo-
tional, less likely to succeed at work and more likely to have family 
problems.  
 
Forty-six percent of teachers agreed that obese persons are undesir-
able marriage partners for non-obese people. One can imagine that 
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such attitudes could influence teaching practices with obese stu-
dents.  

Other research has demonstrated that educators report lower ex-
pectations for overweight students than normal weight across a 
variety of performance areas, and that physical educators per-
ceive overweight students to have worse social, reasoning, physi-
cal, and cooperation abilities than non-overweight students. Thus, 
it is important to recognize that teachers are not immune to socie-
tal attitudes and may perpetuate bias unintentionally or through 
differential treatment of overweight students.  

An unexpected source of weight stigma toward youth is parents. 
Several large studies have examined weight-based teasing and 
victimization in adolescents, and show that parental bias is com-
mon.  

For example, in one study, weight-based teasing by family mem-
bers was reported by as many as 47 percent of overweight girls 
and 34 percent of overweight boys. Our own research indicates 
that family members are often reported as the most frequent 
sources of weight bias.  

My colleagues and I studied experiences of weight stigmatization 
and sources of bias in a sample of over 2,400 overweight and 
obese adult women. These women reported family members to be 
the most frequent source of stigma, with 62 percent reporting that 
family members had stigmatized them on multiple occasions be-
cause of their weight. Mothers and fathers were frequently re-
ported in descriptions of their worst stigmatizing experiences. 

What are the consequences of weight bias for youth? 

Taken together, children face weight bias from multiple sources – 
from peers, educators and even parents. The impact of weight 
bias on children is significant, and has negative consequences for 
their psychological, social and physical health.  

Studies show that overweight and obese children who are victim-
ized because of their weight are more vulnerable to depression, 
anxiety, lower self-esteem and poor body image. In addition, 
some research has found that obese youth who are victimized by 
their peers are two to three times more likely to engage in suici-
dal thoughts and behaviors than overweight children who are not 
victimized.  

Weight bias also has consequences for children’s social relation-
ships. Obese children are rejected more often by their peers than 
non overweight students. They are more likely to be socially iso-
lated, and are less likely to be nominated by their peers as friends 
than non-overweight students.  

Finally, weight bias can lead to impairments in children’s physi-
cal health. Several studies have demonstrated that weight bias 
leads to unhealthy eating behaviors. For example, overweight 
girls and boys who are targets of frequent weight-teasing are 
more likely to engage in unhealthy weight control and binge eat-
ing behaviors than overweight girls and boys who were not 
teased about their weight.  

There is also evidence to suggest that obese children are less 
likely to engage in physical activity because of weight stigma. 

Parents have a critical role to play in reducing bias and improving the 
lives of overweight children. The following suggestions highlight paren-
tal strategies that can be helpful toward these goals. 

1. Increase awareness of personal attitudes
about weight.
As a parent, it’s important to become aware of your own weight-
based assumptions, as these are often communicated to children –
even if unintentionally. Here are some questions to consider:

• Do I make assumptions based on a person’s weight about their
character, intelligence, or lifestyle?

• What are my views about the causes of obesity? Does this af-
fect my attitudes toward obese persons?

• What are common stereotypes about obese persons? Do I be-
lieve these to be true or false? Why?

2. Use sensitive and appropriate language about weight.
Children are very perceptive of parental attitudes. Thus, it’s impor-
tant for parents to avoid making negative comments about their own
or other people’s weight in front of their child. Avoid making nega-
tive associations with being overweight (e.g., that overweight people
are lazy), and be careful not to use pejorative terms to describe body
weight. Talk to your child to learn what words they feel comfortable
using when talking about weight.

3. Intervene to reduce weight-based teasing.
Parents need to look for signs of peer harassment, teasing, or victimi-
zation if their child is overweight. It’s important for parents to talk to
children if there is a problem and to find ways to intervene and pro-
vide support in dealing with these difficult experiences.

4. Increase awareness of weight bias at school.
Parents can be powerful advocates of change in schools. It can be
helpful to talk to teachers or the principal in your child’s school to
promote awareness of weight bias. You have the right to express
your concerns about this problem and to ask what the school can do
to address bias and promote weight tolerance.

5. Find role models to build confidence and self-esteem.
It is important for children to see examples of positive role models
who aren’t thin. Teach your child that overweight individuals can be
successful and accomplish important goals. Look for examples of
individuals who challenge common weight-based stereotypes, and
share these with your child.

6. Emphasize health rather than thinness.
Most parents of overweight children want their child to lose weight.
But be sure that your focus is on your child’s health – and not just on
their appearance or how much they weigh, which can place added
pressure on your child and communicate that health is not as impor-
tant as appearance.

What can parents do to  
help reduce weight bias? 
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For example, weight bias expressed by physical education teachers 
leads overweight students to avoid participating in physical educa-
tion classes.   

Some research has also found that weight bias can negatively im-
pact cardiovascular health outcomes in youth. A recent study found 
that adolescents who reported unfair treatment because of their 
physical appearance had higher blood pressure, even after account-
ing for typical determinants of blood pressure including body 
weight, gender, race, physical activity, posture, consumption and 
mood.   

These consequences of weight bias can substantially reduce a 
child’s quality of life. Not surprisingly, research shows that obese 
youth have much lower scores on quality of life compared to non-
obese children, including physical health, psychosocial health, emo-
tional and social well-being and school functioning. This research 
concluded that obese children have a quality of life comparable to 
children with cancer. 
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The Obesity Action Coalition (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 
health, improve access to obesity care, provide 
science-based education on obesity and its 
treatments, and fight to eliminate weight 
bias and discrimination.

ABOUT THE OBESITY 
ACTION COALITION (OAC)

JOIN TODAY:  GO TO OBESITYACTION.ORG/JOIN
info@obesityaction.org 

(800) 717-3117 | (813) 872-7835 | Fax: (813) 873-7838
@ObesityActionCoalition
@ObesityAction

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. 


