
 

Changing the terminology to 'people with
obesity' won't reduce stigma against fat
people
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The British Psychological Society is calling for changes for how we talk
about fatness, suggesting we should no longer use the phrase "obese
people," but instead, "people with obesity" or "people living with
obesity." 
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These changes are being proposed to recognize that fatness is not about 
personal choice and that fat shaming and fat stigma are harmful. 

But this suggested language change is based on the idea obesity is a
disease to be cured and fat people are not a natural part of the world.
This serves to reinforce stigma, rather than prevent it. 

How does stigma and shame affect fat people?

Fat stigma can harm people's physical health, mental health, and
relationships. 

Independent of body mass index (BMI), fat stigma increases blood
pressure, inflammation, and levels of cortisol in the body, due to the
activation of the fight or flight response. 

Fat stigma reduces self-esteem and increases depression. It isolates fat
people, making them less likely to engage with the world. It also impacts
on fat people's relationships with family, colleagues, and friends. 

People around the world, and of all ages, hold negative attitudes about
fatness and fat people. In a study in the United States, for example, more
than one-third of the participants reported: "one of the worst things that
could happen to a person would be for [them] to become obese." 

How terminology reinforces stigma

While many people are uncomfortable with the term fat, fat activists
prefer the term. They see it as both as an act of rebellion—to adopt a
word that has been wielded against them—but also because they argue
it's the most appropriate word to describe their bodies. 

To be overweight implies there is a natural weight to be; that within

2/4

https://medicalxpress.com/tags/personal+choice/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/fat+stigma/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/language+change/
https://medicalxpress.com/tags/stigma/
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0022103113002047
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0022103113002047
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/oby.20789
https://psycnet.apa.org/record/2014-30548-004
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1038/oby.2006.208
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1038/oby.2005.105
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0277953611005284
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0277953611005284
https://journals.lww.com/advancesinnursingscience/fulltext/2004/10000/obesity,_stigma,_and_civilized_oppression.6.aspx
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC2915811/
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1038/oby.2006.208
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S027795361500074X
https://www.journals.uchicago.edu/doi/abs/10.1086/659309
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25658623?dopt=Abstract
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/20106576?dopt=Abstract
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S1471015314000476


 

human diversity, we should all be the same proportion of height and
weight. 

Obesity is a medical term that has pathologized the fat body. The British
Psychological Society's acknowledgment that rather than saying "obese
people," we should call them "people with obesity" reinforces that 
obesity is a disease; a chronic illness people suffer from. 

The British Psychological Society's desire to shift to person-first
language is understandable. Person-first, or people-first, language is an
attempt to not define people primarily by their disease, or disability, or
other deviating factor. 

Person-first language recognizes people as individuals with rights to
dignity and care, and puts the person, rather than their "condition," first. 

But others have argued person-first language attempts to erase, deny, or
ignore the aspect of the person that isn't "normal," and reinforces that
there is something shameful or dehumanizing about their disability or
disease. 

They promote identity-first language, which allows people to take pride
in who they are, rather than separating a person from that aspect of
themselves. 

The problem with person-first language, they argue, is that those
identities are stigmatized. But without the stigma, there would be no
concern with calling someone a disabled person, for instance, rather than
a person with disabilities. 

So what should we do?

The best approach, especially for health-care professionals, is to ask
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people what they prefer their designation to be. 

And for the rest of us, to acknowledge that what an individual wants to
be called or how they want to talk about their experiences is up to them,
not us. If a fat person wants to call themselves fat, it is not up to non-fat
people to correct them. 

Shifting the language we use to talk about fatness and fat people can
reduce fat stigma. But continuing to frame fatness as a disease is not a
helpful contribution. 

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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