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Only 10% of People with Obesity 
Get Help from Medical Professionals

Source: Stokes et al, 2018
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Bias and Stigma Drive the 
Dominant Role for DIY Obesity Care

Bias: a lack of objectivity

• About obesity itself

• Toward people living with obesity 

Stigma: devaluation of a person

• Self stigma results when people 
repeatedly encounter bias

• People internalize the bias they 
experience and devalue themselves

• Self-stigma impairs health



Bias and Stigma Cause Real Harm

Pathways from 
stress to obesity

Source: Tomiyama, 2019, Ann Rev Psych 



Implicit Bias Has Grown, Even as 
Explicit Bias Became Unacceptable

Explicit bias no longer 
goes unnoticed, but 
implicit bias is sneaky 
and prevalent



Because of Bias in Healthcare,
People with Obesity Avoid It

"Let’s confront the elephant in the room. 
Healthcare policy should promote personal 
responsibility, rather than encourage free 
riders. In America we are free to overeat 
and under-exercise but we have no right to 
make innocent bystanders pay for the 
consequences.“

– Marilyn M. Singleton, MD, JD 
Past President, Association of American Physicians and Surgeons 
Jan 11, 2020

Elephants, photograph by Patrick Bouquet, CC-BY-NC-ND 2.0



Implicit Bias Is 
So Common That It Goes Unnoticed

Woman’s Head and Hand, painting by Pablo Picasso / WikiArt

Medicine, in particular, has 
to speak up and say that 
there are going to be 
consequences if you are 
morbidly obese.

“

”



Because of Bias in Healthcare,
People with Obesity Avoid It



Many Health Advocates Have 
Long Built Implicit Bias Into Their Messaging
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Insurance and Health Systems Keep 
People Away from Medical Obesity Care

Financial Issues

• Spotty and limited coverage

• Discriminatory procedures and 
financial penalties

• High costs

Systemic Issues

• Constrained capacity for care

• Few trained providers

• Limited drug supplies



Seeking Treatment 
for Obesity Is Often Stigmatized



As with Diabetes, Self-Care 
for Obesity Is Essential but Not Sufficient

"Rich people get Ozempic, 
poor people get body positivity"



The Result 
Is Widening Health Disparities



In Summary

• DIY obesity care has long been 
the dominant paradigm

• Because both obesity and its 
treatment are widely and 
implicitly stigmatized

• Self-care is important

• But is not adequate for 
overcoming obesity

Rose and Amélie, painting by Edvard Munch / WikiArt
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