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Examination of Effects of Personal Body Weight on Attitudes Toward Others of Varying 

Body Weights 

 Body weight is an important topic that is a concern for almost everyone. Being 

overweight affects all aspects of oneÕs health, with possibilities of causing social and 

psychological problems as well as physical problems (Hare, Price, Flynn, & King, 2000).  

Having an abnormal body weight is also associated with socioeconomic status; those who 

are overweight tend to be of a lower social class than individuals of normal body weight 

(Sobal & Stunkard, 1989). While obesity is becoming more prevalent in the United States 

(Evans, 2003), attitudes toward overweight people continue to be negative (Polinko & 

Popovich, 2001). Several studies examine the possible causes of these attitudes and 

stereotypes and the differences in attitudes found in various groups of people (Evans, 

2003; Glenn & Chow, 2002; Hare, et al., 2000; Polinko & Popovich, 2001; Puhl & 

Brownell, 2003; Puhl, Schwartz, & Brownell, 2005). 

 Overweight people are often considered to have various negative traits such as 

being ugly, lazy, unintelligent, immoral, dishonest, and many others (Glenn & Chow, 

2002; Polinko & Popovich, 2001; Puhl & Brownell, 2003; Puhl, et al., 2005). Overweight 

people are discriminated against more often than those with other physical abnormalities 

(Glenn & Chow, 2002). The discrimination that overweight people face occurs in many 

aspects of the individualÕs life. A common place for many types of discrimination is the 

workplace. Overweight people find it more difficult to obtain jobs, especially jobs that 

require physical activity or require the applicant to represent the company in a visible 

way (Polinko & Popovich, 2001). Companies will often choose to hire a person who is of 
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normal body size over an overweight person, when both individuals have equal skills 

necessary for the job (Puhl & Brownell, 2003).  

 Unfortunately, another area of discrimination for overweight people occurs in the 

healthcare arena (Puhl & Brownell, 2003). Discrimination toward overweight people by 

medical personnel causes these patients to discontinue, put off, or avoid medical care 

(Puhl & Brownell, 2003; Puhl, et al., 2005). Similarly, fitness professionals have also 

been found to discriminate against overweight clients (Hare, et al., 2000). In a survey that 

was sent to fitness professionals, it was found that the majority of the professionals felt 

that obesity was caused by controllable factors and that most obese people could lose 

weight (Hare, et al., 2000). While this may be true in part, there are many other aspects of 

body size that are not necessarily controllable by the individual alone, such as genetics 

(Bessenoff & Sherman, 2000). Although obesity is often caused by these uncontrollable 

factors, discrimination of overweight people is often found in education as well. Teachers 

often treat overweight children differently than normal weight individuals, and colleges 

are at times discriminatory in their acceptance of overweight individuals (Puhl & 

Brownell, 2003). A study by Crandall (1995) found that even parents discriminate against 

their own children based on body weight in areas such as providing financial support for 

college. 

 There are theories about what causes people to hold these stereotypes and 

discriminate against overweight people. Stigmas are created as people attempt to identify 

a cause for something that appears to be abnormal (Puhl & Brownell, 2003). With 

obesity, the cause is often determined to be factors under the control of the obese person. 

This relates to the Òjust world biasÓ in which oneÕs own actions play a major role in the 
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circumstances that occur in oneÕs life (Puhl & Brownell, 2003). This leads to beliefs that 

the situations a person experiences are a direct result of the choices and actions taken by 

that individual. While this is sometimes the case, there are many circumstances in life 

that are beyond the control of anyone here on earth. These situations are not taken into 

consideration in the Òjust world biasÓ as it is believed that everything that occurs in life is 

fair and deserved. When one uses the Òjust world biasÓ in relation to obesity, it is 

assumed that the reason individuals are overweight is the result of their own choices and 

behaviors. This kind of thinking leads people to believe that overweight people are lazy, 

self indulgent, and the many other negative characteristics associated with the stereotypes 

for obese people. Putting the blame entirely on the overweight individual leaves those 

holding the stereotypes guilt-free because they believe their attitudes are justified (Puhl & 

Brownell, 2003). To many people, obesity is simply a problem of consuming excess 

calories or not participating in sufficient physical activity to balance the caloric intake, 

however this belief does not take into account the numerous overweight people who diet 

and exercise often and maintain their status as overweight (Glenn & Chow, 2002). 

 Attitudes toward overweight people can also be explained by the perceived social 

consensus model as done in a study by Puhl, et al. (2005). This model states that attitudes 

can be changed based on what a person thinks that other peopleÕs attitudes are on the 

subject. In this particular study, participants were asked to rate the percentage of obese 

people they thought had the various positive and negative traits listed in the Obese 

Persons Trait Survey. Information was provided to the participants at a later time 

describing the supposed differences in the responses of other people, either validating the 

participantÕs responses or describing the responses of others as opposite to the 
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participantÕs answers. The participant was then asked to retake the survey, and the 

differences between the initial survey and the second survey were examined. It was found 

that attitudes could be manipulated based on the participantÕs perceptions of the attitudes 

of others (Puhl, et al., 2005). People tend to change their beliefs and attitudes toward 

stereotyped groups based on their beliefs of the attitudes of others in the population. 

 Puhl and Brownell (2003) describe a similar theory known as Social Identity 

Theory. This theory explains that individuals place themselves into groups within the 

population with whom they identify. Other individuals who cannot be identified as 

members of the group are thought of as inferior. Stereotypes occur as the traits of one or 

two people in the inferior group are used to describe all members of the inferior group 

(Puhl & Brownell, 2003). Overweight people are then placed into one of these categories 

and the characteristics of a few are used to describe all overweight people with traits such 

as self-indulgent, unhealthy, and insecure.  

 It is important to do more than identify how a problem arises; researchers must 

also investigate ways to use these theories to bring about a change. It has already been 

discussed that obesity is becoming more prevalent in the United States, but this does not 

change the attitudes that people have regarding overweight individuals (Puhl & Brownell, 

2003). There has been some research into ways in which these stereotypes can be 

reduced. One of the most popular attempts at reducing stigmas toward overweight 

individuals is to educate groups (children, medical students, fitness professionals, etc) on 

the uncontrollable factors of obesity (Hare, et al., 2000; Puhl & Brownell, 2003; Puhl, et 

al., 2005). While on occasion, education has been shown to improve attitudes toward 

obese people, this approach has been the most useful for medical students and doctors 
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(Puhl, et al., 2005). Education has not shown significant results in changing the attitudes 

of fitness professionals (Hare, et al., 2000) or children (Puhl & Brownell, 2003).  

 The study done by Puhl, et al. (2005) on perceived social consensus used several 

approaches to change the attitudes of participants toward overweight people. They found 

significant indication that attitudes can change based on what a person perceives the 

attitudes of others to be for the same social group. They realized that education regarding 

the factors of obesity that cannot be controlled does not necessarily change attitudes 

toward obesity. However, providing information about research into the actual traits of 

overweight people does help to change the attitudes of participants to match that of the 

information given (Puhl, et al., 2005). In other words, in order to make people think that a 

person is kind, active, honest, and other good traits, people must be provided with 

information on research or social consensus that describes that particular group as having 

individuals who are usually kind, active, and honest. The attitudes people have do not 

appear to be a result of knowledge of the actual traits they have observed in all 

overweight people. Instead individuals see or hear about one overweight person who has 

certain negative traits and then associates these traits to all overweight people.  

Evans (2003) further explains how participantÕs attitudes can be changed. Evans 

showed participants pictures of an attractive female. She then provided the participants 

with information of survey results about the life satisfaction of thin people as either most 

satisfied or least satisfied in comparison to other body size groups. The participants were 

also given information that the model they had seen either agreed with the survey results 

based on her own life or disagreed with the results from her own experience of life 

satisfaction. Evans (2003) then measured the participantÕs attitudes regarding body 
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weight. She found that the most significant attitude changes were observed when the 

survey results were supported by the experience of the female model herself. 

 Given this knowledge that attitudes toward people of different body weights can 

be changed by providing factual information on the actual traits and life satisfaction of 

the people in a particular weight category, there is reason to believe that people of each 

weight category will be more understanding of the traits of others in their same weight 

category. If participants are able to change their attitudes based on information they 

receive about the experiences of others, there attitudes should also be different based on 

their own life experiences. This approach has not received much attention in research. 

There were no studies found that took into account the participantÕs own weight and how 

it particularly affected their attitudes toward others. While a few studies have examined 

information regarding the body size of the participants, the focus was not on how that 

body size affected their perceptions, but was used in other aspects of the research (Puhl, 

et al., 2005). Puhl and Brownell (2003) reviewed research on body weight stigmas and 

described a need to examine the level of stigmatization that overweight people show 

toward other overweight individuals.  

 The attempt of this study is to examine the effects that oneÕs own body size has on 

the attitudes toward others of similar and different body sizes. Participants will be shown 

a picture of a normal weight woman and a picture of an overweight woman based on 

Body Mass Index (BMI). The participants will then be asked to use a Likert scale to rate 

the individuals in each of the pictures based on the ten positive and ten negative traits 

used in the Obese Person Trait Survey (OPTS) (Puhl, et al., 2005). The BMI of the 

participants will also be calculated to determine how the participantÕs own body weight 
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relates to their attitudes toward similar and different body weights. It is believed that 

individuals will rate other individuals who are of similar body size to their own as having 

more desirable qualities than individuals who are of a different body size.  

Method 

Participants 

 Forty-seven students (29 females and 14 males, mean age 23.5 years) from 

general psychology courses participated in this study. Fourteen participants were 

overweight or obese (BMI over 25) and thirty participants were underweight or normal 

weight (BMI under 24.9). Three participants did not respond to demographic information. 

The participants volunteered to be in the study and received course credit for their 

participation. 

Design 

 A 2 (Body Mass Index category) x 2 (picture: overweight and normal weight) x 2 

(valence: positive traits and negative traits) repeated measures factorial was used. The 

size of the participant was a quasi experimental independent variable and the size of the 

person pictured was an experimental independent variable. Dependent variables were the 

ratings given for certain traits associated with the person in the picture. 

Questionnaire 

 The survey used was a modified version of the Obese Persons Trait Survey 

(OPTS) (Puhl, et al., 2005). In this survey there are ten positive (honest, generous, 

sociable, humorous, etc.) and ten negative traits (lazy, undisciplined, insecure, sluggish, 

etc.). The participants in this study were asked to use a scale from 1 (strongly disagree) to 

5 (strongly agree) to rate the traits that applied to the woman in the picture based on her 
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appearance. There was also a demographic form in which the participants were asked for 

personal information including their own height and weight to later determine their body 

mass index (BMI). Two versions of the survey were created and counterbalanced 

between participants. Participants completed one of two versions of the questionnaire. 

The only difference in the two versions was the order of the traits in an attempt to avoid 

any bias caused by having any certain trait before another. 

Procedure 

 Participants were told that they would be participating in a study that would be 

investigating a personÕs attitudes toward others. The participants were given one of the 

pictures of the women (either normal weight or overweight) and asked to fill out the first 

survey based on the woman pictured. When finished, the participants were given the 

second picture and asked to fill the survey out again but base their answers on the woman 

in the second picture (the opposite body size of the first picture). The participant then 

filled out the demographic sheet and the investigator later calculated the participantÕs 

BMI to place their responses in either the normal weight or overweight group.  

Results 

 The researcher scored the data by averaging each participantÕs positive and 

negative trait responses separately for each picture. The participantsÕ BMIs were 

categorized as described above as underweight to normal weight and overweight to 

obese. The scale reliability for the positive and negative traits using CronbachÕs Alpha 

showed a range between .788 and .854.  

In order to determine the effects that the participantÕs own body size had on their 

opinions of others of different body sizes, a 2 (Body Mass Index category) x 2 (picture: 
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overweight and normal weight) x 2 (valence: positive traits and negative traits) repeated-

measures ANOVA with repeated measures on the last two factors was computed. There 

was a significant BMI x Picture x Valence interaction, F(1, 42)= 6.07, p =.018, partial 02 

=.126. Four a priori planned comparisons were conducted with independent samples t-

tests (with a Bonferroni correction, ! = .0125). The overweight and normal weight 

participantÕs ratings were compared for each valence on each picture. The results showed 

that normal weight participants viewed the overweight picture marginally more 

negatively than the overweight participants did, t(42) = 2.49, p <.017 (see Table 1 and 

Figure 1 for means).The results also found significant main effects for picture and 

valence, and a significant Picture x Valence interaction (see Table 2).   

Discussion 

 The results partially supported the hypothesis that there is a difference in the 

views of participants based on their own body size. The overweight participants had a 

slightly less negative view of the overweight picture than the normal weight participants 

did; however, this result was only marginally significant. There was no previous research 

found that examined how the participantÕs own body weight affected their attitudes 

toward others. The trend in this research does show that oneÕs own life experiences could 

have an effect on the personÕs beliefs regarding others. Beliefs and attitudes can be 

changed based on a personÕs experiences with overweight people (Puhl & Brownell, 

2003). The current research attempted to further show that personal experience may also 

change a personÕs beliefs and attitudes. 

 Because this research does not fully support the original hypothesis, there are 

other ways of interpreting the data. The fact that the results were not significant may be 
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an indication that the difference in participantÕs attitudes may be caused by something 

other than personal life experience relating to their own personal body size. This study 

did not look into previous body weight or the body weights of close friends and family. It 

is possible that the life experiences that may have caused the differences in participantÕs 

attitudes may have been based on their experiences from growing up with an overweight 

friend or relative. Another possibility is that any difference in attitude could be 

determined by something other than the personal experience with overweight body size 

altogether. Some participants may have received education that affected their attitudes or 

they could have been brought up to have a different outlook toward others than the 

normal stereotypes people have toward overweight individuals. However, previous 

research has shown that education does not seem to have an affect on changing attitudes 

toward the overweight (Hare, et al., 2000; Puhl & Brownell, 2003). The number of 

participants who may have been grown up being taught stereotypes different from the 

norm is likely to be quite low and would not significantly impact the results at such a low 

number. 

 Since the results were not significant, it is possible that the stereotypes toward 

overweight people that seem to be so common may be starting to taper off. As the 

majority of the population is gaining weight and many are entering the overweight or 

obese categories it is possible that attitudes are also changing. There was a fairly small 

number of overweight participants in this study, however, the normal weight participants 

would likely have experiences with overweight people that may have influenced their 

opinions. Therefore, the results could be interpreted as showing a change in the peopleÕs 
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attitudes. However, there are many factors in this study that could also explain why the 

result would not be significant. Future research would need to examine this more closely. 

 There were several pieces of this study that may have had an impact on the 

results. One area that deserves attention is the size of the women used in the pictures. The 

difference in body weight between the two women was about forty pounds. The 

overweight woman was only about seven pounds overweight. If there was a larger 

difference in body size between the two pictures, it is possible that the participantsÕ 

opinions may have been stronger. Additional studies using pictures of women from each 

BMI category (underweight, normal weight, overweight, and obese) may help to show a 

stronger difference in the opinions of the participants. The attempt made by the 

researcher was to have the women in the pictures look as similar as possible, so that the 

only difference would be the body size. The women were chosen because of their 

similarities. By using an overweight person who was not largely overweight, the 

researcher had hoped to show that attitudes are more negative even toward a person who 

is not very overweight. 

 Another area of this study that could have hindered the results was the small 

sample size, especially in relation to the number of overweight participants relating to the 

number of normal weight participants. Having so few overweight participants may not 

have shown a representative view of the majority of overweight people. The participants 

that were used for this study were all college students. Students may not be entirely 

representative of the majority of the population. Students are often more educated and are 

taking the survey in an educational setting. Most people are aware of negative stereotypes 

and students taking part in the study for class credit may have used this awareness to 
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cause a difference in their results. Future research should be done using a larger and more 

diverse sample. 

 It is important to examine how negative stereotypes are formed and how they can 

be changed. This study attempted to find one way that stereotypes can be influenced. By 

examining whether personal experience affects oneÕs attitudes toward others, future 

investigation can be done to provide personal experience to people to avoid or change 

negative stereotypes. A person with strong negative attitudes toward overweight people 

can be placed in a situation where they have close interaction with an overweight person 

to learn by experience the actual traits that overweight people have. Future study can 

examine this interaction to determine if personal experience with others could have the 

same effect as personal experience found through oneÕs own life.  
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Table 1 

Means for Positive and Negative Traits 

 Size of Participant  

Traits Normal Weight Overweight 

 Normal Picture  

Positive 3.69 3.53  

Negative 1.97 2.11  

 Overweight Picture  

Positive 3.38 3.53  

Negative 2.97 2.58  
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Table 2 

Analysis of Variance for Attitudes Toward Body Size 

Source df F !  p 

  

Between 

Subjects   

BMI Category 1 1.46 0.034 0.233 

Error 42 0.123   

  

Within 

Subjects   

Picture 1 19.7 0.319 0 

Picture x BMI category 1 0.899 0.021 0.349 

Valence 1 124.243 0.747 0 

Valence x BMI category 1 0.398 0.009 0.531 

Picture x Valence 1 24.81 0.371 0 

Picture x Valence x BMI 

category 1 6.07 0.126 0.018 

Picture error 42 0.154   

Valence error 42 0.392   

Picture x Valence error 42 0.295   
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Figure Captions 

Figure 1. Overweight Picture. 
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Figure 2. Normal Weight Picture. 
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