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Policy Points:

� Policies and legal protections against weight-based discrimination have
broad public support in 4 nations where this discrimination is widely
documented.

� Public support was strongest for policies and laws that would prohibit
employers from denying employment, assigning lower wages, and re-
fusing promotion to people based on their weight status. Women and
individuals with higher weight expressed the greatest support.

� Weight discrimination is common in numerous life settings, creating
social and economic inequities and adverse health outcomes. Policies
and legal measures protecting against such discrimination need to be
developed and implemented in the United States and elsewhere and
would have considerable public support.

Context: People viewed as “overweight” or “obese” are vulnerable to weight-
based discrimination, creating inequities and adverse health outcomes. Given
the high rates of obesity recorded globally, studies documenting weight dis-
crimination in multiple countries, and an absence of legislation to address this
form of discrimination, research examining policy remedies across different
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countries is needed. Our study provides the first multinational examination of
public support for policies and legislation to prohibit weight discrimination.

Methods: Identical online surveys were completed by 2,866 adults in the
United States, Canada, Australia, and Iceland. We assessed public support for
potential laws to prohibit weight-based discrimination, such as adding body
weight to existing civil rights statutes, extending disability protections to
persons with obesity, and instituting legal measures to prohibit employers
from discriminating against employees because of body weight. We examined
sociodemographic and weight-related characteristics predicting support for
antidiscrimination policies, and the differences in these patterns across
countries.

Findings: The majority of participants in the United States, Canada, and
Australia agreed that their government should have specific laws in place to
prohibit weight discrimination. At least two-thirds of the participants in all 4
countries expressed support for policies that would make it illegal for employers
to refuse to hire, assign lower wages, deny promotions, or terminate qualified
employees because of body weight. Women and participants with higher body
weight expressed more support for antidiscrimination measures. Beliefs about
the causes of obesity were also related to support for these laws.

Conclusions: Public support for legal measures to prohibit weight discrimina-
tion can be found in the United States, Canada, Australia, and Iceland, especially
for laws to remedy this discrimination in employment. Our findings provide
important information for policymakers and interest groups both nationally
and internationally and can help guide discussions about policy priorities to
reduce inequities resulting from weight discrimination.

Keywords: discrimination, obesity, legislation, culture.

W eight-based discrimination has been documented
as a common form of mistreatment across multiple domains
of life.1,2 Often this form of discrimination is fueled by

negative stereotypes that people who are perceived to be “overweight”
or “obese” are lazy, weak willed, sloppy, noncompliant, unintelligent, or
lacking in self-control and personally to blame for their weight.1,3 These
stereotypes reinforce societal bias and stigma toward this population,
which in turn perpetuate discriminatory practices in settings such as
the workplace, health care settings, and educational institutions.2,4,5

National studies indicate that rates of weight discrimination in the
United States increased by 66% between 1995 and 2005 and are as high
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as reported rates of racial discrimination, especially among women.2,6

With two-thirds of Americans now overweight or obese,7 many people
are vulnerable to discrimination and unfair treatment.

Weight stigma and discrimination pose numerous consequences for
emotional and physical health8-10 and predict increased weight gain over
time among those who are targeted.11-13 Beyond these negative health
outcomes, social and economic inequalities resulting from weight dis-
crimination are also prevalent, especially in employment settings. Several
decades of research show that compared with thinner employees, adults
with obesity face unfair hiring practices, lower wages, denial of promo-
tions, and job termination because of their weight.4,5,14 Obesity-related
wage penalties and workplace discrimination have been documented
nationally,15-17 and employees within the obese body mass index (BMI)
range are 37 times more likely to report employment discrimination
than are thinner employees.18 Experimental studies further indicate
that these inequities remain even when lower weight and higher weight
applicants have identical job qualifications and credentials and, in some
cases, even when thinner applicants are less qualified.4,19,20

Despite substantial research documenting weight discrimination
and its negative impact on the lives of those targeted, under the US
Constitution and federal law, it is legal to discriminate on the basis of
weight.21 With the exception of the state of Michigan22 and several
localities (ie, San Francisco23 and Santa Cruz24 in California; Washing-
ton, DC25; Urbana, Illinois26; Binghamton, New York27; and Madison,
Wisconsin28) that have passed legislation explicitly prohibiting weight-
based discrimination, Americans have no viable means for seeking legal
recourse in the face of weight discrimination, and existing US civil
rights laws prohibit discrimination only on the basis of race, color,
religion, sex, and national origin.29 Some individuals have attempted to
file discrimination lawsuits under the Americans with Disabilities Act
(ADA),30 but plaintiffs must prove that their weight is a disability or
perceived to be a disability according to ADA definitions, which is not
the case for many people. Thus, few cases have been successful under
this law,21,31,32 and most of these successes have occurred since 2009,
after Congress passed the ADA Amendments Act, which expanded the
definitions of disability to include “severe obesity” (but not moderate
obesity or overweight) as an impairment.33 For example, in 2012, the
US Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) successfully
settled 2 cases for employees who were terminated from their jobs
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because their employers regarded them to be disabled based on their
obesity and their severe obesity was now a covered disability under the
new amendment.34,35 Despite these few recent successes, not all weight
discrimination occurs in the context of disability or perceived disability,
and legal remedies that can directly address weight discrimination as a
legitimate social injustice remain absent.

Outside the United States, similar negative employment outcomes
for higher-weight employees have been documented in several coun-
tries, such as Iceland,36 Korea,37 Sweden,38 Denmark,39 and the United
Kingdom.40,41 Research in European countries has documented that a
10% increase in average BMI was associated with a 1.86% reduction in
actual hourly earnings for men and a 3.27% reduction for women, with
the most severe pay decreases taking place in southern European coun-
tries (ie, Spain, Greece, Italy and Portugal).42-44 Weight discrimination
in hiring practices, documented in experimental studies from Sweden38

and Germany,45 may perpetuate these disparities in earnings.
Similar to the United States, many countries have no national laws that

specifically prohibit weight discrimination, despite comparable human
rights statutes in place that prohibit discrimination based on other
characteristics. For example, under the Canadian Human Rights Act,
discrimination is prohibited on the basis of race, national or ethnic origin,
color, religion, age, sex, sexual orientation, marital status, family status,
or disability.46 In Australia, human rights laws prohibit discrimination
on the basis of age, disability, race, and sex,47 and in 2013, sexual
orientation was added as a protected class from discrimination.48 In
Iceland, a country that recently underwent constitutional reform, it is
unlawful to discriminate on the basis of sex, religion, national origin,
race, color, property, disability, sexual orientation, or birth status.49,50

Despite published studies and an increasing number of media reports
documenting weight discrimination in countries outside the United
States,51,52 legal sanctions have not been put in place to protect against
unfair treatment based on body weight. In light of the high global rates
of obesity,53 it is likely that in many countries, individuals with high
body weight are experiencing inequities because of their weight but
have no possible legal recourse for corrective action.

Public support is crucial to fostering the political will to enact legisla-
tion to prohibit weight discrimination. Few studies, however, have exam-
ined public support for anti-weight-discrimination policies, with most
of these few conducted in the United States and of limited scope.54-58
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Preliminary work in this area has found some support from US citi-
zens (33%-48% agreed) for very general antidiscrimination measures
(eg, “The government should play a more active role in protecting over-
weight people from discrimination”).54 Recent studies have examined
support for more specific laws that would prohibit weight discrimina-
tion. For example, a 2010 national study found little public support
for laws that would provide people with obesity the same protections as
individuals with physical disabilities (27% of men and 32% of women);
moderate support for laws that would add body weight as a protected
category in civil rights statutes (47% of men and 61% of women); and
majority support (65% of men and 81% of women) for laws that would
prohibit weight discrimination in the workplace, including in hiring
practices, wages, and termination of employees based on body weight.56

A longitudinal study comparing levels of public support for these types
of laws found that support for extending disability protections to in-
dividuals with obesity (62% in 2011 to 69% in 2013) and for adding
body weight as a protected class in civil rights statutes (70% in 2011 to
76% in 2013) increased over time.58 Outside the United States, research
examining support for these types of antidiscrimination measures is even
more sparse. One British study found public opposition to policies to
protect overweight individuals from discrimination,59 as did a Canadian
study.60 This research, however, assessed support only for extending legal
disability protections and benefits to individuals with obesity.

Even though this research provides some insights into the pub-
lic mind-set on legal measures to address weight discrimination in
the United States, more research is needed. The nature and extent of
public support for antidiscrimination legislation in different countries
where weight discrimination also is an issue needs to be explored. The
sociodemographic and weight-related factors that predict policy support
across different cultural contexts must be established. Little research on
public support for antidiscrimination policies or laws in countries other
than the United States has been conducted. Although high rates of
overweight and obesity have been documented globally, with associated
research showing significant weight bias in several countries, these coun-
tries offer no legislation to address this form of discrimination. Further
research from different countries with high rates of obesity is needed to
help inform policy-level discussions and decision making about measures
to address weight discrimination both nationally and internationally.



696 R.M. Puhl et al.

Our study explored support for weight discrimination laws in samples
from the United States, Canada, Australia, and Iceland. Although most
of the research on weight bias and discrimination has been restricted to
the United States, research from Australia, Canada, and Iceland shows
weight bias and discrimination in settings such as employment,36,61,62

and where human rights laws have been enacted for other stigmatized
groups. Ultimately, a better understanding of the nature and extent of
public support for antidiscrimination laws in different countries could
inform policy and educational efforts to reduce weight-based discrimi-
nation and improve the quality of life for people with obesity. With this
in mind, we conducted a multinational examination of public support
for policies and legislation to prohibit weight discrimination. Our spe-
cific aims were (1) to assess the degree of public support across these
countries for a range of potential policies and laws to prohibit weight
discrimination and (2) to identify in these countries the sociodemo-
graphic characteristics and weight-related attributes predicting support
for antidiscrimination measures.

Method

Samples and Procedure

During 6 consecutive months in 2013 (February to July), we invited in-
dividuals from 4 countries to complete an anonymous, online, self-report
survey. The initial sample consisted of 2,866 adults (�18 years old) re-
cruited from the United States (n = 1,261), Canada (n = 621), Iceland
(n = 802), and Australia (n = 182). We chose these countries for their
comparable prevalence rates (at least 50%) for adult overweight/obesity
(eg, 59% in Canada,63 60% in Iceland,64 63.4% in Australia,65 and
68% in the United States66), as well as their similar sociocultural val-
ues of thinness, per capita incomes, and governance structures (all are
parliamentary or congressional democracies with representative institu-
tions). In addition, as noted earlier, these countries have similar human
rights laws that prohibit discrimination based on specifically enumer-
ated protected characteristics. The participants completed the identical
survey, hosted by the survey company Qualtrics (www.qualtrics.com).
The survey was translated into Icelandic for the participants in Iceland,
using established methods for translation.67 In each country, the study
and an accompanying web link to the survey were advertised as a “survey
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Table 1. Characteristics of Adult Samples in the United States, Canada,
and Iceland

Adult Samples

United States Canada Iceland

Gender
Male 54.0% 16.8% 45.4%
Female 46.0% 83.2% 54.6%

Age, M (SD) 40.9 (15.6) 41.0 (12.0) 46.1 (5.5)

Race/Ethnicity
Caucasian 72.6% 89.9% 98.9%
African American 9.5% 0.5% 0.0%
Hispanic 8.5% 1.6% 0.0%
Asian/Asian

American
5.9% 2.8% 1.1%

Pacific
Islander/Hawaiian

0.3% 0.2% 0.0%

Other 3.1% 5.1% 0.0%

Education
High school or less 22.5% 2.1% 58.8%
Vocational

training/some
college

39.1% 9.8%

College 29.0% 45.5% 39.8%
Postgraduate 9.4% 42.6% 1.4%

BMI, M (SD) 28.9 (8.0) 28.1 (8.8) 27.5 (5.4)

BMI, classified
Underweight 2.9% 1.5% 0.8%
Normal weight 32.9% 45.8% 36.2%
Overweight 28.7% 25.8% 36.2%
Obese 35.5% 26.9% 26.9%

n 893 613 658

BMI = body mass index.

of attitudes toward body weight.” The online survey first described the
survey and consent requirements that the participants had to be at least
18 years of age and that only after consenting could they proceed to the
survey. Tables 1 and 2 list sample characteristics.
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Table 2. Characteristics of University Student Samples in the United
States, Australia, and Iceland

Student Samples

Mainland
United

Hawaii Australia Iceland States

Gender
Male 29.9% 19.9% 12.9% 59.2%
Female 70.1% 80.1% 87.1% 40.8%

Age, M (SD) 20.8 (5.2) 20.4 (3.5) 30.6 (10.9) 26.8 (9.5)

Race/Ethnicity
Caucasian 16.4% 57.5% 99.3% 51.6%
African

American
1.5% 0.6% 0.0% 18.5%

Hispanic 3.5% 0.6% 0.0% 12.7%
Asian/Asian

American
58.2% 36.5% 0.7% 12.7%

Pacific
Islander/
Hawaiian

12.9% 0.0% 0.6%

Other 7.5% 5.0% 0.0% 3.8%

Education
High school or

less
35.0% 44.8% 87.9% 13.4%

Vocational
training/
some college

59.5% 40.9% 60.5%

College 5.0% 12.7% 12.1% 21.0%
Postgraduate 0.5% 1.7% 5.1%

BMI, M (SD) 23.6 (5.1) 22.7 (5.1) 26.7 (6.5) 26.3 (6.6)

BMI, classified
Underweight 7.5% 9.4% 0.7% 3.8%
Normal weight 59.2% 69.1% 51.4% 46.5%
Overweight 24.9% 15.5% 23.6% 25.5%
Obese 8.5% 6.1% 24.3% 24.2%

n 201 181 140 157

BMI = body mass index.
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Adult Samples

United States. We recruited a national sample of US adults through an
online survey panel administered by Survey Sampling International (SSI;
www.surveysampling.com). This sample approximated US adult census
demographics for gender, race, household income, and body weight
distribution.68 In total, 1,374 adults participated in the survey, of which
35% were excluded owing to missing item and survey nonresponse data,
resulting in a final sample of n = 899. Those participants who identified
themselves as students currently enrolled in college or university (n =
159) were separated from the total sample and instead were included as
a comparison sample for 3 other college samples in Australia, Iceland,
and Hawaii.

Iceland. We recruited a national sample of adults in Iceland from an
online panel of the general population hosted by the Social Science Re-
search Institute (SSRI) in Iceland. The panel represents a random sample
of the general population taken from the Icelandic National Register, in-
cludes more than 7,000 members, and is nationally representative with
respect to gender, age, residence, and other sociodemographic factors.
We invited a random subsample of 1,476 individuals from the panel to
participate, for which the SSRI offered them monetary compensation.
In total, 981 participants entered the survey, with 33% excluded owing
to missing item and survey nonresponse data, resulting in a final sample
of n = 659.

Canada. We recruited our sample from the Canadian Obesity Net-
work (CON) national membership database, which contains more than
10,150 individuals, including allied health professionals, policymakers,
industry stakeholders, teachers, research trainees, media representatives,
mental health professionals, and administrators. All members of CON
were sent the survey link electronically, which was further distributed
through CON’s social media outreach (eg, Twitter, blogs). In total, 911
participants entered the survey, of which 32% were excluded owing to
missing item and survey nonresponse data, resulting in a final sample of
n = 621.

In these 3 countries, the adults’ body weight distribution (percentage
of overweight and obese individuals) was highly similar to national
prevalence rates. Both the Icelandic and US sample characteristics were
similar to the census demographic distributions in their own countries.
The Canadian sample was primarily composed of educated Caucasian
women.
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University Student Samples

Australia. We invited undergraduate students (n = 418) at Aus-
tralia’s Monash University from a large introductory behavioral studies
course to participate in our study (n = 182; 44% response rate). The
study invitation was posted on the course website and was also emailed to
all students enrolled in the course. Students received 2 email reminders
following the initial invitation, with a web link to the online survey,
along with the offer of an AUS$10 gift voucher for participation. In
total, 227 participants entered the survey, with 20% excluded owing to
missing item and survey nonresponse data, resulting in a final sample of
n = 182.

Iceland. We invited undergraduate students in psychology at the
University of Akureyri (n = 229) and the University of Reykjavik (n
= 129) to participate in our study through an online invitation from
faculty teaching their psychology courses. Two reminders were emailed
to students following the initial invitation with a web link to the online
survey. In total, 213 participants entered the survey, of which 33% were
excluded owing to missing item and survey nonresponse data, resulting
in a final sample of n = 143.

United States. A total of 159 students (through the SSI’s online survey
panel, described earlier) enrolled in an American college or university
completed the survey. Specifically, participants in the SSI’s panel were
asked whether they were currently enrolled as a student in a college or
university, with current students separated from the rest of the sample
and included in university student sample analyses.

An additional subsample from the United States was drawn from
Hawaii and included in comparisons of student samples from the coun-
tries covered in the study. The professors of 4 undergraduate psychology
courses at the University of Hawaii invited their students to participate
in this study in exchange for extra course credit. In total, 655 under-
graduate students were sent the survey link and invited to participate.
A total of 286 students entered the survey, of which 29% were ex-
cluded because of missing item and survey nonresponse data, yielding
a final sample of n = 203. This sample was analyzed separately from
the mainland US sample in light of Hawaii’s unique population and the
paucity of research on Asian/Pacific Islander support for public policies
against weight discrimination. It is important to study the views of this
population in light of their high levels of obesity (primarily in Native
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Hawaiians and Pacific Islanders)69 and their potentially unique attitudes
toward body shape.70

In the college student samples in each country, we found a lower
percentage of students classified as either overweight or obese according
to BMI, compared with the national population rates.

Measures

Demographic Information. The participants reported their gender, age,
height and weight, race/ethnicity, and highest educational qualification
obtained.

Support for Policies/Laws to Prohibit Weight Discrimination. After an-
swering these demographic questions, the participants were told: “Cur-
rently, there are no laws to protect fat people from discrimination based
on their body weight. Different types of laws are being considered to help
protect fat individuals from discrimination based on their weight. We are
interested in your opinion about these proposed laws.” They then were
asked to respond to 13 questions (presented in random order) regard-
ing their level of support for different legislative measures to prohibit
weight discrimination. The content and wording of these questions were
based partly on items that we had developed and tested previously56,57

and partly on items that we adopted from other published research per-
taining to proposed legislation to prohibit weight discrimination.21,54,55

Items included legal measures related to employment discrimination,
civil rights, protections for people with disabilities, and more general
government protections against weight discrimination. Table 3 lists each
proposed legal measure.

Given that most people likely differ in their familiarity with and
knowledge of antidiscrimination laws, we explained the various legal
measures to them (in an identical format across countries). For example,
before asking the participants whether or not they would support the
inclusion of body weight in their country’s civil or human rights law
to protect people from weight discrimination, we explained that such
laws exist to protect people from being discriminated against because
of their race, color, religion, sex, and national origin and that body
weight is not a protected category in existing laws. Likewise, we offered
similar explanations before asking them questions about the extent of
their support for a specific proposed law. For example, before asking the
participants whether they would support their government’s enacting
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a so-called Weight Discrimination in Employment Act, they read the
following information:

Certain laws already exist to protect older adults from age-based
discrimination in the workplace. These laws make it illegal for an
employer to refuse to hire, pay less wages, or fire an employee because
of their age. The government could enact a similar law so that em-
ployers cannot refuse to hire, pay less wages, or terminate an obese
person because of his/her body weight. The proposed law could be
called the Weight Discrimination in Employment Act (WDEA), and
would make it illegal for employers to discriminate against employees
based on their weight.

The participants indicated their level of support of agreement with the
13 proposed laws and policies based on a 5-point Likert scale (from 1 =
Definitely would oppose/Strongly disagree to 5 = Definitely would
support/Strongly agree). Cronbach’s alphas for this measure across all
the samples ranged from 0.73 to 0.89.

Predictors of Public Support for Antidiscrimination Measures. Besides ex-
amining sociodemographic factors related to public support for laws in
each country, we included several measures to assess attributes related
to body weight that could also influence public support. Previous re-
search has demonstrated that support for obesity-related policies can be
influenced by weight-related attributes, including (1) one’s own weight
status, (2) personal history of experiencing weight stigmatization, (3)
beliefs about the causes of obesity, and (4) attributions of blame and
willpower related to excess body weight. For example, several studies
have shown that beliefs in biological or environmental causes of obe-
sity may lead to higher support for government policies addressing
obesity55,71 and that personal experiences of weight stigmatization are
related to higher support for antidiscrimination laws.57 (We describe
later the measures used to assess these constructs.)

Weight Status. In order to calculate each participant’s body mass in-
dex (BMI), we asked the participants to report their current height and
weight. BMI was stratified using clinical guidelines by the National
Heart, Lung, and Blood Institute of the National Institutes of Health,72

which establishes 4 body weight categories using BMI cutoff points: un-
derweight (BMI < 18.5), normal weight (BMI 18.5-24.9), overweight
(BMI 25.0-29.9), and obese (BMI � 30).

Beliefs About the Causes of Obesity. For our study, we used a modified
version of a self-report measure to assess perceived causes of obesity.73
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The original measure contains 11 factors that contribute to obesity
(eg, genetic factors, overeating, physical inactivity).73 Three additional
contributors that have received increasing scientific attention in the
past decade were added: the pricing of foods (eg, inexpensive unhealthy
foods), the marketing/advertising of unhealthy foods, and food addic-
tion. The participants were asked to assess the importance of each factor
as a cause of obesity on a 5-point Likert scale (1 = Not at all important to
5 = Extremely important). This modified version has several subscales
reflecting distinct factors identified through factor analysis and tested in
recent studies.74,75 These subscales include physiological causes, behav-
ioral causes, psychological causes, and environmental causes. Cronbach’s
alphas for these subscales across all the samples ranged from 0.70 to
0.88.

Personal Experiences of Weight Bias. Personal experiences of weight bias
were assessed with 3 questions using binary response options (yes/no).
Specifically, the participants were asked if they had ever been teased,
treated unfairly, or discriminated against because of their weight. These
3 items were then combined into one measure of weight-based victim-
ization (WBV), which was coded 1 if any of the items was answered
with yes and 0 if not. The participants were also asked whether their
family members or friends had been teased or treated unfairly because
of their weight. These 2 items were combined into one measure (WBV
family/friends), which was coded 1 if any of the items was answered
with yes and 0 if not. (We had developed and tested these questions in
previous studies.)74

Attributions of Blame and Willpower. To assess attributions of blame in
relation to body weight, we asked the participants 3 questions regarding
(1) the extent to which people with obesity are to blame for their
weight, (2) the extent to which they are personally responsible for their
weight, and (3) the extent to which a person’s body weight is within
personal control. Their responses were rated on a 7-point scale from 1
(Not at all responsible/to blame/under personal control) to 7 (Completely
responsible/to blame/within personal control), with the higher scores
reflecting stronger attributions of blame and personal control for weight.
(We also had developed and tested these questions in previous studies).76

Cronbach’s alpha for this scale across the 5 samples ranged from 0.80 to
0.87.

We measured attributions of willpower related to body weight using
the Willpower subscale of Crandall’s (1994) 13-item Anti-fat Attitudes
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Scale (AFA).77 This measure examines beliefs that body weight is a
matter of willpower and personal control. It has 3 items (eg, “Some
people are fat because they have no willpower”), scored on a 10-point
Likert scale (0 = Very strongly disagree, 9 = Very strongly agree).
Higher scores reflect stronger beliefs that obesity results from personal
responsibility or lack of willpower. This measure has demonstrated very
good reliability and internal consistency.78 Cronbach’s alpha for this
subscale across the 5 samples ranged from 0.70 to 0.81.

Results

Statistical Analysis

To analyze the data, we used descriptive statistics and regression models
for censored data (Tobit model),79 and we also used Tobit models to
account for the clustering of values at the lowest and highest scores
of the outcome variables. We separately analyzed the student samples
(recruited at universities) and nonstudent samples (recruited from online
survey panels) based on an earlier decision regarding these different
sampling procedures. All analyses were performed using Stata, version
13.1.

Support for Antidiscrimination Measures Across
Countries

Adult Samples (Canada, Iceland, United States). Table 3 shows the
percentages of participants who supported policies and laws to address
weight discrimination among the adult samples in the United States,
Canada, and Iceland. Canadians expressed more support for all the pro-
posed laws than did the participants in both Iceland and the United
States. Public support was variable for the general antidiscrimination
measures (Items 1-5). Whereas the majority of US and Canadian partic-
ipants agreed that their government should have specific laws to protect
people from weight discrimination and expressed support for legisla-
tion that would add body weight as a protected category to civil rights
statutes, only a minority of Icelandic participants expressed support for
these antidiscrimination measures. The proposed laws with the least
support were those considering obesity as a disability and extending
disability protections to persons with obesity. Support for these laws
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was again lowest among participants from Iceland compared with those
from the United States and Canada.

In all 3 countries, public support was considerably higher for an-
tidiscrimination laws specific to employment (Items 6-13). Specifically,
70% to 91% of participants supported laws that would make it illegal
for employers to refuse to hire, assign lower wages, deny promotion, or
terminate qualified employees because of their body weight. The highest
support was for laws that would make it illegal for an employer to assign
lower wages to a qualified employee because of his or her body weight.
In all 3 countries, almost all participants (90%-95%) indicated that em-
ployers should not be allowed to assign different salaries to employees
based on body weight, and 78%-87% indicated that companies should
not have the right to determine whom to hire based on an employee’s
personal body weight. Finally, 71% to 87% of the participants in all
3 countries were in favor of passing laws that would require employ-
ers to prevent workplace bullying by means of policies and procedures
applying to all employees (eg, not specific to body weight).

Student Samples (Australia, Hawaii, Iceland, and Mainland United
States). Table 4 shows the percentages of the college student partic-
ipants supporting policies and laws to address weight discrimination in
Australia, Hawaii, Iceland, and the mainland United States. The stu-
dents’ patterns of support were similar to those in the adult samples.
Regarding the general antidiscrimination measures, the least support,
especially among Icelandic students, was observed for extending dis-
ability protections to persons with obesity. In contrast, at least half
the students (50%-70%) in all countries agreed that their government
should have specific laws to protect people from weight discrimination
and should penalize those who discriminate against persons because of
their weight. Adding body weight to civil rights statutes was supported
by the majority of Australian and mainland US students, but by less
than half the students from Hawaii and Iceland. Across these general
antidiscrimination measures, support was highest among students from
Australia.

Students’ support for laws specific to prohibiting weight discrimi-
nation in the workplace was consistently higher (65%-92%) than for
general antidiscrimination measures. The greatest support (89%-92%
of students from Hawaii, Australia, and Iceland) was for laws that would
make it illegal for an employer to assign lower wages to a qualified
employee because of his or her body weight. Although the mainland US
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student sample also expressed more support for this law than for all other
laws, the percentage of support (72%) was noticeably lower than that of
the other student samples. Similar to the adult samples, a considerable
majority of students (76%-85%) across the countries agreed that com-
panies should not have the right to determine whom to hire based on
an employee’s personal body weight. The students in Hawaii, Australia,
and Iceland (82%-92%) indicated significant support for legislation to
address bullying in the workplace. Although the majority of mainland
US students (68%) also supported this law, their level of support was
considerably lower than the other student samples.

Predictors of Public Support Across Countries

Adult Samples (Canada, Iceland, United States). Table 5 summarizes
the results from separate Tobit regressions in the adult samples for 2 out-
come variables measuring support for antidiscrimination laws specific
to employment (the mean of Items 6-13) versus broader antidiscrimina-
tion laws and policies (the mean of Items 1-5). In all 3 countries, women
showed significantly greater support than men did for the proposed laws.
In the United States, African Americans and participants of Hispanic
origin supported broader antidiscrimination laws more strongly than
Caucasians did, but no racial or ethnic differences emerged with respect
to laws specific to employment.

Weight-related attributes were associated with public support for
laws across these countries. In all 3 countries, participants classified in
the obese BMI range expressed greater support for general antidiscrim-
ination laws than did nonoverweight individuals, and Icelanders also
showed greater support for laws specific to employment. Beliefs in the
physiological causes of obesity were associated with higher support for all
laws in all 3 countries. In Canada only, beliefs in psychological causes of
obesity were positively associated with greater support for laws. Finally,
beliefs in environmental causes of obesity were associated with greater
support for general antidiscrimination laws and, by Icelanders, for laws
specific to employment. Attributions of blame and willpower for obesity
were negatively associated with support for laws, with willpower being
the stronger predictor in the United States and blame being the stronger
predictor in Canada and Iceland.
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Participants who had a family member or friend who had experienced
weight bias expressed more support for general antidiscrimination laws
across all countries and for laws specific to employment in the United
States. But in all countries, the participants’ personal experiences of
weight bias were not significantly associated with support for antidis-
crimination laws.

Student Samples (Australia, Hawaii, Iceland, and Mainland United
States). Table 6 reports results from the Tobit regression from the
student samples. Here, differences between women and men were sig-
nificant only in the mainland US sample, in which women expressed
greater support than men did for antidiscrimination laws specific to em-
ployment. Students classified in the obese BMI range expressed greater
agreement with the proposed laws and policies in Iceland only. In Hawaii
and Iceland, beliefs in physiological causes of obesity were associated
with higher support for both general and employment-specific antidis-
crimination laws, and beliefs in environmental causes of obesity were
associated with more support for general antidiscrimination laws in Ice-
land only. Across the student samples, beliefs about the behavioral and
psychological causes of obesity were not significantly related to support
for laws. Attributions of willpower, however, were negatively associated
with support for laws across all countries except Iceland.

Discussion

The high rates of obesity both in the United States and globally have
given rise to increasing reports of weight discrimination and accumu-
lating research documenting its prevalent nature and negative impact
on health. Inequities resulting from weight discrimination have also
promoted discourse about policies and laws that could help remedy this
problem.80,81 To our knowledge, our study is the first examination of
public support for legal measures to address weight discrimination in
different countries. Our findings indicate considerable public support
in different nations for laws that would specifically prohibit weight dis-
crimination in the workplace. At least two-thirds of the participants in
each country expressed support for legal measures that would make it
illegal for employers to refuse to hire, assign lower wages, deny promo-
tions, or terminate qualified employees because of their body weight.
In both the adult and student samples in the 4 countries we studied,
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support was highest for laws that would prohibit employers from assign-
ing lower wages to qualified employees because of their weight. Given
the empirical evidence documenting obesity wage penalties,15-17 this
may be an issue to emphasize as a policy priority.

Implications for Human Rights, Disability,
and Anti-bullying Legislation

In the countries in this study, participants’ support for broader mea-
sures to address weight discrimination was more variable than for laws
specific to employment. The majority of participants (both adult and
student samples) in the United States, Canada, and Australia agreed
that their government should have specific laws prohibiting weight dis-
crimination, and they supported laws that would include body weight
in existing human rights statutes. Attempts have recently been made
in the United States to introduce legislation adding body weight as a
protected class in state-level civil rights statutes. For example, in 2013
Massachusetts proposed a bill (Bill H.1758) to add body weight as a
protected class in the state’s antidiscrimination law, and for the first
time in several attempts, the Labor and Workforce Development Com-
mittee moved the bill forward in the legislature, with a 7-to-1 vote
in favor of advancing the bill.82 Although no further action was taken
during the legislative session, this example suggests that such efforts
might be successful and that in addition to public support for such
measures, legislators and policymakers might be increasingly willing to
sponsor and support new legislation on this issue. A new bill is now
advancing through the legislative process following a favorable vote at
a Massachusetts state hearing held on July 21, 2015.

Adding body weight as a protected class in existing human rights
laws could also be feasible in Canada and Australia, as both countries
have precedents for adding new protected classes to existing human
rights laws. Specifically, sexual orientation was added as a protected
class from discrimination to Canada’s Human Rights Act in 199683

and as an amendment to Australia’s Sex Discrimination Act in 2013.48

In addition, the increasing national discourse on weight discrimination
could promote legislative initiatives on this issue. For example, in 2011
Canada held its first national summit on weight bias and discrimina-
tion, convening an expert advisory council (including legal scholars) to
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recommend remedies for this issue,84,85 which included specific strate-
gies to protect individuals from weight discrimination under the On-
tario Human Rights Code.86 Thus, increasing the national discourse
on weight discrimination, coupled with a precedent of adding new
protected categories to existing human rights laws, suggests that such
legislation might be feasible in the future. Whether such precedents
in human rights laws are necessary to motivate political will, however,
remains to be seen. For example, although the United States is the only
country of those included in this study not to have added protected
classes (eg, sexual orientation) to antidiscrimination measures over time,
it also is the only country to have introduced legislation to prohibit
weight discrimination, albeit on a state level.

It is noteworthy that public support for these antidiscrimination
measures was considerably lower among adults and students in Iceland.
This finding is somewhat surprising, given that of the 4 countries in
this study, Iceland is the only one to consider a proposal to prohibit
weight discrimination as part of its constitution, which would help
reduce weight-based inequities in workplaces, education, and medical
environments.87 In 2013, as part of Iceland’s attempt to redraft its
constitution, citizens were encouraged to submit comments and pro-
posals for ideas to be embedded in the constitution, including amend-
ments to human rights, which yielded thousands of comments and
suggestions.88 Weight discrimination was proposed as a category to be
included among the existing provisions listed for protected classes from
discrimination.87 But public opinions differed regarding whether the
constitution should include any protected classes. Some people felt that
no list of classes should be included because any stigmatized groups that
were excluded would remain vulnerable to discrimination.89 Thus, the
lower support we observed among Icelandic participants for anti-weight-
discrimination policies may not necessarily reflect a lack of support to
protect people of higher body weight from unfair treatment but instead
may be the view that no specific groups should be protected, in order to
promote fair treatment for all citizens. Future work in this area might
examine these different perspectives regarding the enumeration of pro-
tected classes for antidiscrimination laws. After we collected the data
for our study, the proposed Icelandic constitution came close to being
passed, but was halted when the government’s term ended before the
bill could be passed.90
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In our study, laws that would consider obesity as a disability or
would provide people with obesity the same legal protections afforded to
individuals with physical disabilities received the least support of all
laws, a finding that was consistent in both the adult and the student
samples in each country. Overall, these patterns of findings are similar
to previous research in the United States showing that public support
is typically most favorable to laws addressing weight discrimination in
employment and less favorable to laws considering obesity as a disabil-
ity and extending to people with obesity the same legal protections
afforded to individuals with physical disabilities,56 a finding that also
was demonstrated in a Canadian study.60 Whether labeling obesity as a
disability would provide protection or reinforce the stigma has been a
subject for debate,87 so further research to determine the effect of such la-
beling is needed. In the United States, pursuing legal recourse for weight
discrimination through existing disability laws (the American with Dis-
abilities Act [ADA]) has not proved to be an effective strategy for most
people.21 But the recently passed ADA Amendments Act expands the
definition of what constitutes a disability and could increase protection
for individuals with severe obesity who experience discrimination based
on actual or perceived disability.33 In addition, the American Medical
Association’s 2013 classification of obesity as a “disease”91 could begin
to shift societal and political perceptions of obesity and its debilitating
consequences. Future research might look at whether this recent disease
classification affects public support for antidiscrimination measures and,
in particular, for increasing protections for people with obesity under ex-
isting disability legislation. Still, most individuals with obesity are not
disabled because of their weight and do not wish to be perceived as dis-
abled. Awareness of this may be one reason for the lower public support
for disability-related legal measures to address weight discrimination.

Finally, we found that 71% to 87% of adults and 69% to 93%
of students in all the countries in our study were in favor of pass-
ing laws to address bullying in the workplace. No such laws currently
exist in the United States, although more than 20 states have intro-
duced anti-bullying legislation, called The Healthy Workplace Bill.92

Although this legislation has not yet passed, the topic is gaining national
attention,93 and several other nations, including Australia and Canada,
have already enacted laws prohibiting workplace bullying.94 The sub-
stantial support for this law in our study suggests that there is a percep-
tion that adults are bullied in employment settings and that this is suf-
ficiently problematic to justify legislation. Given the particularly high
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levels of weight bias and discrimination documented in employment,18

anti-bullying legislation could be a novel policy approach to help reduce
weight bias and discrimination experienced by employees.

The Importance of Gender, Body Weight, and
Beliefs About Obesity

Some consistent patterns in the variables associated with public support
for laws to address weight discrimination emerged across the countries
we studied. First, in the adult samples in the United States, Canada,
and Iceland, women were significantly more likely to support antidis-
crimination measures than men were. This finding parallels previous
research in the United States, which has similarly indicated that women
are more supportive of laws to prohibit weight discrimination. These
gender differences may be due in part to more reports of weight discrim-
ination against women than men,2 perhaps leading women to be more
sensitive to weight-based inequities and justifying measures to address
this issue. Likewise, support for laws across countries was higher among
participants in the obese BMI range than among thinner individuals,
especially for broader antidiscrimination measures that go beyond the
employment setting. Given that higher weight individuals are vulner-
able to weight discrimination in several settings, this finding is in line
with previous research in the United States, which now extends to the
other countries in this study.

Beliefs about the causes of obesity were related to public support for
laws to address weight discrimination in the United States, Canada,
and Iceland. Beliefs that obesity is caused by factors outside of personal
control, such as physiological and environmental factors, were partic-
ularly related to increased support for laws, especially in the United
States and Iceland. It is unclear why beliefs in psychological causes of
obesity were related to support for laws among Canadian participants,
but these participants (primarily health professionals) might be more
aware of the psychological contributors to eating and physical activity,
such as emotional triggers for overeating or avoidance of exercise because
of body shame. It is also interesting that the perceived causes of obe-
sity were not related to Australian students’ support for laws. But the
finding that attributions of personal blame for obesity were negatively
associated with Australian students’ support for laws suggests that at
the very least, support for such laws is more likely among individuals
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who place less personal blame on higher weight individuals. This was
also the case for participants in the other countries, where attributions
of blame and willpower for body weight were negatively associated with
support for antidiscrimination measures. One feature that has been docu-
mented in all 4 countries we studied is a societal sentiment of blame and
personal responsibility for excess body weight.95-98 Given the findings
of our study and previous research linking weight-related attributions
of blame with expressions of weight bias,99,100 future research should
look at public perceptions of the causes of obesity in other cultures and
countries.

Limitations of Our Study

We should note several limitations of our study and directions for fu-
ture research. First, although participants in all 4 countries completed
identical surveys, their self-reported attitudes may not necessarily reflect
their actual voting behavior or supportive actions for legal measures to
address weight discrimination. Without legislation to address weight
discrimination in different countries, it is impossible to assess public
reactions to such measures or their impact on persons with obesity in
different cultural contexts. As efforts continue to introduce antidiscrim-
ination measures, it will be important to determine how these processes
and outcomes differ across cultures. Based on research indicating that
the way messages about weight discrimination are framed to the public
can influence their attitudes toward legislation,58 it would be helpful to
identify whether messages framed differently influence public opinions
about antidiscrimination measures across diverse cultures and countries.

Second, most of the measures in this study used the descriptor “fat”
rather than “obese” in order to maintain consistency in questions assess-
ing policy support with existing validated anti-fat attitudes measures
of weight bias that typically use “fat” as the appearance descriptor. In
addition, “fat” is more broadly understood across cultures and does not
fall prey to the common challenges and inaccuracies of perceptions about
whether a person’s body weight status falls into a particular body mass
index (BMI) category, such as “overweight” or “obese.” When making
decisions or judgments about individuals based on their body size, these
inferences do not refer to a specific body weight category (eg, obesity)
but to the appearance of fatness. Because recent studies examining pub-
lic perceptions and preferences of weight-related terminology indicate
that both “fat” and “obese” elicit similar negative reactions,101,102 it is
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unlikely that the use of “fat” rather than “obese” would affect the results
of this study. Future research might usefully examine whether policy sup-
port differs according to the body weight/appearance terminology used.

Finally, although 2 of our samples (United States and Iceland) reflect
large diverse samples that approximate national census demographics,
the remaining adult sample (Canada) and student samples (Australia,
Hawaii, and Iceland) were not randomly selected and are not intended to
be representative. It is important to note, though, that this study focused
on associations among key variables of policy support, weight-related
attitudes, and sociodemographic factors, rather than on prevalence esti-
mates of public support for policies/laws.

Future policy research in this area should identify and examine both
the feasibility and effectiveness of different legal measures to address
weight discrimination, including the financial implications of such mea-
sures as well as the conditions necessary for building political will for
policy change in different countries. It also would be helpful to study
how proposed laws and policies addressing weight discrimination might
influence other emerging policies related to obesity, such as workplace
wellness programs, some of which have been criticized for imposing
unfair financial penalties on employees with obesity.103

Conclusion

Public support is one of the key conditions required to foster the po-
litical will necessary for policy change. We found public support in
the United States, Canada, Australia, and Iceland for legal measures to
address weight discrimination. This support appears to be especially
strong for laws to remedy this problem specifically in the employment
setting. Our findings can inform policymakers and interest groups both
nationally and internationally and offer new insights to guide discus-
sions about policy priorities to reduce inequities and disparities resulting
from weight discrimination.
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