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Abstract

Rates of obesity have increased significantly over the last thirty years in both adults and
children, as have rates of associated chronic diseases such as type Il diabetes mellitus and
cardiovascular diseases. As scholarly and political attention turns to addressing the
prevalence of obesity and associated diseases, it also turns to examining ethical issues,
especially when seeking to justify different policies. Recent research has yielded much
discussion of certain ethical issues such as responsibility, autonomy, paternalism, harm, and

more specifically, the problem of weight stigma.

An ethical issue not previously discussed is the government’s very identification of obesity as
a public health concern. The governments of Western democratic countries such as Australia
and the United States of America continually identify obesity as a public health concern in
press releases and policies. In this thesis, | argue that this identification constitutes an action
that itself requires ethical justification. | propose several criteria that ought to be met to
provide ethical justification whenever the government identifies a public health concern, and
| focus on obesity as a case study. | conclude that the government was not ethically justified
in identifying obesity as a public health problem. This is largely because evidence suggests
that there is very little that can be done to effectively reduce obesity rates, and because of
the creation and perpetuation of harm that resulted from this identification, particularly

relating to weight stigma.

Obesity is deeply stigmatised and, as noted by many authors, weight stigma has the capacity
to negatively impact physical and mental health, to perpetuate obesity, and to worsen social
harms (e.g. increasing social isolation and discrimination). In turn, this negatively affects areas
of a person’s life such as self-esteem, academic achievement, employment opportunities,
income, and health. Given this, it is of great importance that the stigmatisation of obesity and

weight be considered seriously.

Within the academic literature that theorises about weight stigma and studies its impact,
there are a range of approaches regarding how weight stigma ought to be dealt with.
Although there is a growing voice in the literature calling for interventions to reduce weight

stigma, the few reported interventions have been largely unsuccessful. In this thesis, | develop



a spectrum to categorise these approaches, identifying and discussing nuanced variances
between each position along the spectrum. | demonstrate that weight stigma ought to be
combatted directly, and provide suggestions for weight stigma-reducing interventions.
Finally, | develop a matrix that may be useful in targeting the mechanisms by which weight

stigma is understood to operate.



Declaration

| certify that this work contains no material which has been accepted for the award of any
other degree or diploma in any university or tertiary institution and, to the best of my
knowledge and belief, contains no material previously published or written by another
person, except where due reference has been made in the text. In addition, | certify that no
part of this work will, in the future, be used in a submission for any other degree or diploma
in any university or other tertiary institution without the prior approval of the University of
Adelaide and where applicable, any partner institution responsible for the joint-award of this

degree.

| give consent to this copy of my thesis, when deposited in the University Library, being made

available for loan and photocopying, subject to the provisions of the Copyright Act 1986.

| also give permission for the digital version of my thesis to be made available on the web, via
the University’s digital research repository, the Library Search, and through web search
engines, unless permission has been granted by the University to restrict access for a period

of time.

| acknowledge the support | have received for my research through the provision of an

Australian Government Research Training Program Scholarship.

Signed:

Date: Dec. 5t 2017



Acknowledgements

This research project would not have been possible without the support and input of several
people. First and foremost, | would like to acknowledge and extend my sincerest thanks to
my supervisors, Dr. Drew Carter and Dr. Jaklin Eliott. | am incredibly grateful for your
sustained and unwavering support and guidance. It is with your wise counsel,
encouragement, and positivity that | was successful in completing this research. | consider
myself extremely fortunate to have had the opportunity to collaborate with each of you, and
doing so has been such a pleasure. | would also like to acknowledge and extend my gratitude
to Dr. Jennie Louise, who provided considerable support and guidance in this project and in

my previous post-graduate research studies.

To my family and dear friends who provided love, support, and much laughter—my gratitude
is beyond measure. The celebration and praise of my successes has been, and continues to
be, a source of motivation and encouragement. Your kindness and generosity of spirit has

been a blessing, particularly during challenging times.

Kyle, you have been—and forever will be—an absolute pillar of strength. Thank you.

| dedicate this work to my late auntie Linda. She was an incredible woman who, in the face of
unimaginable adversity, persevered nonetheless with grace, good humour, and absolute

determination. | learnt a great deal from her, and miss her deeply.



Table of Contents

Y o Y 4 - [ PP U PP PP PPPRTPRT 2
DBCIATATION ...t e b e st e e bt e e e be e e e bt e e nabeeenaneenaa 4
ACKNOWIEAGEMENTS....cci ittt e e e e e e s et e e e e e e s e s snsaereeeeeeeeeeannnraneeeeeeeans 5
INEFOTUCTION <.ttt et e et e e e bt e e s bt e e e bbeeeabeeeeaneeesaneeeenneenans 8
Setting the scene: What we need to know to combat weight stigma ........ccccoeevninneenennn. 9
Chapter 1 OULIING ..eeeieeiee e st e s s abe e e e s sbaeeeesnaeeeeas 14
(@ F=T o) =T gl oYU d [T =SSP 16

Chapter 1: When is the government justified in identifying something as a public health

concern? Obesity @S @ CaSE STUAY ....uiiiiiiiiieiciiiie et e e e s e e e s s saaeeeeeans 17
1.1 Descriptive and performative identification..........ccceeeeiiiiiiicciiie e, 18
1.2 Descriptive identification of a public health concern........ccccoooiiiiiiiiii i, 23
1.3 Performative identification of a public health concern.......ccccoveiiiiiieeiinciie e, 25

1.3.1 Individual action must be insufficient to address the concern ..........cccoceeevieenne. 27
1.3.2 Effective and beneficial action must be feasible following the identification ....... 28
1.3.3 Identification must not result in unacceptable harm........ccccocveeiieiiciieeee s 30
1.4 ODESitY @S @ CASE STUAY ..oueuiiiieiieeeeeeecctirree e e eectrrere e e e e e eesettrrreeeeeeeeeesantrseeeeeeeeesannnnns 31
O R Y o1 [y (=T Lol o] | =] o - S 32
14,11 PrevalencCe... .. oo 32
N Y YL o YRS 32
1.4.1.3 Adverse eCoNOMIC IMPACT.....cciii it e e e 33
1.4.2 EEical CriTeIIa c.eeeeiieeeee e 33
1.4.2.1 Individual action must be insufficient to address the concern ...........cc.......... 34

1.4.2.2 Effective and beneficial action must be feasible following the identification 34
1.4.2.3 Identification must not result in unacceptable harm.......cccccceeevvvvciinveennnennn. 37

1.5 CONCIUSTON ettt ettt e ettt e s ettt e s e ettt e s e e taneseeataesesaanneseesanneseesanneraes 39



Bridging section: Redirecting attention away from obesity toward weight stigma................ 40

Chapter 2: What should be done about weight stigma to improve health?.............cccceeen. 42
B VAV T W = 01 - 1SRRI 44
2.1.1 Interventions to reduce stigma in some coNteXtS .....cevveeiieviciiiieeeee e, 46

2.2 What is WeIght StIMA? ...cci et e e e e e s saaae e e eaes 50
2.2.1 Empirical evidence and weight stigma ........cccooveiiiiiieiii e, 51
2.2.2 Weight stigma’s harmful effects on health ........ccoveeieiiiiiiiii e, 51
2.2.3 Weight stigma does not act as an effective obesity prevention tool..................... 52
2.2.4 Weight stigma and discrimination..........cccceeee i 55

2.5 A Spectrum of Approaches to Weight Stigma .......cccvveeeeeiiiiiiieee e, 58
2.6 Previous interventions to reduce weight stigma........ccccceeei e 62

2.7 How might the successes of previous stigma-reducing interventions be utilised in the

€ase Of WEIGNT SLIZMAT.....ueiiiiiee e e e s e e e e e e e eas 64
N R 0 1 (TS A o - L =T = = 67

B A A e o) - ot s o =1 = =[RSt 68
2.7.3 EAUCAtioN STrat@IeS ..oceei i a e e 68
D 0o T ol AV I o =) €= =4 [ RSNt 69

2.8 CONCIUSION ...ttt st e b e sn e e r e e s sn e sseesreennne e 70
CONCIUSTON .ttt et e et e ettt e et e e e e bt e e eabe e e e abe e e eabeesenneesanseenans 73
S F=T =T o ol OO PRPROPR TR 79

Figures and Tables

T =B 0 SN 59



	TITLE: An ethical analysis of obesity, weight stigma, and public health
	Abstract
	Declaration
	Acknowledgements
	Table of Contents
	Figures and Tables




