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A GUIDE TO COMMUNICATING WITH  
PATIENTS LIVING WITH OBESITY

This guide was developed in partnership with Nina Crowley, PhD, RDN, LD to provide 
knowledge and tools to effectively communicate about obesity in a manner that upholds 
the dignity of individuals, promotes inclusivity, respects privacy, and offers support to 
those living with obesity.

•	Put the individual before the medical condition
•	Emphasize humanity and avoid dehumanizing phrases or terms
•	Avoid defining or labeling someone solely by their weight or condition

•	Emphasize the importance of health and wellbeing
•	Promote healthy habits without suggesting they are solely for weight control
•	Frame tailored recommendations in a way that encourages positive lifestyle changes  
	 not just weight loss

    Use People First Language

    Work with Your Patient to Focus on Health, Not Appearance

USE AVOID

	» Person with (or living with) obesity
	» Person who would like to lose weight
	» Person undergoing treatment for obesity
	» The person was affected by obesity

	» Obese person/patient
	» Overweight person/patient
	» Surgical/medical obesity patient
	» The person was obese

USE AVOID

	» Specific, realistic lifestyle changes and health 
	 behaviors that can be improved
	» Behavioral goals
	» Words like ‘eating habits’ or ‘eating pattern’
	» Words like ‘physical activity’ or ‘movement’

	» Outcomes focused language like “lose 20 
	 pounds” or “get to your ideal weight”
	» The word ‘Diet’ when possible
	» The word ‘Exercise’ when possible
	» Images that imply before/after weight loss
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With your messaging, remember to prioritize respect, empathy, privacy, and support for individuals living with obesity.  
By using people-first language and following these best practices, you can contribute to a more compassionate and 
understanding dialogue around this complex health issue.

•	Build trust by being curious and learning your patient’s story
•	Refrain from blaming individuals for their weight or the use of judgmental language
•	Acknowledge the complexity of obesity as a chronic disease

Communicate with Empathy and Understanding

USE AVOID

Clear and plain language: Using words for dramatic effect and labels or language  
that reinforce stereotypes:

	» Your weight may be 	
	 impacting your health
	» Adipose tissue
	» Fat mass disease

	» Elevated BMI
	» You are above a healthy  

	 weight range

	» Fat
	» Lazy
	» Unhealthy

	» Obese or morbidly obese
	» Unmotivated
	» Overfat

Discussion about weight should be a private conversation. Consider:
•	Placing the scale or body composition device in a private area
•	The proximity of others when verbalizing the weight

Maximize Privacy in Your Office Setting

Visit anhi.org or scan this QR code for a digital copy of this resource

Showing people with obesity in a positive, non-stereotypical manner in the media and 
in the imagery used in your office could help reduce weight-biased attitudes held by 
the public and internalized by people with obesity.

Use Positive Imagery that Promotes Inclusivity

USE AVOID
	» Images of people from varying ages, genders, race,  

	 and ethnicity
	» People dressed in well-fitted clothing in professional settings,  

	 spending time with family, shopping, cooking, eating,  
	 or dining with friends
	» People enjoying physical activity

	» Focusing only on specific demographic groups in images  
	 of people with obesity
	» Images of a person standing on a scale with expressions  

	 of angst or sadness
	» Headless images or emphasis on isolated body parts
	» People eating large portions of stereotypical “unhealthy” food
	» Engaging in sedentary behavior

Organizations that maintain Media Galleries:
Stop Weight Bias, Obesity Action Coalition, Rudd Center Media Gallery, World Obesity Federation
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