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Legislating for weight-based equality: national trends in public
support for laws to prohibit weight discrimination
RM Puhl1, Y Suh2 and X Li2

The prevalence of weight discrimination in the United States has led to increasing calls for legal measures to address weight-based
inequities on a broader scale. This study examined public support in 2014 and 2015 for three proposed laws prohibiting weight
discrimination, and compared findings with public attitudes towards the same laws from 2011 to 2013. An online survey was
completed by a diverse national sample of US adults (N= 2411) in June–July of 2014 and 2015 to assess their support for anti-
discrimination legislation. Public support increased for the anti-discrimination laws from 2014 to 2015, and at least 71% of
participants expressed support for each of the laws in both years. Compared with public support documented in 2011–2013, there
was a significant increase in support in 2014–2015 for legislation to extend disability protections to individuals with obesity and for
laws that would include body weight in existing state civil rights statutes. Consistently, high levels of support (78%) were
documented across this 5-year period for laws to address weight-based discrimination in employment. As public approval is a
powerful catalyst motivating political will needed to make policy changes, these findings provide important insights and
implications for advancing policy-level discourse about remedies for weight discrimination.
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INTRODUCTION
Weight-based discrimination is a prevalent form of unfair
treatment against individuals with overweight and obesity.1,2 At
the root of weight-based inequities are negative stereotypes that
individuals with obesity are lazy, lacking in self-discipline, sloppy,
non-compliant, unintelligent and personally to blame for their
weight.1 Although the validity of such stereotypes has been
challenged and refuted,3 these beliefs continue to reinforce
societal stigma and perpetuate discriminatory practices in multi-
ple settings, such as the workplace. Considerable evidence has
documented weight-based employment discrimination, showing
that employees with obesity face inequities in hiring practices,
promotions, wages and job termination.4,5

High obesity rates coupled with an increasing prevalence of
weight discrimination in the United States2,6 have led to calls for
legal measures to address weight-based inequities on a broader
scale.7 However, legal remedies have thus far been limited. To
date, it remains legal to discriminate on the basis of weight under
federal law, and US State Civil Rights laws prohibit discrimination
only on the basis of race, color, religion, sex and national origin.8

With the exception of Michigan and several cities across the
country that have passed legislation to prohibit weight discrimi-
nation, there are few outlets for Americans to seek legal recourse if
they have experienced weight discrimination. Some people have
attempted to seek legal recourse for weight discrimination under
the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), which has historically
had limited success due to the burden placed on plaintiffs to
prove that their obesity was a real or perceived disability
according to ADA definitions.7,9

Despite these challenges, recent efforts indicate several small,
but important, steps to increase legal protections to individuals
with obesity. Congress recently passed the ADA Amendments Act,
which expanded definitions of disability to include ‘severe obesity’
and has resulted in several successful case settlements for
individuals who experienced weight-based employment
discrimination.9 In addition, in 2015, Massachusetts proposed a
law to prohibit weight discrimination that received a favorable
vote in an initial state hearing.10 If the law is passed,
Massachusetts will become the second state in the country to
prohibit weight discrimination.
As efforts like these emerge, it is critical to examine trends in

public support for anti-discrimination legal measures. Public
opinion is a powerful catalyst motivating political will needed to
make policy changes.11 Recent public opinion studies suggest that
many Americans continue to blame individuals for their obesity12

and attribute causes of obesity to personal factors.13 Nevertheless,
evidence simultaneously shows high public support for legislation
to address obesity-related risk factors,14 and numerous laws have
been enacted across the country to increase access to healthy
foods, physical activity and educational programs.15 This complex
and somewhat contradictory social climate of personal blame in
conjunction with implementation of policies targeting environ-
mental factors contributing to obesity warrants continued
examination of trends in policy support that pertain to obesity,
such as weight discrimination.
In addition, a previous national study by the authors compared

the levels of public support for laws to prohibit weight
discrimination from 2011 to 2013, and found substantial and
increasing support for laws to (a) prohibit weight discrimination in
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the workplace, (b) add body weight as a protected class in Civil
Rights Laws and (c) extend disability protections for individuals
with obesity.16 These shifts in public attitudes have not yet
stabilized, further underscoring the need to continue to monitor
trends and identify what types of demographic factors may be
related to increasing public support. Thus, the present study
provides a comparison and update to these findings, assessing
changes in the percentage of public support for anti-
discrimination measures in 2014 and 2015, and examining
determinants of public support for these measures.

MATERIALS AND METHODS
During June–July in 2014 and 2015, online surveys were
completed by two independent, national samples of 1207 and
1204 US adults, respectively. These surveys were part of a larger
study examining public opinions about various policy strategies to
address obesity.17 Participants aged 21–65 years were recruited
through Survey Sampling International (SSI; http://www.survey
sampling.com), a provider of consumer panels for survey research.
To obtain a diverse national sample and offset variations in
response rates, quotas were established for gender, income
groups and black participants. This SSI sample was also
augmented with Hispanic adults recruited from Offerwise
(http://www.offerwise.com), one of the largest and most repre-
sentative online samples of US Hispanics. This sampling metho-
dology reflects identical approaches and participant panels that
were used in our previous national study,16 which yielded highly
similar sample characteristics, allowing for appropriate compar-
isons to be made between the previous and current study
samples.

Measures
In light of previous research documenting individual differences in
attitudes towards weight-related anti-discrimination laws,16,18,19

participants were asked demographic questions and political
orientation. Participants were then introduced to the topic of
weight discrimination and presented with three proposed
legislative measures. These included (1) providing individuals
who have obesity with the same protections that exist for people
with physical disabilities (Law 1); (2) enumerating body weight as
a protected characteristic in existing state civil rights laws (Law 2);
and (3) prohibiting discrimination based on body weight in
employment (Law 3). The development of the introductory
statement and proposed policy questions are described
previously.16,18 Participants indicated their level of support for
each law on a 10-point Likert scale from 1= ‘definitely would
oppose’ to 10 = ‘definitely would support.’

Analysis
All the data were analyzed using Stata (SE 13.1).20 Chi-square
analyses were used to test differences in the percentage of
participants expressing support for each of the three legal
measures to prohibit weight discrimination in 2014 and 2015.
The association between demographic variables and support for
legal measures was examined with multiple logistic regression
models that tested for significant individual-level predictors of
support (P⩽ 0.05).

RESULTS
Sample characteristics are presented in Table 1. The total sample
(N = 2411) consisted of 1469 women (61%) and 942 men (39%).
Fifty-two percent of participants identified as White non-
Hispanic, followed by Hispanic (25%) and Black (16.8%).
Forty-two percent of participants reported a moderate political
affiliation, followed by 34% conservatives and 24% liberal.

Sociodemographic characteristics were similar in the samples
for 2014 and 2015.
Table 2 presents the percentage of participants’ support for

each of the three legal measures for both the total and
independent samples. At least 71% of participants expressed
support for each of the three anti-discrimination laws in both 2014
and 2015. Public support also increased for each of the laws from
2014 to 2015, although the only significant increase occurred for
Law 2 (including weight as a protected category in Civil Rights
Laws). In both years, public support was higher for Laws 2 and 3
(76.9–80.1%) than for Law 1 (71–73.9%).
Included in Table 2 are the percentages of public support for

these legal measures documented in our initial study from 2011 to
2013.16 Comparing these results with the present findings shows
that public support in 2014–2015 significantly increased for Law 1
(from 63.8% in 2011–2013 to 72.2% in 2014–2015) and for Law 2
(from 72.2% in 2011–2013 to 78.9% in 2014–2015), and remained
consistently high for Law 3 (78.1% in 2011–2013 and 78.8% 2014–
2015).
Results of multiple logistic regressions (Table 3) identified

several associations between sociodemographic variables and
participants’ likelihood of support for each of the anti-
discrimination laws. Overall, the likelihood of support for laws
was significantly higher among individuals who were White,
Hispanic and those with higher education. Support for laws was
variable across participants’ political orientation: liberals were
more likely than moderates and conservatives to support Law 1,
moderates were more likely to support Law 2 and Law 3
compared with conservatives, and no differences emerged
between liberals and conservatives on these two laws. In general,
sex, age and household income did not predict likelihood of
support for the laws.

CONCLUSION
This study offers insights into the current public mindset towards
legal measures to prohibit weight discrimination. The finding that
public support remains consistently high for different types of
anti-discrimination laws suggests that one of the essential
components necessary to motivate political will for policy change
is fairly well established. This is especially apparent in light of
comparisons between the present findings and our previous
research on public attitudes towards the same laws from 2011 to
2013.16

Of particular note is the significant increase in support for Law 1
(disability protections) and Law 2 (civil rights statutes) in 2014–
2015 compared with support for these laws in 2011–2013.
Although it was beyond the scope of this study to examine
potential explanations for policy attitudes, it is possible that these
findings coincide with increasing public awareness in the United
States of obesity being declared an official disease. In the summer
of 2013, the American Medical Association classified obesity
as a disease,21 and recent research suggests that public attitudes
are somewhat favorable towards this classification.22 Future
research should examine whether views about obesity as a
disease influence support for weight-related anti-discrimination
policies. More broadly, research needs to identify other
explanations for changes in public support, such as increased
public awareness, advocacy and research on weight bias,
as well as the ways that messages are framed about obesity,
and other individual-level factors contributing to shifts in public
attitudes.
Finally, sociodemographic characteristics associated with

support for anti-discrimination laws are noteworthy. Although
previous studies suggest that women are more likely than men to
support anti-discrimination laws,16,18 the present findings suggest
that men may becoming more supportive of these measures.
Similarly, compared with previous research documenting higher
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Table 1. Sample characteristics

Variables Overall 2014 2015

n % n % n %

Total sample 2411 100.0 1207 100.0 1204 100.0

Gender
Female 1469 60.9 759 62.9 710 59.0
Male 942 39.1 488 37.1 494 41.0

Race/ethnicity
White 1252 51.9 619 51.3 633 52.6
African American 406 16.8 199 16.5 207 17.2
Hispanic 605 25.1 308 25.5 297 24.7
Mixed/others 148 6.14 81 6.7 67 5.6

Household income
$15 000–$25 000 222 9.2 99 8.2 123 10.2
$25 000–$49 999 942 39.1 513 42.5 429 35.6
$50 000–$74 999 578 24.0 274 22.7 304 25.3
$75 000–$99 999 322 13.4 151 12.5 171 14.2
$100 000+ 347 14.4 170 14.1 177 14.7

Education level
High school or less 465 19.3 216 17.9 249 20.7
Some college/technical or vocation degree 755 31.4 405 33.6 350 29.1
College graduate or higher 1185 49.3 582 48.2 603 50.1

Age (years)
21–34 927 38.5 427 35.4 500 41.5
35–49 921 38.2 497 41.2 424 35.1
50–65 563 23.3 283 23.4 280 23.3

Marital status
Single 475 19.7 247 20.5 228 18.9
Single, living with another as a couple 217 9.0 122 10.1 95 7.9
Married 1487 61.8 705 58.4 782 65.0
Divorced/separated 202 8.4 117 9.7 85 7.1
Widowed 26 1.1 14 1.2 12 1.0

Political orientation
Liberal 579 24.0 303 25.1 276 22.9
Moderate 1012 42.0 515 42.7 497 41.3
Conservative 820 34.0 389 32.2 431 35.8

Table 2. Ratings of support for anti-discrimination laws within total and independent samples

2014 2015 Overall
2014–2015

Overall
2011–2013a

%b Mean
(± s.d.)

%b Mean
( ± s.d.)

% Mean
( ± s.d.)

% Mean
( ± s.d.)

Law 1: Obese persons should be subject to the same legal protection and
benefits offered to people with physical disabilities

71.0 (51.0) 6.9 (±2.8) 73.9 (57.0) 7.2 (±2.8) 72.2c 7.1 (±2.8) 63.8 6.4 (±3.1)

Law 2: My state should include body weight in their civil rights law to
protect people from discrimination based on their body weight, similar to
laws that protect against discrimination due to race, religion and sex

76.9d (58.0) 7.3 (±2.7) 80.9 (63.0) 7.6 (±2.6) 78.9c 7.5 (±2.7) 72.2 7.0 (±2.9)

Law 3: It should be illegal for an employer to do all of the following:
(a) Refuse to hire a qualified person because of his/her body weight
(b) Fire a qualified employee because of his/her body weight
(c) Deny a promotion or appropriate compensation to a qualified

employee because of his/her body weight

78.3 (63.0) 7.6 (±2.9) 79.4 (67.0) 7.6 (±2.9) 78.8 7.6 (±2.9) 78.1 7.6 (±3.0)

aPercentages and mean ratings of support are from a previous national study by the authors comparing levels of public support for each of the three laws.11
bThe percentage of respondents reporting a rating of 8–10 (‘strong support’), compared with those who reported a ratings of 6 or 7 (‘support’) or ratings
of 1–5 (‘oppose’). cSignificant difference from overall extent of support in 2011–2013,11 Po0.05. dSignificant difference from 2014, Po0.05.
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support for these laws among liberals,16,18 we found no significant
differences between liberals and conservatives in support for laws
addressing weight discrimination in employment and civil rights
statutes. Although is not clear why this finding emerged, it could
have important implications for advocacy efforts to educate policy
makers and potentially motivate bipartisan political will to pursue
anti-discrimination legislation.
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