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iReach and ICPO End Weight Stigma Surveys Report

People living with obesity in Ireland face stigma because of their weight,
a new survey has revealed'.

In Ireland, obesity poses an increasing challenge for the health of the population. In Ireland six out of ten adults are
overweight or have obesity (37 per cent of adults are overweight and a further 23 per cent of adults are living with
obesity?).

Currently, Ireland is on track to have the highest prevalence of overweight population in Europe by 2030°. Further,
a recent study by Imperial College London shows there has been a tenfold increase in childhood and adolescent
obesity over the past four decades*.

Obesity is a chronic relapsing
progressive disease.

The World Obesity Federation has defined obesity as a
chronic relapsing, progressive disease process®. Despite
this, people living with obesity often face weight bias and
stigma across all areas of society®.

Weight bias/stigma

WHO defines obesity stigma as ‘“actions towards
individuals living with obesity that can cause exclusion
and marginalisation, and lead to inequities”. This has
been documented in occupational, educational, social
and healthcare settings®.

The drivers of stigma are often based around a misunderstanding of the complex causes of obesity, with people
attributing weight gain to personal responsibility, while failing to understand the complex mix of genetics,
environment, and biological factors that drive the disease®. Many hold the view that people living with obesity are
personally responsible for their weight and there exists a culture of blaming people with obesity for their condition.
However, we have come to understand stigmatising obesity undermines people's health and can act as a significant
barrier to health-seeking behaviour, care and adherence to treatment®'°.

The Science of Obesity

Current science is now guiding our understanding that obesity is a complex chronic disease and not the fault of
any one individual. We need to work harder at delivering this message and creating understanding, empathy and
urgency to deliver multidisciplinary care that supports people living with obesity.

Although raising awareness of the negative consequences of weight stigma is important, awareness alone is
not sufficient to eliminate the issue. Challenging and changing widespread, deep-rooted beliefs, longstanding
preconceptions, and prevailing mindsets requires a new public narrative of obesity that is coherent with modern
scientific knowledge. Education around the multiple factors influencing body weight and rethinking the way we
understand the causes and treatment for obesity can only be achieved through the concerted efforts of a broad
group of stakeholders, including healthcare providers (HCPs), researchers, the media and policy makers.

Understanding Weight Stigma in Ireland

In order to gain an understanding of the current societal narrative around obesity in Ireland and the experiences of
individuals living with the disease, surveys were developed to capture the current ideas, attitudes and experiences
of the Irish general public and people living with obesity in September 2021. The surveys were carried out by iReach
on behalf of Novo Nordisk, with the support of the Irish Coalition for People living with Obesity (ICPO) and gathered

over 1,000 responses. Continued overleaf «»
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The ICPO, a patient led organisation, advocates and provides support for people living with obesity. As a group of
people living with obesity, their aim is to provide or direct people to education, support and raise awareness for
people living with overweight or obesity across Ireland.

Ms Susie Birney, the Executive Director for the ICPO and believes that weight stigma, in all its shapes and forms,
needs to be addressed as a matter of urgency. Particularly in the healthcare setting where the direct reaction we see
from our community is people who need vital treatment do not return for further consultations.

Speaking on the need for the surveys, Susie says “Stigma in the healthcare setting, or from our family even, is
predominantly unintentional. However, words matter and the outcome is the same. Acting together we can all play
our part in raising awareness of how and why we need to change our words.”

Dr Jean O'Connell is a Consultant Endocrinologist and
Chairperson of the Association for the Study of Obesity
in Treland and provided additional input into the survey

project. Commenting on the surveys Dr O'Connell said, smnglyAgree——M%

“They demonstrate the need for us to change the obesity - 77%
narrative and follow the science, which clearly shows that Agree 38%

obesity is a complex, chronic disease, not a lifestyle choice.” i,
either
Agree/Disagree

T have felt stigmatised by society because of my weight’

11%

“Obesity stigma has significant adverse effects on people’s
physical and mental health and increases the risk of further
weight gain. Stigma and discrimination of any kind is not
acceptable and weight stigma is no different,” Dr O'Connell
added.

Disagree 9%

% 1%

Strongly Disagree I

The following illustrates the outcomes of the surveys by offering statistical insights and sets a stage of current
perceptions of obesity in Ireland both from the perspective of the general public and individuals living with the
disease.

iReach Survey- Experiences of people living with obesity

Overall, the survey found that 77 per cent of people living with obesity surveyed in Ireland felt stigmatised as a direct
result of their weight".

Stigma in society

The iReach survey of people living with obesity in Ireland
revealed 77 per cent of respondents felt stigmatised by ‘People living with obesity have a lack of will-power’
society because of their weight, and 74 per cent believed
their weight negatively influenced the way people interacted
W|th them1. StronegAgree——M%

- 58%

The survey also found Agree aas,

Neither

Agree/Disagree 24%

62 per cent reported weight discrimination at least once
in the past 12 months by health-care providers because Disagree
of their weight |

16%

Strongly Disagrej 2% 18%
48 per cent have experienced public name calling as a
result of their weight

44 per cent reported experiencing discrimination on public transport (buses, airplanes and trains)

12 per cent experienced online bulling and 67 per cent received judgments from their own family member’

Continued overlegf - »



Driving | in
change | obesity

Stigma in society - continued

12 per cent experienced online bulling and
67 per cent received judgments from their own
family member’

Family and friends

The iReach survey also examined the experiences of
people living with obesity in relation to comments from
their own family members and friends. According to the
survey, 75 per cent of respondents felt friends or family
have cast judgment towards them for their weight, while
71 per cent received intentional stigmatised comments
from friends or family in relation to their weight".

Public attitudes to obesity

Insights also carried out a nationwide survey of the wider
general publicin Ireland to examine their perceptions of
obesity in society and healthcare.

The survey revealed that more than 77 per cent of
respondents agreed people living with obesity are often
stigmatised by society and 47 per cent of respondents
feel that treating people living with obesity should be a
priority for our country's healthcare system'.

While 68 per cent of respondents agreed that obesity is
a chronic disease, 74 per cent also agreed that obesity
was often the result of poor lifestyle choices, and 58 per
cent think that people living with obesity often have a
lack of will-power.

T believe my weight negatively influences
the way people interact with me’

Strongly Agree 32%

74%

Agree

Neither

Agree/Disagree 14%

Disagree

Strongly Disagree
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‘Do you feel you have received unintentional stigmatised
comments from friends or family in relation to your weight’

Yes- A Lot
79%

Yes- A Little 46%

Neutral

No- Not Really 9%

14%
No- Not at All 5%

A Joint International Consensus Statement for ending
stigma of obesity was published in the journal Nature
Medicine on World Obesity Day 2020, endorsed by
more than 50 partner organisations and scientific and
patient societies. The consensus states “the prevailing
view that obesity is a choice and that it can be entirely
reversed by voluntary decisions to eat less and exercise
more can exert negative influences on public health
policies, access to treatments, and research?®.”

Despite this, 41 per cent of respondents agreed that
people living with obesity should only focus on eating
less and exercising more".

The view that a chronic disease such as obesity could be cured if people simply ate less and moved more shows a lack

of understanding of the science of overweight and obesity.

Professor Carel Le Roux, an expertin obesity at St Vincent's University Hospital in Dublin explains, “The key to advancing
the fight against obesity is a better understanding of the brain. We thought that over-eating caused obesity. But now
we understand that the disease of obesity causes people to overeat.”

Continued overlegf - »
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Obesity and healthcare

Overall, 84 per cent of adults agreed that obesity is a significant healthcare challenge in Ireland and the vast majority
or 91 per cent believe that obesity leads to other diseases and/or health problems’.

Almost half or 47 per cent of respondents feel that treating people living with obesity should be a priority for Ireland’s
healthcare system’.

Conclusion

Surveys have shown weight stigma exists in Irish society and people living with obesity often experience weight
stigma in various aspects of their lives. However, the surveys also reveal over half of the public believe obesity is a
chronic disease and agree individuals living with obesity are often stigmatised for their weight'. In order to improve
the lives of people living with obesity in Ireland, it is vital to remove the stigma that acts as a major barrier to people
living with this condition from seeking needed help and support.

A new narrative that explains the science and help us reframe how we view obesity is one of the key principles that
underpin the work of the HSE National Clinical Programme for Obesity which states obesity as “a complex, chronic,
multifactorial disease that requires a comprehensive multi-disciplinary, approach to care across the lifespan and
weight-based stigma and obesity discrimination will not be tolerated in the healthcare system'".”

“Calling obesity a disease, and treating it as one, are very different things. Policymakers, government, healthcare
professionals and anybody who can affect change, need to understand that patients with clinical and severe obesity
have the right to the same care as other chronic diseases.”

- Ms Susie Birney, ICPO Executive Director

Weight stigma represents a major obstacle in efforts
to effectively prevent and treat obesity. Addressing
stigma is not only a matter of human rights but also a
way to advance obesity prevention and management
strategies. In 2020, the ASK study published in the Lancet
recommends education strategies to improve public
understanding of the modern science of obesity as an
enabler to reducing weight stigma'?. All stakeholders
involved in research and treatment and particularly
policy makers should support education about weight
stigma and facilitate a new public narrative of obesity,
coherent with modern scientific knowledge. Together ;
we can take a stand to end weight stigma. : - 4
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