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Guidelines for conversations about weight and obesity

Assessing obesity

Obesity UK. Language Matters: Obesity

NHS England. Language Matters: Diabetes

Link

Link

Lancet Commission. Definition and diagnostic criteria 
of clinical obesity Link

LinkWorld Obesity Federation. The do’s and don’ts when 
talking about obesity

LinkEdmonton Obesity Staging System – online calculator

LinkObesity Canada. Canadian adult obesity clinical 
practice guideline

LinkDiabetes Distilled. Beyond BMI – a practical framework 
for assessing and staging obesity 

Link
Irish Coalition for People Living with Obesity.  
Obesity in adults: A 2022 adapted clinical practice 
guideline for Ireland

LinkBritish Dietetic Association. Eliminating weight stigma – 
guidelines for BDA communications

LinkKing’s Obesity Staging System – online calculator

Language 
Matters: 
Obesity

The Commission proposes a new diagnostic approach to obesity that focuses on other measures of body fat and objective signs and 
symptoms of ill health. The Commission also introduces two new categories of obesity: preclinical obesity and clinical obesity.

A more accurate and clinically relevant approach

Preclinical obesity

A condition of excess body fat associated with 
variable level of health risk, but no ongoing illness

A chronic disease due to obesity alone, and characterised by 
signs and symptoms of ongoing organ dysfunction and/or 
reduced ability to conduct daily activities

People living with preclinical obesity: 

Have no evidence of 
reduced organ or tissue 
function due to obesity

Can complete 
day-to-day activities 
unhindered

Are generally at a higher 
risk of developing 
diseases, such as:

• Clinical obesity 

• Cardiovascular disease 

• Some cancers

• Type 2 diabetes

People living with clinical obesity have reduced 
tissue or organ function due to obesity, such as: 
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s of organ dysfunction due to excess body fat

The pathophysiology of preclinical and clinical obesity

Traditional measurement of obesity vs new diagnostic method 

Breathlesness caused 
by effects of obesity on 
the heart or lungs

A cluster of metabolic 
abnormalities

Dysfunction of other 
organs including 
kidneys, upper airways,  
nervous, urinary, and 
reproductive systems.

Knee or hip pain 
with joint stifness 
and reduced range 
of motion 

Read the Lancet Diabetes & Endocrinology Commission on the definition and diagnostic 
criteria of clinical obesity online at: www.thelancet.com/commissions/clinical-obesity

Full details of these new categories can be found in the Commission report

Excess body fat

Alterations of organ structure

Alterations of organ function

Preclinical obesity Clinical obesity

Diagnosing clinical obesity

The best science for better lives

  

TThhee  ddoo’’ss  aanndd  ddoonn’’ttss  wwhheenn  ttaallkkiinngg  aabboouutt  oobbeessiittyy  
  

HHaavvee  yyoouu  eevveerr  tthhoouugghhtt  aabboouutt  tthhee  llaanngguuaaggee  wwee  uussee  wwhheenn  ttaallkkiinngg  aanndd  wwrriittiinngg  aabboouutt  
oovveerrwweeiigghhtt  aanndd  oobbeessiittyy,,  aanndd  ppeeooppllee  lliivviinngg  wwiitthh  oobbeessiittyy??  IItt  iiss  ccoommmmoonn  ttoo  sseeee  oobbeessiittyy  
ttaallkkeedd  aabboouutt  iinn  aa  nneeggaattiivvee  wwaayy  wwhhiicchh  rriisskkss  rreeiinnffoorrcciinngg  sstteerreeoottyyppeess,,  ssiimmpplliiffyyiinngg  tthhee  

ccaauusseess  ooff  oobbeessiittyy  aanndd  ccoonnttrriibbuuttiinngg  ttoo  wweeiigghhtt  ssttiiggmmaa..   

Currently, there are several different ways in which obesity is commonly described in 
the media and throughout society which can contribute to weight stigma. These can 
include:  

❖ Language that does not put the person first 
❖ The use of derogatory and pejorative labels  
❖ Inaccurate or misplaced use of medical jargon 
❖ Failure to acknowledge the wider context regarding causal aspects of obesity  

This type of language risks simplifying obesity and its causes, fails to capture the wider 
drivers and determinants of obesity, and creates a negative image of people living with 
obesity. This in turn can reinforce misconceptions about obesity and contribute to 
weight stigma.  

  
EExxaammpplleess  ooff  llaanngguuaaggee  ttoo  aaddoopptt  aanndd  wwoorrddss  aanndd  pphhrraasseess  ttoo  aavvooiidd    
People First Language 
People First Language refers to putting an individual before the medical condition that 
is being discussed. For instance, you should say ‘aa  ppeerrssoonn  wwiitthh  oobbeessiittyy’ as opposed to 
‘aann  oobbeessee  ppeerrssoonn’ or any other critical labels. The use of people first language is really 
important as it helps to avoid de-humanising individuals living with chronic diseases. 
The use of people-first language ensures that we are not labelling an individual with 
their disease. This is something that can be applied in a number of different scenarios, 
and we encourage its use when talking about obesity.  
 
 

https://icpobesity.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/10/Obesity-UK-Language-Matters-2020.pdf
https://www.england.nhs.uk/publication/language-matters-language-and-diabetes/
https://doi.org/10.1016/S2213-8587(24)00316-4
https://www.worldobesity.org/downloads/healthy_voices_downloads/HV_Language_guidelines.pdf
https://www.mdcalc.com/calc/10536/edmonton-obesity-staging-system-eoss
https://obesitycanada.ca/healthcare-professionals/adult-clinical-practice-guideline/
https://diabetesonthenet.com/diabetes-primary-care/distilled-beyond-bmi-framework-obesity/
https://icpobesity.org/irish-clinical-practise-guidelines/
https://www.bda.uk.com/news-campaigns/campaigns/campaign-topics/managing-and-preventing-obesity/eliminating-weight-stigma-comms-guidelines.html
https://survey.beyondbmi.ie/king-score


Avoiding stigma and bias

General information

ADA Obesity Association. Weight stigma and bias: 
Standards of care in overweight and obesity – 2025 Link

LinkDiabetes Distilled. Weight stigma and bias 
– New standards of care from the ADA 

LinkEnd Diabetes Stigma global campaign 

LinkJournal of Diabetes Nursing. “See me, not my diabetes”: 
A person-centred guide to better care 

LinkTreating Obesity First. Patient conversation simulator

LinkSwansea Bay University Health Board.  
Support and advice for people taking weight loss injections

LinkDiabetes UK. Strike Out Stigma 

https://doi.org/10.1136/bmjdrc-2025-004962
https://diabetesonthenet.com/diabetes-primary-care/distilled-ada-weight-stigma-bias/
https://enddiabetesstigma.org/
https://diabetesonthenet.com/journal-diabetes-nursing/my-diabetes-person-centred-guide/
https://treatingobesityfirst.org/patient-conversation-simulator/
https://sbuhb.nhs.wales/hospitals/waiting-well/healthy-weight-support-and-advice/taking-weight-loss-injections/
https://www.diabetes.org.uk/support-us/campaign/strike-out-stigma

