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As insidious fat-phobia, fat talk, and fat-negative attitudes and behaviors permeate women's narratives about
their bodies, fear of fatness and disdain for fat bodies has become a normative part of women's lives. That said,
little is known about how women imagine their future selves and future weight gain, or how they would react
to hypothetically imagining major weight gain despite the fact that over a third of American women are labeled
as “obese” and many of them have gained at least 100 lb. This study analyzed semi-structured interviews with
twenty women from a diverse 2014 community sample (mean age: 35.35, SD: 12.01) collected in a large South-
western U.S. city in order to examine U.S. women's subjective feelings about hypothetically gaining significant
weight. Results, centered on five themes, connected hypothetical weight gain to severe fat negativity: 1)Weight
blame: Anger and disgust directed toward self; 2) Familiarity of gainingweight; 3) Fear of physical limitations; 4)
Loss of “sexiness” and loss of male gaze; and 5) Severely distressed feeling that life is over. Tensions about the
meaning of fatness and its physical and emotional implications for women were explored, alongside an analysis
of how the hypothetically fat body produced visceral reactions, concerns about health, beliefs that attractiveness
and eroticism were in danger, and, for some women, severely phobic reactions about fat bodies. Tensions be-
tween weight gain that are seen as “extreme” and mundane are also discussed. Methodological implications
for how hypothetical questions can elicit strong emotional content are also discussed.
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Fear of fatness and disdain toward fat bodies pervades attitudes
about bodies and body size despite the fact that the U.S. has dispropor-
tionately more fat people than many other Western countries through-
out theworld (Janssen et al., 2005). The “waron obesity” and its rhetoric
have been deployed to injure, insult, and degrade fat people, especially
women (Herndon, 2005; Throsby, 2009), and continues to treat fat bod-
ies as “the enemy,”with a host of public health campaigns and reforms
targeting food and drink consumption and eating practices (Lin, Smith,
Lee, & Hall, 2011; Sturm, Powell, Chriqui, & Chaloupka, 2010). In re-
sponse to this “war,” fat studies has emerged as a discipline interested
in fighting back against negative portrayals of fatness by arguing instead
that fatness serves as a critical site for understanding and critically ex-
amining the circulation, production, and cultural construction of mate-
rial bodies (and the inequalities that come with material bodies)
(Braziel & LeBesco, 2001; Cooper, 2010; Rothblum & Solovay, 2009).
Fat studies has made notable inroads in the study of bodies and body

image, particularly as fat bodies (and fat shaming) becomemore visible
(Britton,Martz, Bazzini, Curtin, & LeaShomb, 2006; Rothblum&Solovay,
2009).

While some studies have addressed women's fear of fatness as it re-
lates to people's negative body image (Katzman & Lee, 1997; Satinsky,
Dennis, Reece, Sanders, & Bardzell, 2013; Sykes & McPhail, 2008), few
studies have directly interrogated women's feelings about hypothetical
weight gain for themselves. Such imagining can productively link fat
negativity to the self, as women grapple not with fatness as an abstract
concept but with fatness as directly imagined through their bodies. This
oversight is notable given that narratives about “possible selves” or per-
ceptions of what one could become can provide insights into the ideali-
zation or stigmatization of certain body types that should be avoided or
desired (Fahs, in press; Dalley, Pollet, & Vidal, 2013; Granberg, 2006;
Markus &Nurius, 1986; O'Brien,McElwee, & Dunning, 2005).Moreover,
this approach highlights the ways that women imagine a future fat
identity (or, more accurately, what they fear becoming).

While possible selves can either be seen as positive or negative fu-
tures there is some evidence that the prevalence andmeaning of feared
possible selves may differ by gender (Anthis, Dunkel, & Anderson,
2004). Feared possible selves seems to resonate more with women
than men, and gender differences often appear in the form and
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perceived likelihood of feared selves. For example, mothers of young
children express more fears of being an overwhelmed, tired, or single
self than do fathers of the same child (Hooker, Fiese, Jenkins, Morfie, &
Schwagler, 1996). Moreover, studies on adolescents have found that
girls often have greater fears about their appearances than boys as
they fixate on the chance of being “ugly” or “too fat” (Knox, Funk,
Elliott, & Bush, 2000).

Social norms frame sizeableweight gain as extreme or an aberration,
raising questions about how would women respond to imagining such
weight gain. Notably, roughly one-quarter of American women of re-
productive age will gain a substantial amount of weight (many over
100 lb) their adult lifetimes (Crawford, Jeffery, & French, 2000), as the
CDC estimates that over 35% of women have BMIs that place them in
the “overweight,” “obese” or “extreme obese” categories with many
weighing well over 200 lb (Sharma, 2015); thus, gaining 100 lb is in ac-
tuality neither “extreme” or “unlikely” but rather relatively common
and mundane. This tension between the imagined extremity and the
lived mundaneness of gaining 100 lb is explored in this study.

In an effort to assess women's feelings about their own imagined fat
bodies, this study examined qualitative narratives from semi-structured
interviews with twenty U.S. women with diverse backgrounds (race,
age, current relationship status, parental status, class backgrounds, sex-
ual identities, body sizes) in order to examine women's feelings about
their own bodies hypothetically gaining 100 lb. These conversations il-
luminated five themes that appeared in women's responses to
hypothetically becoming much fatter, showcasing the powerful com-
plexities of how fatness circulates in the culture at large, how fatness be-
comes internalized as fat shame for women, and how women develop
ideas about their own bodies and the potential “dangers” ofweight gain.

Literature review

The fear of fatness

While fear of fatness has appeared as a normative component of
women's feelings about their bodies (Bordo, 1997), the extent of this
fear is not fully established. A survey of Enquire magazine readers in
the early 1990s found over half of young women would prefer to be
run over by a truck than be fat, and two-thirds of these same women
would choose stupidity over fatness (Carroll, 1994; Maine, 2000),
while 28% of 115 high school health teachers warned that becoming
fat is the worst thing that can happen to a person (Puhl & Brownell,
2001). Another study found that male respondents to a personal dating
advertisementwere four times as likely to respond to an ad for awoman
recovering from drug addiction than one who was described as fifty
pounds overweight (Sitton & Blanchard, 1995). This hostility toward
fat bodies has real consequences for women, as some studies have iden-
tified excessive fear of fatness as connected to eating disturbances, neg-
ative cognitions about fatness, and women's desire for thinness (Dalley
et al., 2013; Levitt, 2004;Woodman& Steer, 2011;Woud, Anschutz, Van
Strien, & Becker, 2011). Icelandic college students with more concerns
about physical appearance reported more disgust toward fat people
andmore anti-fat prejudice than thosewithout concerns about physical
appearance (O'Brien et al., 2013). That said, the desire for thinness and
the fear of fatnessmay signify two entirely different constructs with dif-
ferent implications for eating and body image (Levitt, 2003). Further,
the fear of fatness may connect to other sorts of phobic or disgusted re-
actions to “Othered” bodies (Fahs, in press; Seidman, 2013;
Windram-Geddes, 2013) and has substantial overlaps with symbolic
racism (Crandall, 1994).

Eating disordered thinking and behavior related strongly to the fear
of fatness and specifically to the fear of gainingweight. One study found
a strong overlap between the fear of fatness and eating disordered be-
havior among young women in a bulimia treatment center (Rushford,
2006). Another study found that underweight college students
overestimated their body size, while all other groups underestimated

their body size (Banfield &McCabe, 2002). Both dieters and non-dieters
reported strongly negative attitudes about fatness, but dieters had inter-
nalized stronger negative feeling about fatness than did non-dieters
(Vartanian, Peter Herman, & Polivy, 2005). Those women who looked
for external validation of their bodies struggled more with fatness
than those who found intrinsic value in their bodies (Satinsky et al.,
2013). Attributions for why people become fat also impact attitudes
about fatness, as most women attribute fatness to individual lack of
self-control and restraint (Degher & Hughes, 1999; Silk, Francombe, &
Bachelor, 2011).

Notably, both fat studies and public health literatures have largely
argued that the lived experiences of fat people can be relatively similar
and very different to those of thin people. Body size and gender impact
social treatment, particularly romantic and dating contexts. Fifty per-
cent of fat girls in grades 9–12 more often reported having never
dated compared to 20% of their thin classmates (Pearce et al., 2002),
while no such distinction occurred for boys (Roehling, Roehling, &
Pichler, 2007). Further, Conley andGlauber (2007) in a national random
sample found that fatness was associated with a 17% reduction in
women'swages (with no economic penalty observed formen'sweight).
Fat womenwho reported high levels of fat discrimination also reported
greater levels of anxiety and clinical depression compared to thin
women in a study of 22,000 people (Hatzenbuehler, Keyes, & Hasin,
2009), and during interviews fat women who said they internalized
negative appearance comments reported more unwanted sexual activ-
ity than fat women who considered fatness a good quality (Satinsky et
al., 2013). Self-identified fat women with intense body shame reported
unsatisfying sex lives until they embraced fat pride (Gailey, 2012). Fi-
nally, fear of possible fat selves often had no relation to eating healthy
diets or engaging in cardiovascular exercise amongmiddle-aged health
care professionals (Noureddine & Metzger, 2014).

“Fat talk” and fat phobia

Anti-fat attitudes, or “fat phobia,” have also taken center stage in the
fat studies literature, as scholars have worked to assess the relationship
between stigmaand experiences of the fat body (Puhl& Brownell, 2001;
Robinson, Bacon, & O'Reilly, 1993). “Fat talk,” or the way that women
speak negatively with each other about the size and shape of their bod-
ies (Nichter & Vuckovic, 1994), also impacts how women feel about
their bodies, as those who overheard fat talk not only engaged in fat
talk more themselves but also reported more body shame and dissatis-
faction (Salk & Engeln-Maddox, 2012). Further, thin women of all ages
engaged in fat talk (Engeln & Salk, 2014), and, notably, women felt
more surprised by others' positive body talk than by negative body
talk (“fat talk”) (Barwick, Bazzini, Martz, Rocheleau, & Curtin, 2012).
Women with greater body dissatisfaction and internalization of the
thin-ideal reported more fat talk than others, though body mass index
was not connected to frequency of fat talk (Salk & Engeln-Maddox,
2011).

People from a variety of demographic backgrounds reported harbor-
ing fat-negative attitudes and fat phobic attitudes. Thosewhowere of an
average weight, women, younger people, and those with more than a
high school education reported more fat phobic attitudes compared to
their counterparts, though interventions to change fat phobic attitudes
were also highly successful in these populations (Robinson et al.,
1993). That said, low-educated and low-income African-American
women experienced the greatest increase in BMI (Body Mass Index)
while high-educated and high-income white men experienced the
least BMI growth in recent years (Ailshire & House, 2011), though this
did not correlate to fat phobic attitudes, aswhitewomenhadmore emo-
tional distress about weight gain than did African-American women
(Moore & Williams, 2011). Additionally, women's close friends and ac-
quaintances had a greater impact on their fat phobia than did strangers
or distant others who engaged in fat phobic talk (Brewis, Hruschka, &
Wutich, 2011).
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