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We agree with Lemmon et al. (2024) that the study of weight at work warrants more research
attention. Such research is especially important considering that the majority of Americans are
considered overweight and thus may be subjected to mistreatment at work. Approximately 30% of
Americans today are considered overweight, and an additional 42% of Americans today are
considered obese (Hales et al., 2020). Furthermore, the prevalence of being overweight or obese
varies by gender and race. For example, in the United States, about 50% of non-Hispanic Black
adults are considered obese, whereas only 16% of Asian adults are considered obese. Rates of
obesity among adults in the U.S. are similar for men (43%) and women (42%); however,
differences emerge when looking at the combination of race and gender (e.g., 57% of Black women
are considered obese compared to 41% of Black men; NIDDK, 2021). Because of differences in
weight when considering multiple background characteristics simultaneously, it is not only
important (as Lemmon and colleagues point out) but necessary to take an intersectional approach
when studying the interpersonal effects of weight at work. Failing to do so may lead us to form
broad conclusions that do not generalize to specific segments of the working population (e.g.,
Black women, White women) and may lead to underestimating the negative effects of weight
on work-related outcomes for certain segments of the working population while potentially
overestimating its effects for others.

This commentary extends Lemmon and colleagues’ discussion of intersectionality by
delineating how the combination of weight with other identities (facilitating Lemmon et al.’s
first best practice termed “Background Work”) may affect individuals’ experiences at work with a
specific focus on gender and race. Although we focus on these two identities, we recognize that
weight discrimination may also intersect with other aspects of a person (e.g., sexual orientation,
age, socioeconomic status, etc.). Additionally, we point researchers to various theoretical lenses
that may be useful in guiding future research on weight, race, gender, and workplace experiences.
We hope to inspire researchers to consider intersectionality when designing research on weight at
work so that our field can gain a deeper understanding of how weight affects interpersonal
treatment for all people, especially in light of the fact that the non-White and non-male segment of
the U.S. labor force consists of over 18 million employees and is projected to continue to grow in
the next decade (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2022).

In a work context, being overweight is associated with both formal discrimination (e.g.,
negatively impacting hiring decisions; Rudolph et al., 2009) andmore subtle forms of discrimination
(e.g., interpersonal mistreatment; King et al., 2006). Facing weight-based discrimination is unique
from other forms of discrimination because anyone (i.e., people of all genders, races, religions, etc.)
may be subjected to discrimination on the basis of their weight. However, women may face stronger
stigma surrounding their weight, as American society has historically emphasized a “thin” ideal
body shape that is more strongly applied to women than men (e.g., Chrisler, 2012). Additionally,
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different race-based standards, norms, and stereotypes exist surrounding weight. Therefore,
overweight and obese people of different races and ethnicities may face different weight-based
reactions and treatment resulting from others’ stereotypes and expectations.

It is important to clarify that we do not mean to suggest that certain people (e.g., White men)
will not face discrimination as a result of their weight—we know this form of discrimination can
affect everyone. Rather, we feel it is important to understand how and why weight discrimination
may be affecting certain groups of people disproportionately. Ultimately, this is important from
both a legal perspective (e.g., although weight-based discrimination is not illegal under federal law
unless associated with a disability under the Americans with Disabilities Act, there may be legal
ramifications if it impacts different genders or races differently1) as well as a diversity and
inclusion perspective (e.g., raising awareness of the unique biases others face is crucial so that we
can work toward reducing and ultimately eliminating them).

Weight and gender
As noted previously, weight-based discrimination may be especially pronounced for women. In
fact, for men, being larger (i.e., more muscular) than average is often seen as ideal, whereas for
women, being thinner than average is seen as ideal (Chrisler, 2012). In line with these societal
norms, research finds that experiences of weight-based discrimination are often stronger for
women compared to men. For example, a meta-analysis of 59 correlational samples revealed that
gender moderated the relationships between weight and workplace outcomes such that women
experienced greater weight-based discrimination at work than men (Vanhove & Gordon, 2014).
Furthermore, women report perceiving 16 times the amount of weight discrimination in the
workplace compared to men (Roehling et al., 2007). Such discrepant perceptions may be important
in considering how people affectively and behaviorally respond to weight discrimination. In addition
to gender, a person’s race may influence the amount of weight-based discrimination with which he
or she is faced.

Weight and race
One reason why weight may be perceived differently depending on the target individual’s race is
that people have different levels of exposure to overweight and obese individuals of different racial
backgrounds. As of 2018, the rate of obesity was highest among Black adults (49.6%), followed by
White adults (42.2%), with rates among Asian adults being substantially lower (17.4%; Hales et al.,
2020). For women in particular, Black women have the highest obesity rate (56.9%) followed by
White women (39.8%) and Asian women (17.2%; Hales et al., 2020). One way in which such
different rates may translate into differential treatment from others may be explained by Zajonc’s
(1968) “mere exposure effect,” which refers to the observation that “repeated, unreinforced
exposure is sufficient to enhance attitudes toward a stimulus” (Bornstein and D’Agostino, 1992,
p. 545). This suggests that the mere increased exposure to heavier Black women may be enough to
dampen negative attitudes toward them, whereas less exposure to heavier Asian women may
create more negative attitudes toward them.2 Furthermore, there is evidence of different cultural
weight ideals based on race, with Black people tending to be more accepting of heavier weights

1Importantly, although weight discrimination is not illegal under federal law, some states and jurisdictions do indeed offer
legal protection against discrimination for overweight workers (e.g., Michigan, San Francisco, Washington DC, and recently
New York City).

2Here we do not intend to suggest that Black women do not face weight-based discrimination. Rather, we speculate on the
basis of the mere exposure effect that the penalty they receive for being overweight may be less extreme than that of Asian
women. Although not the focus of the present commentary, it is important to note that Black women (irrespective of their
weight) do face unique stereotypes and discrimination in the workplace.
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compared to White people (e.g., Hebl & Heatherton, 1998). Additionally, Black people are often
stereotyped as big (e.g., Wilson et al., 2017) and overweight (e.g., Ghavami & Peplau, 2013) by
others.

Importantly, limited research on how race and gender may jointly impact weight
discrimination or stigmatization has included Asian people. This is concerning because Asian
women may face an even stronger cultural pressure to be thin, as many modern Asian cultures
emphasize an extremely thin ideal (e.g., Jackson et al., 2021). Furthermore, Asian women are often
stereotyped by others as being expected to be petite or small (e.g., Mukkamala & Suyemoto, 2018).
This suggests that Asian American women may face particularly strong societal pressure to
conform to stereotypes and expectations regarding a small body size and may stand out more
when not conforming to such standards. Additionally, a series of studies by Handron et al. (2017)
showed that weight influenced perceptions of the “foreigner” stereotype applied to Asian
Americans (Devos & Banaji, 2005), such that overweight Asian Americans were actually perceived
as more American than their nonoverweight counterparts, suggesting that one form of stigma
(that of being overweight) may actually be functional in overcoming another form of stigma (that
of appearing foreign) for this group.

Despite the aforementioned reasons to believe weight may impact people with different
backgrounds in unique ways, limited research on weight in the workplace has considered how
intersectionality (e.g., race and gender) impacts interpersonal experiences related to weight at
work (e.g., weight-based mistreatment). We next turn to a discussion on various theoretical
frameworks that offer potential starting points for researchers to consider when designing
research on weight at work from an intersectional perspective. In particular, we will discuss the
model of stereotyping through intersectional and associated categories (MOSAIC; Hall et al.,
2019), the stereotype content model (SCM; Fiske et al., 2002), and the parallel constraint
satisfaction theory (PCST; Kunda & Thagard, 1996). We also mention the justification-
suppression model (JSM; Crandall & Eshleman, 2003), which Lemmon et al. (2024) discuss,
expanding on how such a theory may be applied to intersectional populations. It is important to
note that we offer a selective sampling of theories, and there are certainly other theories that may
inform the intersection of gender, race, and weight at work. Our goal in this discussion is to
demonstrate the potential for selected frameworks to address important intersectional questions
about weight at work and spark readers’ interests in pursing such research.

Theoretical perspectives to provide an intersectional frame to weight at work
The model of stereotyping through associated and intersectional categories (MOSAIC; Hall et al.,
2019) was developed in order to better understand how evaluators’ awareness of a person’s
multiple demographic categories simultaneously can impact interpersonal evaluations. Thus, it is
well suited to examine how multiple categories such as weight, gender, and race may
simultaneously influence the way one is treated in the workplace. In essence, MOSAIC proposes
that stereotypes applied to a person are formed via combination of the stereotypes of the person’s
various demographic categories, which results in an integrated stereotype that can influence
expectations of the employee, as well as the strength of prescriptive (beliefs regarding what one
ought to do) or proscriptive stereotypes (beliefs regarding what one ought not to do) that are
applied to the individual being evaluated. Such expectations and stereotypes provide the lens
through which one is evaluated and can result in either more favorable or unfavorable evaluations.

Regarding weight, a focus on proscriptive stereotypes is warranted given that the proscription
against being overweight for women, in particular, is well documented. For women of
different races, theorizing using MOSAIC suggests that feminine gender norms and
stereotypes may be amplified for Asian women relative to White women, and diluted for Black
women relative to White women, due to established implicit associations between genders and
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races (e.g., Goff et al., 2008; Johnson et al., 2012). Such heightened proscriptive stereotypes
(i.e., proscribing being overweight) applied to Asian women in turn may lead to particularly
harsh evaluations due to perceivers’ lower “threshold” for exhibiting the proscribed behavior.
On the other hand, diluted feminine stereotypes applied to Black women may in turn lead to
less harsh reactions due to perceivers’ higher threshold for exhibiting the proscribed behavior.
Therefore, a research question to explore in the context of MOSAIC is: How do stereotypes of
people with multiple identities combine to influence the proscription against being
overweight, and in turn, affect evaluations of overweight people in the workplace?

An alternative approach using the MOSAIC as a framework considers one’s weight status as
an identity whose stereotypes interact with one’s other demographic category stereotypes. For
example, using the MOSAIC model, Sim et al. (2022) found that contradicting stereotypes of
Black men as threatening and obese people as being incapable of threat, led to diluted threat
stereotypes being applied to Black obese men. This approach may also help to explain the
previously mentioned findings by Handron et al. (2017)—contradicting stereotypes associating
Asian people with being foreign, and associating obesity with being American, may drive the
diluted foreigner stereotypes applied to obese Asian Americans. Therefore, another research
question to be explored with MOSAIC is: How do stereotypes associated with being overweight
combine with stereotypes surrounding gender and race to impact how overweight people of
different genders and races are perceived and subsequently treated at work?

Another theory that focuses on the stereotypes applied to different groups that may prove a
fruitful starting ground for intersectional weight research is the stereotype content model (SCM;
Cuddy et al., 2008; Fiske et al., 2002). In the SCM, perceptions of different groups are associated
with two core dimensions of warmth and competence, which in turn generate different emotional
reactions (i.e., admiration, contempt, envy, and pity). These emotional reactions subsequently
influence different types of interpersonally directed behaviors (e.g., active vs. passive, facilitative
vs. harmful). Although research using the SCM has uncovered where certain groups fall on the
dimensions of warmth and competence (e.g., Black people tend to be perceived as less competent
and less warm; Sanders & Sullivan, 2010; Asian people tend to be seen as competent but cold;
Berdahl & Min, 2012), future research could incorporate weight into such investigations. In
particular, research using the SCM could address the question: Where do stereotypes of people of
different genders, races, and weights fall along the continuums of warmth and competence, and
how does this impact how they are treated by others at work?

Next, parallel constraint satisfaction theory (PCST; Kunda & Thagard, 1996) describes how
perceivers consider both common stereotypes as well as individuating information when forming
impressions of others. Additionally, when forming impressions, one makes internal or external
attributions for the target’s behavior. Characteristics aligning with stereotypes of a group are likely
to prompt internal attributions because stereotypes result from dispositional characteristics
applied to particular groups as a whole (e.g., Motro et al., 2022). Therefore, considering
stereotypes of Black women being large (e.g., Ghavami & Peplau, 2013), this suggests observers
may be more likely to attribute a Black overweight woman’s weight to internal causes that are
within one’s control (i.e., eating in excess) as opposed to external, environmental factors (i.e.,
access to affordable, healthy foods). Research using the PCST could attempt to answer the
question: How do stereotypes of different genders and races combine to impact how attributions
(internal versus external) are made regarding one’s weight?

Finally, Lemmon and colleagues highlight the justification-suppression model of prejudice
(JSM; Crandall and Eshleman, 2003) in their focal article; therefore, we will not review the major
tenets of the theory but rather pose the question: How might the JSM operate differently for
employees with intersectional identities? As an example, those who have internal racist beliefs
might “suppress” their prejudices against people of different races (due to strong norms against
racism), but perhaps when those people are overweight, their prejudices are “released” due to
feeling justified in their prejudice in light of beliefs that people are in control of their weight.
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This would lead to a type of “double jeopardy” effect for racial minorities who are overweight (e.g.,
Berdahl & Moore, 2006).

Concluding thoughts
Our commentary expands on what Lemmon and colleagues’ termed “Background Work” by
explicitly discussing why an intersectional perspective is crucial when engaging in weight-
related research in the workplace. In addition to providing the why, we also pointed to four
theoretical frameworks catered toward intersectional perspectives as well as potential research
questions (summarized in Table 1). Although we focused on race and gender, we acknowledge
that the cited examples were limited in terms of the diversity of races and ethnicities (e.g.,
Latino, Middle Eastern, Pacific Islander), genders (e.g., nonbinary, transgender), and
nationalities (i.e., most samples were American) discussed. We see this as a call for further
research to expand the ideas presented in this commentary and consider more diverse groups
of people. This point is particularly important in light of how psychology as a field has been
criticized for using primarily “WEIRD” samples (western, educated, industrial, rich, and
democratic; Muthukrishna et al., 2020). We encourage future research to take an intersectional
approach when considering weight-based experiences, and we hope that the theoretical

Table 1. Summary of Recommended Theoretical Frameworks for Assessing Intersectionality

Framework Description Example research question Example citations

MOSAIC (Hall
et al., 2019)

Describes how evaluators’ awareness
of an individual’s membership in
multiple categories can
simultaneously impact interpersonal
evaluations

How do stereotypes of people with
multiple identities combine to
influence the proscription against
being overweight and, in turn, affect
evaluations of overweight people in
the workplace?How do stereotypes
associated with being overweight
combine with stereotypes
surrounding gender and race to
impact how overweight people of
different genders and races are
perceived and subsequently treated
at work?

Sim et al. (2022)

SCM (Cuddy
et al., 2008;
Fiske et al.,
2002)

Describes how group membership
perceptions vary in warmth and
competence, and lead to differential
emotional reactions, ultimately
leading to positive or negative
interpersonal behaviors

Where do stereotypes of people of
different genders, races, and weights
fall along the continuums of warmth
and competence, and how does this
impact how they are treated by
others at work?

*Berdahl & Min
(2012);*Striníc
et al., (2021);
*Smith et al.,
(2023)

PCST (Kunda &
Thagard, 1996)

Describes how impression formation
is a product of both common
stereotypes and individuating
information, and posits that group
stereotypes typically prompt internal
(vs. external) attributions to
behavior

How do stereotypes of different
genders and race combine to impact
how attributions (internal versus
external) are made regarding one’s
weight?

*Motro et al.,
(2022);*Evans
et al., (2019)

JSM (Crandall &
Eshleman, 2003)

Describes how internal biases can be
“loosened,” enabling individuals to
act on them and seek out
justification for prejudicial actions

How might the JSM operate
differently for employees with
intersectional identities?

*King et al.,
(2006); *Miller
et al., (2009)

Note.MOSAIC = model of stereotyping through associated and intersectional categories. SCM = stereotype content model. PCST = parallel
constraint satisfaction theory. JSM = justification-suppression model. *indicates studies that are workplace specific.
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frameworks and potential research questions provided in this commentary may inspire more
inclusive research on weight in the workplace.

References
Berdahl, J. L., & Min, J. A. (2012). Prescriptive stereotypes and workplace consequences for East Asians in North America.

Cultural Diversity and Ethnic Minority Psychology, 18(2), 141.
Berdahl, J. L., & Moore, C. (2006). Workplace harassment: Double jeopardy for minority women. Journal of Applied

Psychology, 91(2), 426–436. https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.91.2.426.
Bornstein, R. F., & D’Agostino, P. R. (1992). Stimulus recognition and the mere exposure effect. Journal of Personality and

Social Psychology, 545–552.
Bureau of Labor Statistics. Civilian labor force, by age, sex, race, and ethnicity, 2022. https://www.bls.gov/emp/tables/civilian-

labor-force-summary.htm.
Chrisler, J. C. (2012). Why can’t you control yourself?, Fat should be a feminist issue. Sex Roles, 66(9-10), 608–616.
Crandall, C. S., & Eshleman, A. (2003). A justification-suppression model of the expression and experience of prejudice.

Psychological Bulletin, 129(3), 414–446. https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.129.3.414.
Cuddy, A. J. C., Fiske, S. T., & Glick, P. (2008). Warmth and competence as universal dimensions of social perception: The

stereotype content model and the BIAS map. Advances in Experimental Socialology, 40, 61–149. https://doi.org/10.1016/
S0065-2601(07)00002-0.

Devos, T., & Banaji, M. R. (2005). American = White?. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 88, 447–466.
Evans, J. B., Slaughter, J. E., Ellis, A. P. J., & Rivin, J. M. (2019). Gender and the evaluation of humor at work. Journal of

Applied Psychology, 104(8), 1077–1087.
Fiske, S. T., Cuddy, A. J. C., Glick, P., & Xu, J. (2002). A model of (often mixed) stereotype content: Competence

and warmth respectively follow from perceived status and competition. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 82(6),
878–902. https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.82.6.878.

Ghavami, N., & Peplau, L. A. (2013). An intersectional analysis of gender and ethnic stereotypes: Testing three hypotheses.
Psychology of Women Quarterly, 37(1), 113–127. https://doi.org/10.1177/0361684312464203.

Goff, P. A., Thomas, M. A., & Jackson, M. C. (2008). Ain’t I a woman?”: Toward an intersectional approach to person
perception and group-based harms. Sex Roles, 59, 392–403.

Hales, C. M., Carroll, M. D., Fryar, C. D., & Ogden, C. L. (2020). Prevalence of obesity and severe obesity among adults:
United States, 2017-2018. NCHS Data Brief, 360, 1–8.

Hall, E. V., Hall, A. V., Galinsky, A. D., & Phillips, K. W. (2019). MOSAIC: A model of stereotyping through associated and
intersectional categories. Academy of Management Review, 44(3), 643–672. https://doi.org/10.5465/amr.2017.0109.

Handron, C., Kirby, T. A., Wang, J., Matskewich, H. E., & Cheryan, S. (2017). Unexpected gains: Being overweight buffers
Asian Americans from prejudice against foreigners. Psychological Science, 28(9), 1214–1227. https://doi.org/10.1177/
0956797617720912.

Hebl, M. R., & Heatherton, T. F. (1998). The stigma of obesity in women: The difference is black and white. Personality and
Social Psychology Bulletin, 24(4), 417–426. https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167298244008.

Jackson, T., Ye, X., Hall, B. J., & Chen, H. (2021). Have you taken the A4 challenge?, Correlates and impact of a thin ideal
expression from Chinese social media. Frontiers in Psychology, 12, 669014. https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/
fpsyg.2021.669014

Johnson, K. L., Freeman, J. B., & Pauker, K. (2012). Race is gendered: How covarying phenotypes and stereotypes bias sex
categorization. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 102(1), 116–131. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0025335.

King, E. B., Shapiro, J. R., Hebl, M. R., Singletary, S. L., & Turner, S. (2006). The stigma of obesity in customer service:
A mechanism for remediation and bottom-line consequences of interpersonal discrimination. Journal of Applied
Psychology, 91, 579–593.

Kunda, Z., & Thagard, P. (1996). Forming impressions from stereotypes, traits, and behaviors: A parallel-constraint-
satisfaction theory. Psychological Review, 103(2), 284–308.

Lemmon, G., Jensen, J. M., & Kuljanin, G. (2024,Best practices for weight at work research. Industrial-Organizational
Psychology: Perspectives on Science ad Practice, 17(1), 85–105. https://doi.org/10.1017/iop.2023.50.

Miller, B. K., McGlashan Nicols, K., & Eure, J. (2009). Body art in the workplace: Piercing the prejudice? Personnel Review,
38(6), 621–640. https://doi.org/10.1108/00483480910992247.

Motro, D., Evans, J. B., Ellis, A. P. J., & Benson, L.III (2022). Race and reactions to women’s expressions of anger at work:
Examining the effects of the, angry Black woman, stereotype. Journal of Applied Psychology, 107(1), 142–152. https://doi.
org/10.1037/apl0000884.

Mukkamala, S., & Suyemoto, K. L. (2018). Racialized sexism/sexualized racism: A multimethod study of intersectional
experiences of discrimination for Asian American women. Asian American Journal of Psychology, 9(1), 32–46. https://doi.
org/10.1037/aap0000104.

Industrial and Organizational Psychology 131

https://doi.org/10.1017/iop.2023.82 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1037/0021-9010.91.2.426
https://www.bls.gov/emp/tables/civilian-labor-force-summary.htm
https://www.bls.gov/emp/tables/civilian-labor-force-summary.htm
https://doi.org/10.1037/0033-2909.129.3.414
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0065-2601(07)00002-0
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0065-2601(07)00002-0
https://doi.org/10.1037/0022-3514.82.6.878
https://doi.org/10.1177/0361684312464203
https://doi.org/10.5465/amr.2017.0109
https://doi.org/10.1177/0956797617720912
https://doi.org/10.1177/0956797617720912
https://doi.org/10.1177/0146167298244008
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.669014
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.669014
https://doi.org/10.1037/a0025335
https://doi.org/10.1017/iop.2023.50
https://doi.org/10.1108/00483480910992247
https://doi.org/10.1037/apl0000884
https://doi.org/10.1037/apl0000884
https://doi.org/10.1037/aap0000104
https://doi.org/10.1037/aap0000104
https://doi.org/10.1017/iop.2023.82


Muthukrishna, M., Bell, A. V., Henrich, J., Curtin, C. M., Gedranovich, A., McInerney, J., & Thue, B. (2020). Beyond
western, educated, industrial, rich, and democratic (WEIRD) psychology: Measuring and mapping scales of cultural and
psychological distance. Psychological Science, 31(6), 678–701. https://doi.org/10.1177/0956797620916782.

NIDDK. Overweight and obesity statistics 2021. https://www.niddk.nih.gov/health-information/health-statistics/overweight-
obesity.

Roehling, M. V., Roehling, P. V., & Pichler, S. (2007). The relationship between body weight and perceived weight-related
employment discrimination: The role of sex and race. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 71(2), 300–318. https://doi.org/10.
1016/j.jvb.2007.04.008.

Rudolph, C. W., Wells, C. L., Weller, M. D., & Baltes, B. B. (2009). A meta-analysis of empirical studies of weight-based bias
in the workplace. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 74(1), 1–10. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jvb.2008.09.008.

Sanders, M. S., & Sullivan, J. M. (2010). Category inclusion and exclusion in perceptions of African Americans: Using the
stereotype content model to examine perceptions of groups and individuals. Race, Gender & Class, 17(3/4), 201–222.
https://www.jstor.org/stable/41674761

Sim, M., Almaraz, S. M., & Hugenberg, K. (2022). Stereotyping at the intersection of race and weight: Diluted threat
stereotyping of obese Black men. Journal of Experimental Social Psychology, 99,104274. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jesp.2021.
104274.

Smith, N. A., Martinez, L., Xu, S.(Tracy), &Waterbury, C. J. (2023). Providing positive individuating information to reduce
stereotype-based negativity in service encounters. Cornell Hospitality Quarterly, 64(3), 307–321. https://doi.org/10.1177/
19389655221127263.
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