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Banishing Fat Talk 

Tiffany Crate, M.S., C.P.T. 
 
Magic Dust exercise 
 
Body hatred manifests in many forms.  
Expressing disgust at your habits 

• “I ate like a pig yesterday.” 
It’s hard to exercise when you are trying to hide your body. 

• “Don’t make me do any exercises that make me stick out my big, fat butt.” 
• “I hate exercising with all these mirrors around me.” 
• Wearing excessive clothing to hide yourself causes overheating and discomfort. 

Irrational distaste for body parts 
 • “How can I get rid of this chest fold?” 
 • “The backs of my elbows are wrinkly!” 
 
The Body Police 
Society’s messages about body image are shaped by: 
 • the media (instills worry and fear). 
 • the beauty industry (sets an unachievable bar). 
 • outdated notions about health and fitness (everyone should be chiseled). 
Cultural assumption that having a perfect body is your passport to the good life. 
 • Your body is not okay the way it is. 
 • You’ll feel better about yourself only when you achieve a certain standard. 
 • Equal opportunity oppressors — naturally thin people get criticized, too. 
 • Just look at the characters on alluring TV shows! 
 
Punishing the body down to size is the accepted modus operandi. 
“We’ll work your triceps really hard so you’ll feel terrific in that little dress.” 
“Running on the treadmill, I can just picture that bagel burning off!” 
“I ate too many brownies, so I’m going to exercise twice as long as usual.” 
“Arrgh!  Only two more days of my cabbage soup diet.” 
“Maybe it would be easier if I just went to a fat farm.” 
 
Fitness trainers often compound the problem 
Teaming up with clients’ self-loathing 
 • Are you trying to “fix” things for your clients? 
  • This indicates your own struggle with body image ideals. 
 • Agreeing to prescribe exercises that target repulsive body parts 
  • Spot reduction of fat is not possible. 
 • Stats on personal training adherence rate are disconcerting (10-15%). 
  • Clearly, our industry’s traditional approach is not working.  
Advocating a dieting lifestyle and knock-down-drag-out workouts 
 • “It’s almost bikini season, every body!” 
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• “Let’s work off that holiday gluttony, people!” 
• “You need to stop eating white bread, pasta, and potatoes.” 

Talking openly about your own wishes to “lean out” or “drop fat” 
 • “I have to look a certain way to be legit in this industry.” 
 
Self-consciousness detracts from a full life 
Non-stop awareness of your body image punctuates your entire day. 

• Checking your image in the reflection of every shop window 
• Waking hours consist of constant body-image examination. 
• Going to bed regretting your failure to achieve “the standard.” 
• Waking up dreading battling another day of trying to achieve “the standard.” 

Obsessing about how you look to others has an element of self-absorption. 
 • Non-stop dissatisfaction with your body parts precludes a focus on others. 

• It affects those around you as you suck them into your world. 
• “Do these pants make me look fat?” 
• Ever dine with someone who won’t eat 90% of the menu choices? 
• It’s natural for people to wonder what you must think of their bodies. 

 
I feel fat— is fat a feeling? 
Fat is a body tissue. 
Fat is a macronutrient. 
A feeling it is not.  Feelings include glad, sad, mad, relieved, regretful, grateful, proud. 
Some other meanings for the word fat: 

“The best part” (the fat of the sales pitch) 
“Abounding in desirable characteristics” (phat daddy) 
“Fertile, productive” (the fat of the land) 
“Rich” (butter) 
“Ample, well-stocked” (a fat pantry) 

 
Definition of Fat Talk 
Nichter and Vukovic coined the phrase (1994). 

• the self-disparaging body talk that occurs in peer groups 
• appears to contain an element of social influence 
• used for impression management 
• occurs frequently throughout the day in a given peer group. 

Adolescent girls in particular become comfortable discoursing in this manner. 
Young women alter their self-reported body image according to their audience type. 
 • female, male, friend, stranger 
Females’ public disclosure of their body image varies according to confederate’s style. 
 • three conditions: self-derogate, self-accept, self-aggrandize 
Fat Talk uses weight/shape as a reference point for feelings. 
Superficial statements made about one’s body have deep meaning. 
 • Big emotions are present— worry, fear, regret, anger, contempt, overwhelm. 
  • “I’m fat” really means “I’m depressed” or “I feel out of control.” 
  • often unrelated to body image   
 • Focusing on loathsome body parts distracts from life’s real problems. 
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  • “I looked good in these pants yesterday; today they make me look fat.” 
 
Fat talk is a pro-social exchange 
discloses vulnerability, ergo, reinforces friendship ties 
solicits reassurance and encouragement 
empathic 
promotes group affiliation and solidarity 
reinforces the value of thinness among group members 
emphasizes a shared distaste of body fat within the group 
probably serves as a coping mechanism in the face of rising obesity levels 
allows females to appear modest in a culture that shuns egotism 
 

Girl A:  “I’m so fat.” 
Girl B:  “No, you’re not.” 
Girl C:  “I’m fatter than you!” 

 
If complimented that she is skinny or thin, the “appropriate” response is denial: 

Girl A:  “You’re so skinny!” 
Girl B:  “What are you talking about?  Haven’t you seen my fat ass?” 

 
Failure to deny the skinny “compliment” is frowned upon: 

“She thinks her body is flawless!” or “She thinks she’s so superior.” 
 
Fat talk can also serve as an excuse for the indulgence of eating and conveys a 
sense of responsibility over the perceived transgression: 

“Look at how much food is on my plate… I’m such a pig!” 
 
A person might use fat talk to be the first to publicly criticize her own body, as a 
defense against others who might be thinking the same thing about her. 

Woman:  “I understand you didn’t like me in high school because of my body– I was fat.” 
Man:  “Are you kidding?  You had a great body…. your personality was a turn-off!” 

 
Private Fat Talk thoughts in one’s mind can offer reassurance and solace. 

In a fitting room, Sally and Jane are trying on swimsuits: 
Sally privately thinks:  “Oh, I shouldn’t worry, Jane probably thinks she looks bad, too.” 
or:  “Wow, Jane’s way worse off than I am!” 

  
Body objectification theory 
Fredrickson and Roberts publisheded the paper in 1997. 
pervasive external evaluation—> value one’s self for use to and consumption by others. 
Women, especially, are prone to self-objectify. 
Self-objectification can be induced by: 

• the presence of real observers (cat-calls on the street). 
• an imaginary audience (trying on bathing suits in a fitting room). 

increased shame and anxiety, esp. in regard to appearance 
• “My jeans are getting tight.” 

interrupted cognitive flow 
decreased opportunity to achieve peak motivational states 
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 • diminishes mental resources required for challenging tasks 
insensitivity to bodily cues (hunger, fullness, sore muscles, fatigue) 
attention diverted inward due to habitual body monitoring 

• Uninhibited, productive, creative states of mind are incompatible with the self 
  consciousness of body monitoring. 

grand result = lower self-efficacy 
 
Body monitoring 
a reaction to, or anticipation of, the sexually objectifying gaze of others 
anxiety is due to the vigilance required by habitual body monitoring 
heightened feelings of self-consciousness— humiliation, guilt, foolishness 
reduces cognitive flow 
illustrates a mind-body disconnect 

• evaluating (chopping up/separating) one’s body parts as “good” or “bad” 
• “I’m happy with these parts.  I’m not happy with these other parts.” 
• If someone “hates” her body or “feels fat,” she’s disconnected from her body. 

 
Trying to hang onto one’s juvenile body 
subconscious revolt against growing up 
 • “I want a flat abdomen.” 
 • “I want a breast lift.” 
 • “My belly button sticks out since having a baby.” 
disdain or disregard for the elderly 
abuse victims stuck at the age they were at the time of abuse 
 
Implications 
Impairs creative states of mind 
 • brain cluttered with self-absorption of body objectification —> 

• no energy left for the important things in life 
• i.e., joy, celebration, victory, moments of epiphany, production, teaching 

 • inability to concentrate on the task at hand 
Performance 
 • math problems and bathing suits 
Weight management:  the vicious cycle 

• self-loathing —> mindless habits —> weight fluctuations —> self-loathing 
• Laura and her weight at age 18 

Social interactions 
 • damages relationships/marriage 
  • makes the listener feel uncomfortable 
  • “He just wanted me to have a damn beer with him!” 
  • She’d rather he were at home more, not doing 2-hour gym workouts. 
  • He’d rather her legs were wrapped around him, not free of cellulite. 
 • fishing for compliments 
 • looking for sympathy 
 • trying to get closer by relating and empathizing 
Depreciates people 
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 • Speaking harshly about yourself means you regard others similarly. 
 • Gossiping about Person A to Person B is a red flag (about you) to Person A. 
 • How is it that we expect everyone to be capable of the same body shape? 
  • dog breeds — St. Bernard vs. Greyhound 
 • How is it that we expect to retain the same body shape as we age? 
  • kittens vs. cats 
   
Modification Ideas 
Empowerment approach— ask probing, open-ended questions 

• gently challenge personal myths and misunderstandings 
• help them figure things out for themselves 

 • emphasize reclaiming and reconnecting the body and spirit 
Be a lighthouse, not a dentist! 
 • you go toward a lighthouse because it’s attractive and welcoming. 
 • you go to a dentist appointment because you must, not because you love it. 
 • model kindness and a healthy self-love 
  • “I like the way I work up an appetite by exercising.” 
  • “My legs have carried me all over the earth my whole life.” 
  • “I enjoy being huggable.” 
  • “If your legs work, praise them!  If they flap, who cares?” 
Size and shape acceptance 
 • “I realize that my body will not be quite the same after giving birth.” 
 • Let’s get on with the business of living life, shall we? 

• learning, helping, leading, solving problems, rising to positions of 
  influence, and contributing to society in general 

 • Banish the phrase ideal weight in favor of the phrase natural weight. 
  • Rachel and her new jeans:  “Honey, you need a size 14.” 
  • Laura and her thighs: “I realized these are my thighs.” 

• Aren’t there people with ample fat on their bodies who attract, rather than repel? 
Exercise = fun, personal, play time to unwind— not punishment for having body fat. 

• Don’t treat it like another task to knock off your to-do list. 
• It’s the one hour of the day that you’re free from phones, kids, the boss. 
• “I get my best ideas when I’m working out!” 

Embrace being a grown-up! 
• Grown-ups don’t try to be children again. 

 • Your grown-up body goes along with grown-up privileges— cherish this. 
 • We should be so lucky— enough time on our hands to obsess about fat. 
Peaceful coexistence with professional peers enmeshed in the Fat Talk culture 
 • Be civil without judging or being a turn-off 
  • “Wow” is a good option for a response (doesn’t condone nor condemn). 

• Teach a lesson with your own story. 
  • “I lost weight from that flu virus...  I’m eager to get back to normal.” 
 • Be graceful and gracious. 
  • Say “Excuse me” when the group conversation turns to Fat Talk. 
 • Silence is powerful.  Silence is strength. 
  • When you don’t continue the conversation, the message is clear. 
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 • Sometimes you have to walk the high road all by yourself. 
  • Revel in the knowledge that you have conviction and passion. 
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