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Why language matters

What is diet culture?

Diet culture, fatphobia, weight stigma, and thin idealization remain pervasive 
in our society, and media plays a critical role in shaping public perception of 
these topics. Content creators bear the responsibility of storytelling through 
accurate, nuanced, and culturally sensitive language.

Diet culture is a system of beliefs that celebrates and rewards thinness at 
any cost. It oppresses people who don’t meet society’s narrow definition 
of “health” (i.e. thinness) and praises disordered eating behaviors like food 
restriction, compulsive exercise, body checking, and more.

Equip believes members of the media and other content creators have 
great power to shift the cultural conversation around body image, diet 
culture, and eating disorders. Because of that, we ask that you strive 

to choose imagery and language that avoids harmful stereotypes and 
educates readers to change the cultural conversation.

What is fatphobia?

Fatphobia is the implicit and explicit biases 
that imply people in larger bodies should be 
blamed for their size or are guilty of a moral 
failing for not obeying the rules of diet culture.

What is weight stigma?

Weight stigma is the social devaluation 
of people perceived to carry excess 
weight, which leads to prejudice, negative 
stereotyping, fatphobia, and discrimination.

What is the thin ideal?

The thin ideal is the concept that the only “beautiful” or “correct” body type is one that is 
slim. In our culture, thinness is associated with social and professional success, while those 
who don’t fit the ideal are associated with  social isolation and a sense of failure.

Media Guidelines: 
Talking about bodies & food
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What is body positivity/acceptance/neutrality,  
and why does it matter in journalism?

Common, harmful phrases in the media  
— and what to use instead 

Negative body image can affect everything from a person’s moods and relationships to their 
world views. It can also influence the development of eating disorders. Try to use language 
that embodies one of these philosophies:

Many of the buzzwords we’ve grown accustomed to seeing in the media 
reinforce triggering rhetoric that can perpetuate diet culture, fatphobia, 
and weight stigma. Here are some common, but harmful, phrases that 
should be avoided, along with suggested alternatives:

Avoid: 

“The obesity epidemic,” 
“obese,” “obesity,” etc.

Consider: 

We believe the word “obesity” to be harmful. The concept 
of “obesity” is tied to the flawed measurement of BMI and 
loaded with negative connotations. Consider using factual 
language and do your research to find out which terminology 
a person prefers (e.g. some people self-identity as “fat” and 
see it as a neutral descriptor).  

Avoid: 

“Thunder thighs,”  
“muffin top,” “cankles,” 
“problem areas,” etc. 

Avoid: 

“They lost x amount of 
pounds,” “They ate x  
amount of calories,” etc.

Consider: 

Outdated, destructive phrases from the tabloid era continue 
to appear in media and reduce individuals to their body 
parts. Refer to body parts by their proper names and avoid 
any and all pejorative labels. 

Consider: 

The inclusion of specific numbers about weight, calories, 
nutrition, and body measurements can trigger readers 
vulnerable to eating disorders. If you must refer to a body 
change, avoid specific numbers whenever possible.

Body positivity, a philosophy encouraging individuals to appreciate all bodies
Body neutrality, prioritizing the body’s function and what it can do rather than 
its appearance; or 
Body acceptance, simply accepting the body, no matter its weight, shape, 
size, or state.
Body liberation, freeing the body from socio-political systems of oppression 
that deem some bodies more worthy than others
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Avoid: 

“Guilty pleasure,”  
“cheat day,”  
“junk food,” etc.

Consider: 

Food has no morality; there are no “good” foods or 
“bad” foods. Instead, focus on flavor, nutrient content, 
and enjoyment: fruits may be “antioxidant-rich” or 
“fresh” while cookies may be “satisfying” or “chewy.”

Avoid: 

“Bikini body,”  
“best body,”  
“beach body,” etc.

Consider: 

All bodies are bikini/beach bodies. Avoid encouraging 
weight loss and prioritize language around how people 
might want to feel, i.e., “confident,” “strong,” “excited for 
the season,” etc. 

Avoid: 

“Earn your calories,”  
“reward yourself,” etc.

Consider: 

Exercise should not be viewed as a compensatory 
behavior for eating, and food should not be considered 
a prize that someone “earns” for physical exertion. Focus 
on the joy of eating, or getting adequate nourishment for 
activity (i.e. “eating breakfast before a workout can help 
fuel your stamina”).

We understand that most of us won’t get this language 
right on the first try. We remain open to feedback, and view 
these guidelines as a living movement aimed at improving 
society’s relationship with food and bodies. We encourage 

you to share these guidelines as part of the effort to change 
the conversation. Learn more about this initiative and how 
you can support it at www.equip.health/media-guidelines




