THE LANGUAGE COLUMN

Overweight or obese - you are not your condition

Stigmatising and discriminatory characterisations of people as «obese» or «overweight» should be avoided
in the Journal of the Norwegian Medical Association.

There is general agreement that people
should not be labelled by their condition

or disease. This topic has been referred to
in the Journal of the Norwegian Medical
Association on numerous occasions (1, 2).
Labels such as epileptic, diabetic, disabled
or retarded should be avoided, because such
characterisations may seem discriminatory,
stigmatising or offensive.

Nevertheless, many of us, including
the undersigned, use designations such
as «overweighty» and «obesey, in popular-
science as well as academic articles (3).
Two searches made in the Journal of the
Norwegian Medical Association on 5 May
2015 for «overweight» and «obese» respec-
tively returned 308 and 116 hits, many of
them from recent volumes.

I was therefore both happy and surprised
when I read that the editors of the American
journal Obesity had taken seriously a letter
to the editor on «the need for people-first
language» (4, 5). They resolutely replied
that henceforth, they will do their best to
avoid using words such as «obese» to refer
to individuals. They will immediately
change their guidelines, and the editors will
systematically replace the adjective «obese»
with the noun «obesity» in future articles.

A concrete example might be to replace
«morbidly obese persons» with «persons
with morbid obesity.» The undersigned will
attempt to change his practice from this day
forth. I challenge the editors of the Journal
of the Norwegian Medical Association to
follow the example set by their American
colleagues.
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