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Introduction
Weight prejudice is defined as negative evalu-
ations of  people perceived to carry excess 
weight, and is often described as one of  the 
last acceptable forms of  bias (Puhl & Brownell, 
2001). Indeed, research has demonstrated that 
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negative attitudes toward overweight people are 
considered socially and normatively acceptable 
compared to negative attitudes toward other 
social group categories, such as elderly people, 
Jews, Hispanics, or Black Americans (Brochu & 
Esses, in press; Crandall, Eshleman, & O’Brien, 
2002). The stigma of  excess weight is pervasive 
and profound in Western societies; although in 
the past excess weight was perceived as a symbol 
of  wealth and power, today it symbolizes laziness 
and weak character (Crandall et al., 2001; Crandall 
& Martinez, 1996). As a result, overweight and 
obese individuals experience discrimination in 
almost every life domain, including employment, 
education, and health care, and this inequity 
has severe and negative consequences on those 
targeted (see Brownell, Puhl, Schwartz, & Rudd, 
2005). For example, evidence of  weight discrimi-
nation has been documented at every stage of  the 
employment cycle, from hiring and promotion 
to firing and disciplinary treatment (Roehling, 
1999).

Weight prejudice has typically been examined 
through the endorsement of  direct and blatant 
expressions of  negativity toward overweight, 
obese, or fat individuals.1 A common measure of  
weight bias is the Anti-fat Attitudes Questionnaire 
(Crandall, 1994), which consists of  three sub-
scales measuring dislike of  fat individuals, fear 
of  becoming fat, and belief  that willpower (or 
lack thereof) is influential in weight manage-
ment. Research using self-report measures of  
weight attitudes has demonstrated that weight 
prejudice is a potent force, seemingly unaffected 
by social desirability concerns (Brochu & Esses, 
2009; Crandall, 1994; Morrison & O’Connor, 
1999). Furthermore, the open expression of  
negative weight attitudes by health care profes-
sionals, fitness professionals, and teachers have 
been demonstrated in numerous studies (Foster 
et  al., 2003; Hare, Price, Flynn, & King, 2000; 
Hebl & Xu, 2001; Neumark-Sztainer, Story, & 
Harris, 1999). The research evidence is clear that 
weight prejudice is often blatantly and openly 
expressed.

Weight prejudice has also been examined with 
indirect measures such as the Implicit Association 

Test (IAT; Greenwald, McGhee, & Schwartz, 
1998), and has revealed the pervasiveness of  
implicit weight bias (Bessenoff  & Sherman, 2000; 
Brochu & Morrison, 2007; Teachman, Gapinski, 
Brownell, Rawlins, & Jeyaram, 2003). Negative 
automatic weight associations have also been 
demonstrated for health care professionals and 
exercise science students (Chambliss, Finley, & 
Blair, 2004; Teachman & Brownell, 2001). 
Although the prominence of  weight prejudice has 
been demonstrated using both direct and indirect 
measures, it is not simply the case that negative 
automatic weight associations lead to negative 
evaluative judgments about overweight individu-
als, as evidenced by largely nonsignificant rela-
tions between implicit and explicit measures of  
weight prejudice (Bessenoff  & Sherman, 2000; 
Brochu & Morrison, 2007; see also Hofmann, 
Gschwendner, Nosek, & Schmitt, 2005).

In this article, we argue that two factors are of  
primary importance in the overt expression of  
prejudicial attitudes toward overweight individu-
als: (1) the general motivation to appear nonprej-
udiced to oneself  and to others; and (2) the 
specific perception that overweight individuals 
as a group are the target of  systematic discrimi-
nation. Although it is clear that weight prejudice 
is blatantly expressed, we argue that weight prej-
udice may operate in different forms based upon 
the interactive influence of  egalitarian-based, non-
prejudicial goals and perceived weight discrimi-
nation. One aim of  the current research was to 
gain further understanding into different forms 
of  weight prejudice, which are elaborated below.

Forms of  prejudice
Several forms of  prejudice have been proposed 
in the research literature. In the current investi-
gation, we focus on three major forms: old-
fashioned, modern, and aversive prejudice. 
Old-fashioned prejudice entails blatant and 
direct expressions of  negativity and is predicated 
upon the endorsement of  stereotypes and sup-
port for open discrimination toward particular 
social groups (McConahay, 1986; Swim, Aiken, 
Hall, & Hunter, 1995). For example, McConahay 
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(1986) measured old-fashioned racism by assess-
ing support for discrimination, or segregation, 
of  Blacks in housing laws and other arenas of  
life, and the endorsement of  the stereotype that 
Blacks are less intelligent than whites. In a similar 
way, the Dislike subscale of  Crandall’s (1994) 
Anti-fat Attitudes Questionnaire assesses the 
old-fashioned form of  weight prejudice by 
focusing on negative evaluations of  fat people, 
support for discrimination toward fat people in 
employment and social situations, and endorse-
ment of  stereotypes about fat people being less 
intelligent and trustworthy.

Due to changing personal and societal norms 
about the expression of  prejudice, however, more 
subtle forms of  prejudice have been proposed, 
such as modern prejudice (McConahay, 1986; 
Swim et al., 1995) and aversive prejudice (Dovidio 
& Gaertner, 2004; Gaertner & Dovidio, 1986). 
These subtle forms of  prejudice are characterized 
by conflict between egalitarianism, on the one 
hand, and underlying negativity toward particular 
social groups, on the other. More specifically, 
modern prejudice is exemplified in the case where 
people deny the occurrence of  discrimination. 
For example, McConahay’s (1986) Modern 
Racism Scale focuses on discrimination against 
Blacks no longer being a problem and on Blacks 
receiving more than they should economically 
and from the government. The denial of  discrim-
ination is a particularly subtle, yet insidious form 
of  prejudice because it justifies negative evalua-
tions of  the social group in question on the basis 
that the group is pushing too hard for too much, 
and supports discriminatory action as the social 
group is not perceived to be facing any hardship. 
To our knowledge, no published studies to date 
have examined the modern form of  weight preju-
dice, or examined the idea that perceptions of  
weight discrimination may impact attitudes or 
behaviors toward overweight individuals.

Aversive prejudice, on the other hand, 
involves the expression of  negativity toward 
particular social groups only when it can be jus-
tified on nonprejudicial grounds. For example, 
Dovidio and Gaertner (2000) found that a White 
candidate was preferred for a job over a Black 

candidate only when their job qualifications 
were ambiguous; the ambiguity in qualifications 
allowed justifications for denying the job to the 
Black candidate for reasons other than race, 
whereas the ambiguous White candidate was 
still perceived to be appropriate for the job. 
Although no self-report measure exists to assess 
aversive prejudice, it has been operationalized in 
previous research to reflect positive deliberate 
evaluations of  a social group in conjunction 
with negative implicit associations toward that 
group (Son Hing, Li, & Zanna, 2002). To our 
knowledge, only one published study to date has 
examined the aversive form of  weight prejudice 
(King, Shapiro, Hebl, Singletary, & Turner, 
2006). These researchers found that obese 
female confederates experienced greater inter-
personal discrimination (i.e., less smiling, friend-
liness, eye contact) from customer service 
representatives when shopping in stores, but 
only when they could be blamed for their weight 
status because they were drinking a high calorie 
beverage. Responses to obese shoppers who 
could not be blamed for their weight status (i.e., 
those drinking a low calorie beverage) did not 
differ from responses to average weight shop-
pers regardless of  the drink they were consum-
ing. These findings support the contention that 
people may need to justify the expression of  
prejudice against overweight individuals (see 
also Crandall & Eshleman, 2003).

These different forms of  prejudice are useful 
theoretical constructs because they explain vari-
ous experiences and expressions of  prejudice. 
Until recently, however, they have lacked an inte-
grative framework that explains how these various 
forms of  prejudice relate to each other. We have 
attempted to address this absence in proposing 
the integrative prejudice framework which inte-
grates old-fashioned, modern, and aversive preju-
dice from a cognitive consistency perspective 
(Gawronski, Peters, Brochu, & Strack, 2008; for 
reviews, see Brochu, Gawronski, & Esses, 2008; 
Gawronski, Brochu, Sritharan, & Strack, in press). 
The goal of  the current research was to better 
understand different forms of  weight prejudice 
using the core assumptions of  the integrative 
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prejudice framework, while simultaneously exam-
ining the generalizability of  the framework.

Integrative prejudice framework
The integrative prejudice framework integrates 
old-fashioned, modern, and aversive forms of  
prejudice using the basic principles of  cognitive 
consistency (Brochu et al., 2008; Gawronski et al., 
2008, in press). In brief, this framework proposes 
that the relation between implicit prejudice (con-
ceptualized as negative automatic reactions toward 
social groups; see Gawronski & Bodenhausen, 
2006) and explicit prejudice (conceptualized as 
negative evaluative judgments about social groups; 
see Gawronski & Bodenhausen, 2006) is interac-
tively determined by egalitarian-based nonprejudi-
cial goals and perceptions of  discrimination. 
Nonprejudicial goals refer to the extent to which 
one believes that negative evaluations of  disadvan-
taged social groups are wrong, whereas percep-
tions of  discrimination refer to the extent to which 
one believes that a social group is a target of  sys-
tematic discrimination. In the integrative prejudice 
framework, it is proposed that cognitive consist-
ency between nonprejudicial goals, perceived dis-
crimination, and implicit prejudice determines 
prejudice expression (see Festinger, 1957). That is, 
whether an automatic negative reaction toward a 
social group will be relied upon in making evalua-
tive judgments about the social group depends on 
the consistency of  the negative evaluation implied 
by the automatic reaction with nonprejudicial goals 
and perceptions of  discrimination. Thus, even 
though negative automatic reactions toward social 
groups are activated unintentionally (Bargh, 1994; 
Payne & Gawronski, 2010), the framework 
assumes some level of  awareness of  automatic 
negative reactions, such that implicit prejudice is 
consciously accessible to individuals (Gawronski, 
Hofmann, & Wilbur, 2006).

Applying this theorizing to the domain of  
weight prejudice, the relation between implicit 
and explicit weight prejudice should be deter-
mined by the consistency between the evaluative 
judgment implied by a negative automatic reac-
tion (e.g., “I dislike overweight individuals”), non-
prejudicial goals (e.g., “Negative evaluations of  

disadvantaged social groups are wrong”), and 
perceptions of  discrimination (e.g., “Overweight 
individuals are disadvantaged”). As stated, these 
three statements are inconsistent with each other, 
as they cannot be endorsed simultaneously with-
out violating the basic notion of  cognitive 
consistency (Festinger, 1957). For example, 
simultaneously endorsing the views that (1) nega-
tive evaluations of  disadvantaged social groups 
are wrong, and (2) overweight individuals are dis-
advantaged, is inconsistent with endorsing a neg-
ative evaluation of  overweight individuals. Thus, 
at least one of  the three components must be 
rejected in order to maintain cognitive consist-
ency. In our previous research testing the integra-
tive prejudice framework within the context of  
racism, we have found evidence for four routes 
through which this may occur (Brochu et  al., 
2008; Gawronski et al., 2008, in press).

First, it is possible that people may reject the 
component relating to nonprejudicial goals (e.g., 
“Negative evaluations of  disadvantaged social 
groups are OK”; see Figure 1, Panel A). In this 
case, people may agree that overweight individu-
als are disadvantaged, but this belief  does not 
result in a rejection of  the negative automatic 
reaction as a valid basis for a negative evaluative 
judgment about overweight individuals, as nega-
tive evaluations of  disadvantaged social groups 
are considered to be acceptable. Because old-
fashioned prejudice is conceptualized in terms 
of  nonegalitarian beliefs and support for open 
discrimination, this case can be viewed as involv-
ing central components of  old-fashioned preju-
dice (McConahay, 1986; Swim et al., 1995).

Alternatively, people may reject the component 
relating to perceived discrimination (e.g., 
“Overweight individuals are not disadvantaged”; 
see Figure 1, Panel B). In this case, people may 
hold strong nonprejudicial goals, but these goals 
do not result in a rejection of  the negative auto-
matic reaction as a valid basis for a negative evalu-
ative judgment about overweight individuals, as the 
overweight are not considered to be a target of  dis-
crimination. Because modern prejudice is concep-
tualized in terms of  the denial of  discrimination 
while maintaining that discrimination is wrong and 
espousing egalitarian ideals, this case can be viewed 
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as involving central components of  modern preju-
dice (McConahay, 1986; Swim et al., 1995).

Now it is also possible that people may reject 
their negative automatic reaction as a valid basis for 
making an evaluative judgment about overweight 
individuals (e.g., “I like overweight individuals”; see 
Figure 1, Panel C). Such a rejection may occur 
when people hold strong nonprejudicial goals and 
at the same time perceive overweight individuals to 
be targets of  discrimination. Because aversive prej-
udice is conceptualized in terms of  egalitarian 
beliefs, the acknowledgement that discrimination 
exists, and underlying negativity toward particular 
social groups, this case can be viewed as involving 
central components of  aversive prejudice (Dovidio 
& Gaertner, 2004; Gaertner & Dovidio, 1986).

Finally, Gawronski and colleagues (2008) 
identified a fourth route through which cogni-
tive consistency was maintained by simultane-
ously rejecting the components relating to 
nonprejudicial goals and perceived discrimination. 

In this case, negative automatic reactions can be 
expressed in negative evaluative judgments with-
out violating the basic notion of  cognitive consist-
ency. However, Gawronski and colleagues also 
found that participants with low nonprejudicial 
goals and low perceptions of  racial discrimination 
evaluated Blacks negatively even when their auto-
matic reactions were neutral or positive. In other 
words, these participants endorsed negative evalu-
ations at the explicit level irrespective of  the 
degree of  negativity at the implicit level. Applied 
to the present case, this pattern suggests that par-
ticipants who simultaneously reject the compo-
nents relating to nonprejudicial goals (e.g., 
“Negative evaluations of  disadvantaged social 
groups are OK”) and perceived discrimination 
(e.g., “Overweight individuals are not disadvan-
taged”) may endorse negative judgments of  over-
weight individuals irrespective of  the degree of  
automatic negativity toward overweight individu-
als (see Figure 1, Panel D).

Figure 1.  Interplay between automatic reactions, evaluative judgments, nonprejudicial goals, and perceptions 
of  discrimination, implying consistent systems of  beliefs about overweight individuals. Panel A depicts central 
components of  old-fashioned prejudice; Panel B depicts central components of  modern prejudice; Panel C 
depicts central components of  aversive prejudice; and Panel D depicts central components of  a fourth, yet 
unnamed, form of  prejudice identified by Gawronski, Peters, Brochu, and Strack (2008).
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Present research and hypotheses

The main purpose of  the present research 
was to extend the integrative framework of  
prejudice (Brochu et al., 2008; Gawronski et al., 
2008, in press) from the domain of  racial preju-
dice to the domain of  weight prejudice, and to 
better understand different forms of  prejudice 
exhibited toward individuals perceived to carry 
excess weight. The integrative prejudice frame-
work has only been examined within the con-
text of  Black–White race relations, and may 
only articulate relations between different 
forms of  racial prejudice. As such, it is possible 
that the model may not be generalizable to 
other target groups. Furthermore, unique 
aspects of  weight bias based upon its more 
socially acceptable nature suggest that the proc-
esses underlying the expression of  weight bias 
may differ from the processes underlying the 
expression of  racial prejudice. Thus, it seemed 
both theoretically and practically important to 
test the generalizability of  the integrative preju-
dice framework.

We argue that similar basic processes identi-
fied by the integrative prejudice framework 
underlie the expression of  prejudice regardless of  
the target group in question. Based upon the pre-
dictions of  the integrative prejudice framework, 
we hypothesized that: (1) implicit weight preju-
dice would positively relate to explicit weight 
prejudice when nonprejudicial goals were low, 
and at the same time, perceptions of  weight dis-
crimination were high, reflecting central compo-
nents of  old-fashioned prejudice; (2) implicit 
weight prejudice would positively relate to explicit 
weight prejudice when nonprejudicial goals were 
high, and at the same time, perceptions of  weight 
discrimination were low, reflecting central com-
ponents of  modern prejudice; and (3) implicit 
weight prejudice would not be related, and pos-
sibly relate negatively, to explicit weight prejudice 
when nonprejudicial goals were high, and at the 
same time, perceptions of  weight discrimination 
were high, reflecting central components of  aver-
sive prejudice. This study also sought to explore 
the theoretically consistent, yet unexpected 

finding of  Gawronski and colleagues (2008) 
whereby relatively high levels of  explicit prejudice 
were observed when nonprejudicial goals were 
low, and at the same time, perceptions of  discrim-
ination were low, irrespective of  the level of  
implicit prejudice. As such, we expected that 
implicit weight prejudice would be unrelated to 
explicit weight prejudice when nonprejudicial 
goals and perceptions of  discrimination were 
both low, and that this group of  participants 
would exhibit high levels of  explicit weight preju-
dice regardless of  the level of  negativity of  their 
implicit weight associations.

Method

Participants
Participants were 80 university students (53 
females, 27 males) registered in an introductory 
psychology course, who participated in return 
for partial course credit. Participants ranged in 
age from 17 to 49 years (M = 19.74, SD = 5.05). 
Of  the participants, 71% (N = 57) described 
themselves as White, 14% (N = 11) as Asian, 4% 
(N = 3) as East Indian, 3% (N = 2) as Black, 3% 
(N = 2) as Hispanic, and 1% (N = 1) as other. 
Four participants did not report their ethnicity. 
Based upon self-reported height and weight, par-
ticipants’ body mass index (BMI) ranged from 
16.21 to 43.26 kg/m2 (M = 22.47, SD = 3.93), 
with 8% (N = 6) being classified as underweight, 
68% (N = 54) as normal weight, and 18% (N = 
14) as overweight or obese.2 Six participants did 
not report their height and/or weight.

Measures
Participants completed a sequential priming task 
as a measure of  implicit weight prejudice. 
Participants were told that the computer task was 
an investigation into verbal skills, and that they 
would see a fixation point in the centre of  the 
screen, followed by a string of  Xs, and then a let-
ter string. Participants were told that their task 
was to indicate whether the letter string was a 
meaningful English word or a meaningless 
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nonword (lexical decision task). They were told to 
press the “Y” key on the keyboard if  they thought 
the letter string was a meaningful English word 
and the “N” key on the keyboard if  they thought 
that the letter string was not a meaningful English 
word. Participants were told to respond as quickly 
and accurately as possible, and that if  they 
responded too quickly or too slowly, an error 
message would appear.

The procedure for the priming task was based 
upon Wittenbrink, Judd, and Park (1997) and was 
as follows: first, participants were presented with 
a fixation point (+) in the centre of  the computer 
screen for 1000 ms; second, participants were 
presented with the prime stimulus for 15 ms 
(either OVER-WEIGHT, NORMAL-WEIGHT, 
or a string of  Xs to serve as a control); third, par-
ticipants were presented with a string of  Xs for 
250 ms; and fourth, participants were presented 
with a letter string (either a positive word, nega-
tive word, neutral word, or nonword), which 
cleared after 250 ms. A total of  24 different letter 
strings were used in this study, six from each 
category (Positive: FAVOURABLE, GOOD, 
POSITIVE, VALUABLE, PLEASANT, 
NICE; Negative: UNFAVOURABLE, BAD, 
NEGATIVE, USELESS, UNPLEASANT, 
AWFUL; Neutral: TABLE, COUCH, CHAIR, 
SOFA, OTTOMAN, BOOKSHELF; Nonwords: 
VRABLESS, BOOSANTABLE, GOOMANE, 
AWRITIVE, FOTFULA, PLOFADANT). In 
addition, a response window of  200 to 600 ms 
was incorporated, which has been found to 
increase priming effects (Draine & Greenwald, 
1998). If  participants responded before the 200 
ms onset of  the response window, they were pre-
sented with the message “Please wait for the stimu-
lus!” for 1000 ms; if  participants responded after 
the 600 ms offset of  the response window, they 
were presented with the message “Please try to 
respond faster!” for 1000 ms. Participants did not 
receive any error feedback throughout the prim-
ing task.

Participants first completed one practice block 
consisting of  10 trials, in which they were primed 
only with the string of  Xs and were presented 
with letter strings from the neutral word or 

nonword categories only. Then, participants 
completed three experimental blocks which con-
sisted of  72 trials each. Participants had the 
option to take a break of  any length in between 
each experimental block. Prime and letter string 
stimuli were presented in an a priori random 
order, which was kept constant for all partici-
pants in order to control for possible confound-
ing of  presentation order and individual 
differences in implicit evaluations (see Gawronski, 
2002).

Following the priming task, participants com-
pleted several questionnaires including measures 
of  explicit weight prejudice, egalitarian-based 
nonprejudicial goals, and perceptions of  weight 
discrimination. Crandall’s (1994) Anti-fat 
Attitudes Questionnaire – Dislike subscale 
served as the measure of  explicit weight preju-
dice with the term fat changed to overweight 
(e.g., “I really don’t like overweight people 
much”; α = .81). Participants responded to each 
of  the seven items on a scale ranging from 1 
(disagree strongly) to 9 (agree strongly), such that 
higher scores indicate greater endorsement of  
negative statements regarding overweight per-
sons. Dunton and Fazio’s (1997) Motivation to 
Control Prejudiced Reactions scale was used to 
measure nonprejudicial goals (e.g., “I get angry 
with myself  when I have a thought or feeling 
that might be considered prejudiced”; α = .83). 
Although most of  the items are target-unspecified, 
the three statements referring to Black people 
were modified to refer to overweight people (i.e., 
“If  I were participating in a class discussion and 
an overweight student expressed an opinion with 
which I disagreed, I would be hesitant to express 
my own viewpoint”; “I feel guilty when I have a 
negative thought or feeling about an overweight 
person”; “When speaking to an overweight per-
son, it’s important to me that s/he not think I’m 
prejudiced”).3 Participants responded to each of  
the 17 items on a scale ranging from −3 
(strongly disagree) to +3 (strongly agree), such 
that higher scores indicate greater endorsement 
of  statements reflecting egalitarian-based non-
prejudicial goals. Finally, perceived discrimina-
tion toward the overweight person was assessed 
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by 11 items developed for the purpose of  this 
study (e.g., “Overweight people are victims of  
discrimination”; α = .73; see Appendix). 
Participants responded to each item on a scale 
ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly 
agree), such that higher scores indicate greater 
endorsement of  statements reflecting the per-
ception that overweight persons are targets of  
discrimination.

Procedure
Upon arrival in the lab, participants were escorted 
to a testing room and seated in front of  a compu-
ter. Guided by verbal and written instructions, 
participants first completed the sequential prim-
ing task and then a series of  questionnaires on 
the computer. Upon completion of  the study, 
participants were thanked, debriefed, and granted 
partial course credit for their research 
participation.

Results

Preliminary Analyses
Priming responses that fell outside of  the prede-
fined response window—that is, responses that 
were either faster than 200 ms (0.01%) or slower 
than 600 ms (9.9%)—were excluded from analy-
ses. Latencies from incorrect responses (12.3%) 
were also excluded. Priming scores were then 
aggregated to reveal participants’ automatic asso-
ciations with overweight individuals, or implicit 
weight prejudice. To this end, participants’ 

response times to the negative words after being 
primed with the overweight stimulus were sub-
tracted from participants’ response times to the 
negative words after being primed with the con-
trol stimulus (i.e., activation of  negativity in 
response to overweight primes), and participants’ 
response times to the positive words after being 
primed with the normal weight stimulus were 
subtracted from participants’ response times to 
the positive words after being primed with the 
control stimulus (i.e., activation of  positivity in 
response to normal weight primes). Then, the 
difference observed between the normal weight 
and control primes on the positive words was 
subtracted from the difference observed between 
the overweight and control primes on the nega-
tive words (see Wentura & Degner, 2010). This 
final difference score served as the indicator of  
implicit weight prejudice with higher scores indi-
cating more negative associations with the over-
weight. Measures of  explicit weight prejudice 
(Anti-fat Attitudes Questionnaire––Dislike sub-
scale), nonprejudicial goals (Motivation to 
Control Prejudiced Reactions), and perceived 
weight discrimination were aggregated by first 
reverse scoring negatively coded items and then 
calculating the mean value for each scale. 
Descriptive statistics for all of  the measures are 
presented in Table 1.

Correlations
Intercorrelations between the measures are pre-
sented in Table 2. Implicit weight prejudice was 
unrelated to all of  the self-report measures. 

Table 1.  Descriptive statistics

Measure Min. Max. M SD

Implicit weight prejudice −75.69 70.24 3.29 34.48
Explicit weight prejudice 1.00 7.29 2.94 1.28
Nonprejudicial goals −2.41 1.94 0.28 0.88
Perceived weight discrimination 3.27 7.00 5.14 0.69

Note: Implicit weight prejudice was assessed with a Sequential Priming (Lexical Decision) Task; Explicit weight prejudice was 
assessed with Crandall’s (1994) Anti-fat Attitudes Questionnaire – Dislike subscale; Nonprejudicial goals were assessed with 
Dunton and Fazio’s (1997) Motivation to Control Prejudiced Reactions Scale; and Perceived weight discrimination was 
assessed with a new scale developed for the purpose of  this study (see Appendix).
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Explicit weight prejudice was negatively related 
with nonprejudicial goals, indicating that a strong 
personal motivation to appear nonprejudiced to 
oneself  and to others was associated with less 
negative explicit evaluations of  overweight per-
sons. Perceived weight discrimination was unre-
lated to any of  the measures. However, Gawronski 
and colleagues’ (2008) integrative framework of  
prejudice suggests that zero-order correlations 
are unable to capture the more complex relations 
between implicit and explicit prejudice. This 
framework postulates that personal endorsement 

of  nonprejudicial goals in conjunction with per-
ceptions of  discrimination interactively deter-
mine whether automatic reactions toward a social 
group lead to corresponding evaluative judg-
ments about the group.

Regression analyses
In order to test these predictions, a regression 
analysis was conducted in which standardized 
scores of  participants’ explicit weight prejudice 
were regressed onto standardized scores of  par-
ticipants’ implicit weight prejudice, nonprejudi-
cial goals, perceived weight discrimination, and 
all of  their interactions. Consistent with predic-
tions, this analysis revealed a significant three-
way interaction (see Table 3). Simple slope 
analyses (Aiken & West, 1991) supported each 
of  our hypotheses and were consistent with the 
findings of  Gawronski and colleagues (2008) in 
the domain of  racial prejudice. Entering BMI as 
a covariate did not change the pattern of  results 
reported below.

Reflecting the central components of  old-
fashioned prejudice, simple slope analyses indicated 
that implicit weight prejudice was positively related 
to explicit weight prejudice when nonprejudicial 
goals were low, and at the same time, perceptions 
of  weight discrimination were high, B = .53, SE = 
.22, t(78) = 2.42, p = .02 (see Figure 2). In other words, 
stronger negative automatic reactions toward over-
weight individuals led to more negative evaluative 
judgments about the overweight for those who per-
ceived the overweight to be targets of  systematic 

Table 2.  Intercorrelations between measures

Measure Implicit weight 
prejudice

Explicit weight 
prejudice

Nonprejudicial 
goals

Perceived weight 
discrimination

Implicit weight prejudice – .02 .11 −.02
Explicit weight prejudice – −.27* .12
Nonprejudicial goals – .05
Perceived weight  
discrimination

–

Note: Implicit weight prejudice was assessed with a Sequential Priming (Lexical Decision) Task; Explicit weight prejudice was 
assessed with Crandall’s (1994) Anti-fat Attitudes Questionnaire – Dislike subscale; Nonprejudicial goals were assessed with 
Dunton and Fazio’s (1997) Motivation to Control Prejudiced Reactions Scale; and Perceived weight discrimination was 
assessed with a new scale developed for the purpose of  this study (see Appendix). * p < .05

Table 3.  Regression coefficients for explicit weight 
prejudice as predicted by implicit weight prejudice 
(IWP), nonprejudicial goals (NPG), perceived weight 
discrimination (PWD), and their interactions

B SE t p

Intercept −.04 .11 −0.38 .70
IWP .13 .11 1.23 .22
NPG −.26 .11 −2.40 .02
PWD .04 .11 0.32 .75
IWP × NPG −.17 .11 −1.57 .12
IWP × PWD −.12 .12 −.99 .32
NPG × PWD .12 .10 1.21 .23
IWP × NPG × PWD −.35 .13 −2.72 .01

Note: Explicit weight prejudice was assessed with Crandall’s 
(1994) Anti-fat Attitudes Questionnaire – Dislike subscale; 
Implicit weight prejudice was assessed with a Sequential 
Priming (Lexical Decision) Task; Nonprejudicial goals were 
assessed with Dunton and Fazio’s (1997) Motivation to 
Control Prejudiced Reactions Scale; and Perceived weight 
discrimination was assessed with a new scale developed 
for the purpose of  this study (see Appendix). R2 = .216; 
Adjusted R2 = .140.
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discrimination, but did not strongly endorse a per-
sonal goal of  appearing nonprejudiced.

Reflecting the central components of  modern 
prejudice, implicit weight prejudice tended to be 
positively related to explicit weight prejudice 
when nonprejudicial goals were high, and at the 
same time, perceptions of  weight discrimination 
were low, B = .42, SE = .22, t(78) = 1.94, p = .06 
(see Figure 2). In other words, stronger negative 
automatic reactions toward overweight individu-
als led to more negative evaluative judgments 
about the overweight by those who strongly 
endorsed a personal goal of  appearing nonpreju-
diced, but did not perceive the overweight as tar-
gets of  systematic discrimination.

Reflecting the central components of  aversive 
prejudice, implicit weight prejudice was nega-
tively related to explicit weight prejudice when 
nonprejudicial goals were high, and at the same 

time, perceptions of  weight discrimination were 
high, B = −.51, SE = .20, t(78) = −2.47, p = .02 
(see Figure 2). In other words, stronger negative 
automatic reactions toward overweight individu-
als led to less negative evaluative judgments about 
the overweight by those who strongly endorsed a 
personal goal of  appearing nonprejudiced and 
who perceived the overweight to be targets of  
systematic discrimination.

Replicating the unexpected finding of  
Gawronski and colleagues (2008), implicit weight 
prejudice was unrelated to explicit weight preju-
dice when nonprejudicial goals were low, and at 
the same time, perceptions of  weight discrimina-
tion were low, B = .08, SE = .23, t(78) = 0.36, 
p = .72. As can be seen in Figure 2, this group of  
participants evaluated overweight individuals 
relatively negatively regardless of  the level of  
negativity of  their automatic weight associations.
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Figure 2.  Relation between explicit weight prejudice and implicit weight prejudice as a function of  
nonprejudicial goals and perceived weight discrimination. The letters A (central components of  old-fashioned 
prejudice), B (central components of  modern prejudice), C (central components of  aversive prejudice), and D 
(central components of  a fourth form of  prejudice) refer to the panels outlined in Figure 1.
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Discussion
This study extends the generality of  the integra-
tive prejudice framework to the domain of  weight 
prejudice and provides evidence for the presence 
of  different forms of  weight prejudice. In line 
with the basic assumptions of  the integrative prej-
udice framework, the findings indicate that the 
correspondence between implicit and explicit 
weight prejudice is interactively determined by 
nonprejudicial goals and perceptions of  weight 
discrimination. Thus, when nonprejudicial goals 
are low and perceptions of  weight discrimination 
are high, or when nonprejudicial goals are high 
and perceptions of  weight discrimination are low, 
negative automatic reactions to overweight indi-
viduals are likely to be expressed openly in explicit 
evaluative judgments. In addition, when nonpreju-
dicial goals are high and perceptions of  weight 
discrimination are high, negative automatic reac-
tions to overweight individuals are unlikely to be 
expressed openly. Instead, this pattern is charac-
terized by a compensatory effect, such that indi-
viduals attempt to overcome more negative 
automatic reactions at the implicit level with more 
favorable evaluative judgments at the explicit level 
(see also Dunton & Fazio, 1997; Gawronski et al., 
2008). These three patterns map onto the theo-
retical underpinnings of  old-fashioned, modern, 
and aversive forms of  prejudice, respectively. In 
the case of  old-fashioned prejudice, unfavorable 
evaluations of  the overweight are expressed 
because the expression of  negative evaluations is 
viewed as acceptable (despite the perception that 
the overweight are disadvantaged); in the case of  
modern prejudice, unfavorable evaluations of  the 
overweight are expressed because the expression 
of  negative evaluations can be rationalized 
through the denial of  discrimination (despite the 
endorsement of  egalitarian values).4 Moreover, 
replicating an unexpected finding uncovered by 
Gawronski and colleagues (2008), we also found 
that implicit and explicit prejudice were unrelated 
when nonprejudicial goals and perceptions of  dis-
crimination were both low, such that these partici-
pants evaluated overweight individuals relatively 
negatively irrespective of  the level of  their implicit 
weight prejudice.

This research has several implications, particu-
larly in demonstrating the generality of  the inte-
grative framework of  prejudice to other prejudice 
domains and extending theories of  old-fashioned, 
modern, and aversive prejudice to the domain of  
weight prejudice. These two points are particu-
larly important because the integrative prejudice 
framework and theories of  old-fashioned, mod-
ern, and aversive prejudice were all stimulated 
and have been primarily tested within the domain 
of  black-white race relations.

Implications for the integrative 
prejudice framework
Examining the integrative prejudice framework 
within the domain of  weight prejudice is not a 
straightforward enterprise, and could be con-
sidered a stringent test of  the generality of  the 
framework, as there is much dissimilarity 
between racism and weight prejudice. As dis-
cussed earlier, weight prejudice is considered to 
be more socially appropriate compared to racial 
prejudice (Crandall et al., 2002) and the exami-
nation of  weight prejudice has almost exclu-
sively focused on its blatant expression. In 
addition, whereas racism is considered a proto-
typical form of  prejudice and discrimination, 
weight prejudice is not. For instance, Marti, 
Bobier, and Baron (2000) found that the selec-
tion of  a White over a Black job candidate was 
perceived as more prejudicial and more serious 
than the selection of  a thin over an obese job 
candidate. Furthermore, the negative affectiv-
ity elicited by Black and overweight targets 
likely differs qualitatively. For example, whereas 
fear may be elicited by Blacks, disgust may be 
elicited by the overweight (Crandall, 1994; 
Dovidio & Gaertner, 2004). Notwithstanding 
these differences, the conceptualizations of  
old-fashioned, modern, and aversive forms of  
prejudice in the integrative prejudice frame-
work were supported within the domain of  
weight prejudice.

The integrative prejudice framework has 
proven theoretically useful for the scientific 
goals of  integration, prediction, and discovery. 
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First, it furthers our understanding of  the rela-
tions between different forms of  prejudice 
through the interactive influence of  nonprejudi-
cial goals and perceptions of  discrimination. 
Second, it also allows us to predict the relation 
between implicit and explicit prejudice, reflect-
ing the overt expression of  negative automatic 
responses. Third, it has uncovered an unex-
pected yet replicable finding that implicit and 
explicit prejudice are generally unrelated when 
both nonprejudicial goals and perceived dis-
crimination are low, such that negative evalua-
tive judgments about social groups are expressed 
irrespective of  the level of  negativity of  auto-
matic associations. This pattern may point to a 
fourth form of  prejudice that has not been 
discussed by earlier theories.

A possible explanation for this fourth pattern 
is that the explicit expression of  negative evalu-
ations is enhanced when the members of  a 
social group are seen as personally responsible 
for their disadvantaged situation, and such an 
exaggeration of  negativity may be most likely 
when both nonprejudicial goals and perceptions 
of  systematic discrimination are low. If  one 
were to consider the groups in North American 
society who are most frequently blamed for 
their disadvantaged status, the situation of  over-
weight people and of  Black people immediately 
comes to mind (Crandall, 1994; Sears & Henry, 
2005). If  social groups are blamed for their situ-
ation, then the exaggeration of  negativity 
observed within this fourth pattern may not be 
all that surprising. According to this interpreta-
tion, the unexpected fourth case may emerge for 
social groups that are typically blamed for disad-
vantaged status (e.g., Black people, overweight 
people), but not for those groups who are con-
sidered less responsible for their disadvantaged 
status (e.g., elderly people). These speculations 
notwithstanding, what is clear is that people 
with low nonprejudicial goals and low percep-
tions of  discrimination do not rely on their 
automatic reactions when evaluating social 
groups (i.e., low correlation between implicit 
and explicit prejudice), but instead express rela-
tively high levels of  negativity regardless of  

their automatic reactions (i.e., high mean values 
of  explicit prejudice irrespective of  implicit 
prejudice).5 Future research is needed in order 
to better understand this fourth case.

Implications for understanding weight 
prejudice
The present findings also have important impli-
cations for better understanding weight prejudice. 
Importantly, this research demonstrates that 
weight prejudice can occur in various forms. 
Although weight prejudice and discrimination 
may be considered among the last acceptable 
forms of  bias (Puhl & Brownell, 2001), it is not 
simply the case that weight prejudice is only bla-
tantly expressed. Instead, the current research 
demonstrates that weight prejudice can operate 
either in blatant or in more subtle forms that map 
onto existing theories of  prejudice.

More practically, our research demonstrates 
that nonprejudicial goals and perceived weight 
discrimination are important factors to examine 
in the expression of  weight prejudice, factors 
which have not generally been examined in the 
domain of  weight prejudice to date. The idea 
that prejudice against the overweight is only 
expressed when it can be justified on nonprejudi-
cial grounds is relatively novel within the weight 
bias literature, but is theoretically grounded from 
the perspectives of  aversive prejudice (Dovidio 
& Gaertner, 2004; Gaertner & Dovidio, 1986) 
and the justification-suppression model of  prej-
udice (Crandall & Eshleman, 2003; King et  al., 
2006). Further, the idea that prejudice against the 
overweight may be expressed through the denial 
of  weight discrimination is novel within the 
weight prejudice literature, but is theoretically 
grounded from the perspective of  modern prej-
udice (McConahay, 1986; Swim et al., 1995). As 
perceptions of  weight discrimination among 
overweight and obese individuals are increasing 
and reaching levels similar to those of  racial dis-
crimination among Blacks (Andreyeva, Puhl, & 
Brownell, 2008), it is now appropriate and neces-
sary to better understand the antecedents and 
consequences of  people’s perceptions of  weight 
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discrimination, such as the belief  that weight dis-
crimination is justified. Future research may also 
more closely examine the role of  participants’ 
own body weight and identification in the expres-
sion of  weight bias.

Conclusion
Using the integrative prejudice framework as a 
theoretical guide, we have conceptualized differ-
ent forms of  weight prejudice from a cognitive 
consistency perspective. This research demon-
strates that the overt expression of  negative auto-
matic reactions to overweight individuals is jointly 
moderated by nonprejudicial goals and percep-
tions of  discrimination. The present research 
provides but a first step in better understanding 
weight prejudice, and we hope that this research 
will encourage novel and innovative approaches 
to further examining the various expressions of  
this prejudice.
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Notes
1.	 We prefer the term overweight, as it connotes less 

negativity than other weight-related terms (Brochu 
& Esses, in press). Throughout the article, we 
make use of  other weight-related terms (e.g., fat or 
obese) in order to maintain consistency with the 
terminology employed in other research.

2.	 The most common computation of  body mass 
index (BMI) is the Quetelet index which is calcu-
lated using body weight in kilograms divided by 
height in meters, squared (kg/m2). BMI categories 
are as follows: less than 18.5, underweight; 18.5–
24.9, normal weight; 25–29.9, overweight; 30–34.9, 
mildly obese; 35–39.9, moderately obese; and 40 or 
greater, morbidly obese.

3.	 In the integrative prejudice framework, egalitarian-
based nonprejudicial goals are considered a gen-
eral motivation irrespective of  target group. 
Previous research (Gawronski et al., 2008, Study 3) 
supports this conceptualization by demonstrating 
the predicted effects using scale items that were 

target-unspecified. In the current study, however, 
we cannot rule out the possibility that participants 
may have interpreted the measure of  nonprejudi-
cial goals in a target-specific manner.

4.	 Deviating from earlier conceptualizations of  mod-
ern prejudice (e.g., McConahay, 1986), we do not 
consider the denial of  discrimination as an anteced-
ent of  attempts to rationalize negative evaluations. 
According to the integrative prejudice framework, 
the denial of  discrimination is an attempt to ration-
alize negative evaluations.

5.	 Note that all scores, including those of  the depend-
ent measure, were standardized. Thus, mean levels 
must be interpreted relative to the distribution of  
the sample.
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Appendix: Items used to measure perceived 
weight discrimination

1.	 Overweight people are victims of   
discrimination.

2.	 In social settings it is common for over-
weight people to be ignored or overlooked.

3.	 Discrimination against overweight people 
is not a problem in Canada. (R)

4.	 Our society discriminates more against 
overweight people than average weight 
people.

5.	 Overweight people experience discrimina-
tion in employment.

6.	 Overweight people, as a group, rarely 
encounter any weight-based prejudice or 
discrimination. (R)

7.	 Overweight people are called names, 
insulted, or threatened by someone else 
because of  their body size.
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8.	 Overweight people receive poorer  
service than others at restaurants and 
stores.

9.	 Overweight people have been deprived 
of  opportunities because of  their body 
weight.

10.	 Overweight people are treated just like 
everyone else. (R)

11.	 Overweight people experience fewer 
romantic opportunities.

Note. R indicates a reverse-coded item. 
Participants rated each item on a scale of  1 
(strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Item 3 
is adapted from the Modern Racism Scale 
(McConahay, 1986).
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