
What is fat talk?
According to the Butterfly Foundation, 

fat talk is negative language and 

comments about appearance, shape, 

size and weight. CEO Christine 

Morgan says it reinforces thin beauty 

ideals and makes us feel that thinness 

is more acceptable than fatness. 

“Behind fat talk is an inherent 

negativity. It’s not an objective way  

of talking about your body – it’s  

a negative way of talking where you 

use physical attributes to talk about 

your body,” says Christine.

“If we lived in a culture where fat 

was good – let’s say we all celebrated 

being fat – then it may not be a 

harmful thing. But the inherent 

meaning behind the word ‘fat’ is 

a belief that it’s negative. If you’re 

describing someone as fat, that  

means they’ve let themselves go.”

 
Why is it bad for you?
It’s easy to assume fat talk is no  

more than innocent banter. The  

thing is, it’s not. Instead of helping 

women feel better about themselves, 

fat talk draws attention to the parts  

of the body we dislike. This reinforces 

negative body image and can have  

a damaging impact on quality of life 

and long-term health.

Research shows that listening to  

or engaging in fat talk for a mere  

3-5 minutes can lead some people  

to feel bad about their appearance  

and experience body dissatisfaction. 

Dr Jacqueline Mills, a psychology 

lecturer at the Cairnmillar Institute 

and Deakin University, says her 

research identifies a link between 

engaging in fat talk and body 

dissatisfaction. “What we’re seeing 

from research is fat talk is linked 

with a whole host of negative 

consequences in terms of body 

image,” she says. “In the study,  

we found that there was a definite  

link between engaging in fat talk  

about yourself and experiencing 

decreases in body satisfaction.

“It also has associations with 

comparing your appearance with 

other people, feeling ashamed of  

your appearance and internalising  

or adopting society’s beauty 

standards. You’re more likely to 

endorse the thin ideal that all  

women should look a certain way 

when you engage in fat talk.”

But it doesn’t stop there. People 

with body dissatisfaction can become 

fixated on trying to change their  

body shape, which can lead to 

unhealthy food and exercise habits. 

“Body dissatisfaction is not  

just, ‘Oh gosh, I don’t look right.’  

It’s, ‘I don’t look right in order  

to be successful – in order for me  

to succeed in life I’ve got to stop  

being fat,’” says Christine.

“If you’re feeling incredibly 

dissatisfied with yourself, then you 

don’t look at healthy, measured 

ways of addressing your issues. You 

reach for the quick fix. And that will 

lead you into the latest fad diet, the 

extreme exercise, the cosmetic surgery 

to change what you look like.”

Ultimately, body dissatisfaction 

can be a stepping stone to serious 

mental and physical health conditions 

including depression, anxiety, social 

withdrawal and even eating disorders.

How to quit fat talk
Kicking the habit isn’t easy, but 

cutting back on fat talk can reduce 

a lot of its negative consequences. 

It can help improve self-esteem and 

body confidence, and challenge the 

idea that thin is best. So how do you 

stop yourself and your friends from 

complaining about fat thighs?

“Tell yourself, ‘I am not going 

to describe my body in a negative 

way. I will use positive, encouraging, 

nurturing words,’” says Christine. 
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Complaining about flabby arms and a big belly
can have a nasty effect on your body image.
Take back control with these strategies.

M
y thighs 
are huge. 
I’m so fat, 
I need 
to lose 
weight. 

You’re so thin – I wish  
I had your body. How 
often do you participate 
in or hear this sort of 
chat? Recent research 
reveals four out of five 
women experience fat talk 
about their appearance or 
someone else’s each week. 
Yep, each week. And even 
though it may seem like 
harmless peer support, fat 
talk doesn’t help us feel 
better about ourselves.  
In fact, it has the opposite 
effect: fat talk draws 
attention to the parts of  
the body we don’t like and 
is linked with decreased 
body satisfaction.

SO JUST HOW 

COMMON IS IT?

Fat talk is everywhere 
– in office kitchens, 
in the change rooms 
of your favourite 
clothing store and, 
of course, the gym. 
Unsurprisingly, 
women do most of 
the fat talk. We talk 
about our own fatness 
and listen to friends 
moan about theirs. 

One Australian 
study published in  
the journal Body 
Image in May 2018 
examined the fat 
talk experiences of 
135 women aged 
18-40 across a seven-
day period using 
a smartphone app 
that delivered simple 
surveys each day. 
The results revealed 
82% of participants 
experienced some 
form of fat talk about 
their appearance or 
someone else’s in  
the seven-day period, 
and 27% of all social 
interactions among 
participants involved 
some form of fat talk. 

Lead researcher 
Dr Mills says one of 
the reasons fat talk 
is so common is it’s 
contagious. “There’s 
a social norm where 
you follow suit based 
on how your friends 
are acting,” she 
explains. “If they say, 
‘I’m really hating my 
thighs today,’ you 
feel compelled to 
say, ‘Tell me about 
it – I hate the way 
that my arms are 
looking.’ It becomes 
a vicious cycle.”

Fat talk is linked with a host 
of negative consequences 
in terms of body image
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“Secondly, ‘I will value my body for 

what it enables me to do, not for its 

shape or size. I will not determine my 

self-worth based on my body shape 

or size, but on who I am.’ Change the 

conversation – refocus on what your 

body can do, not what it looks like.”

When we hear friends engaging in 

fat talk, the Butterfly Foundation’s  

Fat Talk Free campaign asks us to shut 

it down and talk about the negative 

impact their words are having. 

Sarah Harry, a counsellor at Body 

Positive Australia, says there are lots 

of ways to put these strategies into 

action without appearing rude or 

condescending. 

“If a conversation is really triggering 

for you or it’s making you feel really 

bad, just walk away… Excuse yourself  

to go to the bathroom, or just take  

a break from the conversation and 

when you come back, hopefully it’s 

moved on,” she says.

“You can also deflect with humour 

if that’s your personality. You can  

say things like, ‘Oh, come on, girls. 

We’ve got more interesting things 

to talk about than our thighs,’ then 

explain that it’s really harmful and 

feeds on women’s insecurities.”

And when you’re driving the 

conversation, steer clear of fat talk 

and focus on what’s on the inside. 

“Say to your friends, ‘Gosh, I always 

feel amazing when I’m hanging out 

with you,’ or ‘You’re such a great 

friend,’” suggests Sarah. “That helps 

build people’s self-esteem and  

sense of self. I really encourage 

women to give compliments and  

have conversations that are just  

not about what we look like, but  

about who we are as people.”  

If you or anyone you know is experiencing an eating 
disorder or body image concerns, you can call the 
Butterfly Foundation helpline on 1800 334 673 or visit 
thebutterflyfoundation.org.au

Louise Poulson is a Certified Life Coach, author 
and speaker in Perth. She empowers women to live 
positive and fulfilling lives through mindset, self-
awareness and self-love. Visit expandedliving.com.au

W
e’ve all been 

there. We 

join the gym 

and pep 

ourselves 

up, we have 

the best 

intentions of getting fit and 

into a great routine… and 

then Netflix releases a new 

binge-worthy series, making 

it feel like it’s impossible  

to peel ourselves off the 

sofa, or we find another 

excuse. But now that spring 

is here, it’s a great time to 

start practising some self-

motivation to get back into  

a fun, healthy exercise 

routine that will get you  

the results you want.

HERE ARE FOUR TIPS TO HELP  

GET YOU MOVING:

1  
Make sure you’re doing 

exercise you enjoy. It’s 

easier to be motivated when 

you’re about to do something you 

look forward to. Figure out what type 

of exercise lights you up the most. 

Is it training with a friend? Group 

workouts? Weights? Or maybe variety 

is important to you, so change things 

up and try a new class each week!

2  
Music is one of the best 

motivators out there, 

but most of us only put 

headphones on at the gym. To get 

you pumped and in the mood before 

you go, play your favourite tracks 

while you’re at home getting ready.

3
Having a visual aid is  

a great way to keep your 

fitness goal at the front  

of your mind. Vision boards are 

a good tool, but even just one 

image stuck to your mirror can be 

effective. You could also find a great 

motivational quote that inspires  

you and pop it on your fridge or  

save it on your phone. Whatever  

aid you choose, make sure it’s 

something that lights the fire in  

your belly and gets you going.

4
As obvious as it may sound, 

one thing that makes 

motivating yourself a  

breeze is being consistent. Once 

you’ve become steady with your 

exercise, it becomes a habit, which 

then becomes your new normal.  

And once something is simply the 

norm, you’ll find it easy and effortless 

and eventually, it will just become  

a part of your everyday life. 
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I will value my body 
for what it enables 
me to do, not for 
its shape or size  

There’s an 
abundance of 

motivational tips and 
tricks out there, but the 
most important thing is 

finding what works for you, 
reflecting on why you joined 
the gym and remembering 
that wonderful rewarding 

feeling you’ll have 
afterwards. Now  

go get ’em!

Up and
out!

With the arrival of the 
warm weather, there’s 
no longer an excuse 
to stay curled up on 
the couch – it’s time 
to get active again.

LOUISE POULSON
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