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W hat assumptions do we make 
about people based on their 

health choices and behaviors?
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Defining “Healthism”

Healthism: noun

a lifestyle that prioritizes health and fitness over anything else

Collins English Dictionary
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Robert Crawford, 1980

Healthism is "the preoccupation with personal health as a primary – often the primary – focus for the 
definition and achievement of well-being; a goal which is to be attained primarily through the 
modification of lifestyles."

“Like medicine, healthism situates the problem of health and disease at the level of the individual.
Solutions are formulated at that level as well. To the extent that healthism shapes popular beliefs, 
we will continue to have a non-political, and therefore, ultimately ineffective conception and 
strategy of health promotion. Further, by elevating health to a super value, a metaphor for all that is 
good in life, healthism reinforces the privatization of the struggle for generalized well-being.”

Source: Robert Crawford, "Healthism and the medicalization of everyday life," International Journal of Health Services 
10(1980):365-88.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
LeahCrawford was the first to coin the term “healthism,” and he used it to name the phenomenon of preoccupation with one’s personal health behaviors  and choices as the ultimate definition of well-being. He saw the danger in this for public health - that healthism situates the problem of health and disease at the individual level, which leads the public health field to focus solely on individual-level behavior change, without looking at larger structural or environmental factors. Crawford’s 2006 article observing that we now tend to use good health as a measure of an individual’s value as a person and a citizen: http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/1363459306067310



Petr Skrabanek, 1994
“The pursuit of health is a symptom of unhealth. When this pursuit is no longer a personal yearning 
but part of state ideology, healthism for short, it becomes a symptom of political sickness. Extreme 
versions of healthism provide a justification for racism, segregation, and eugenic control since 
'healthy' means patriotic, pure, while 'unhealthy' equals foreign, polluted.” 

“In the weak version of healthism, as encountered in Western democracies, the state goes beyond 
education and information on matters of health and uses propaganda and various forms of coercion 
to establish norms of a 'healthy lifestyle' for all. Human activities are divided into approved and 
disapproved, healthy and unhealthy, prescribed and proscribed, responsible and irresponsible.”

The Death of Humane Medicine and the Rise of Coercive Healthism, 1994 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
LeahCan you think of any examples where health behaviors have been regulated by institutions in order to control populations?Prohibition?Soda tax at locations frequented by people of color?Forced sterilization Campaigns during slaveryJudges enforcing sterilization/long-term birth control imposed on women of color (judge offers reduced sentences for sterilization/LARC: https://www.nbcnews.com/news/us-news/judge-offers-inmates-reduced-sentences-exchange-vasectomy-n785256)Employee wellness programs that claim to incentivize wellness, but impose financial disadvantages for workers who don’t meet wellness standards

https://bradtaylor.files.wordpress.com/2009/06/death-of-humane-medicine.pdf


Temperance Movements of 19th & 20th Centuries

The Drunkard's Progress: A lithograph by Nathaniel Currier supporting the temperance movement, January 1846.
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Sylvester Graham (1794- 1851)

● Sylvester Graham was an Evangelical minister who 
lectured widely on the evils of the American diet. 

● According to Graham, meat, alcohol, and fatty foods led 
to gluttony, lust, and materialistic urges. 

● His devoted followers, called “Grahamites,” followed 
their charismatic leader on a restricted diet of 
vegetables, fruits, and whole grains.

● He did not invent graham flour, graham bread, or graham 
crackers, but those products were inspired by his 
preaching.
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John Harvey Kellogg, MD (1852- 1943)

● John Harvey Kellogg was an American medical doctor in Battle Creek, Michigan, 
who ran a sanitarium using holistic methods, with a particular focus on nutrition, 
enemas, and exercise.

● Corn Flakes were invented as part of his health regimen to prevent masturbation. 
His belief was that bland foods would decrease or prevent excitement and arousal. 
Those experiencing temptation were to avoid stimulating food and drinks, and eat 
very little meat, if any. 

● Kellogg also advocated hydrotherapy and stressed the importance of keeping the 
colon clean through yogurt enemas.

● He warned that many types of sexual activity, including many "excesses" that 
couples could be guilty of within marriage, were against nature, and therefore, 
extremely unhealthy.  
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“To preserve one's health 
by too strict a regime is in itself 

a tedious malady.”

- Due de la R ochefoucauld (1613- 1680)
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BethThings took off in the late 70’s and 80’s during Regan’s era of “personal responsibility”, and we started to see nutrition guidelines come out that contradicted common-sense ideas (meat and potatoes) and changed American’s eating habits. The 80s and 90s is when we started to see “diet foods” and the dieting industry took off, as well as the fitness industry.  And in 20-30 years, we’ve arrived here… (next slide)The Time Traveling Nutritionist: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5Ua-WVg1SsAhttp://www.thehealthculture.com/2012/02/what-is-healthism-part-one/ Regan era, “personal responsibility”Snackwellshttps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=29v6rNFjlLI Adam Ruins Everything - Dr Todd Bodd 1980’s and 1990’s timeline:1981: Lean Cuisine is created as a healthier alternative to Stouffer’s frozen meals. 1982: Coca-Cola releases Diet Coke. Two years later, it’s the world’s number-one diet soda.1983: Jenny Craig is founded in Melbourne, Australia. Two years later, the weight loss program opens its first location in the United States.1995: Miami cardiologist Arthur Agatston develops the South Beach Diet, which sheds light on “good” carbs.1996: FDA approved Olestra (Olean), initially used in potato chips WOW brand by Frito Lay.  

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5Ua-WVg1SsA
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BethFad diets/nutrition trends (paleo, whole 30, cleanses, detoxes, eating “clean”, gluten-free, Shakeology)Super foods (acai, coconut oil)Demon foods (sugar, carbs, etc.)Fitness trends (crossfit, ninja warrior, extreme/performative yoga, running - couch-to-5k)Vitamin/mineral supplementsHimalayan salt lampEssential oilsVitamins“Although available evidence does not rule out small benefits or harms or large benefits or harms in a small subgroup of the population, we believe that the case is closed— supplementing the diet of well-nourished adults with (most) mineral or vitamin supplements has no clear benefit and might even be harmful. These vitamins should not be used for chronic disease prevention. Enough is enough.”  http://annals.org/aim/article/1789253/enough-enough-stop-wasting-money-vitamin-mineral-supplements 
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Complicating the Narrative:
Mindfulness

Benefits:
● Evidence-based

Risks:
● Trendy/fad
● Offered as a fix in place of 

actual medical care for 
mental health

● Guilt - another thing one 
feels pressured to do in 
order to be “healthy”
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Healthism & Privilege

“Healthism ... has evolved into the often unspoken idea that there is a moral value to health; it emerges as 
the assumption that people should pursue health. It’s the contempt in the non-smoker’s attitude toward 
smokers; it’s the ubiquitous sneer against couch potatoes. Healthism includes the idea that anyone who 
isn’t healthy just isn’t trying hard enough or has some moral failing or sin to account for.”

“It seems to me that healthism is reflective of deep privilege; it is (in my opinion) a classic ‘first-world’ 
problem. Healthism can only thrive in a culture where the dominant groups do not have to worry about such 
things as famine, infectious disease, war, poverty, and hatred as factors that affect their health. It’s privilege 
that allows us to make health a ‘project’ that we can judge others for not taking up.”

-Fall Ferguson, JD, MA https://healthateverysizeblog.org/2013/11/19/the-haes-files-speculations-on-
healthism-privilege/
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BethCultural appropriation 	-yoga	-mediterranean diet	-paleo?	-french dietMedical appropriation 	-gluten-free (pseudo-science that it’s “healthy”, creates danger for those with celiac if it’s not understood to be a serious allergy)DisabilityPhysical disabilities (mobility, dietary, etc.) - may not be able to participate in exercise or “healthy” eatingLearning disabilities, mental health, etc. - may not have the energy or time to put towards wellnessLack of actual medical self-care	-shift of perception of health and illness and injury	-risk that people will ignore medical needs, or try to solve them with pseudo-science solutionOrthorexia - provides camouflage for disordered eating and exercise behaviors

https://healthateverysizeblog.org/2013/11/19/the-haes-files-speculations-on-healthism-privilege/


Table Discussion:

How  does healthism affect 
students on your campus?
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Impacts for College Students

● “Naked” section in dining hall
● Fraternity/Sorority group bonding through group workouts
● Health obsessions
● 24-hour fitness centers
● Dissatisfaction with meal plan 
● Fat stigma, shame, and “concern trolling”
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Does this lead to negative health outcomes?

● “Fat talk” 
● Eating disorders & disordered eating
● Orthorexia 
● Body image issues
● Over-exercise and overuse injuries
● Anxiety and Depression
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Table Discussion:
H ow does this impact our work in 

H ealth P romotion?

W hat strategies might you use to 
combat healthism in your work?
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Impacts on our work in Health Promotion
● Sleep hygiene education: is your advice realistic or reasonable? 
● Is your advice trendy?
● Linking weight to health/prescribing weight loss
● “Wellness Challenge” programs/fitness challenge programs
● Employee Wellness initiatives 
● Are your activities/programs inclusive? (for example: a 5k “fun run” fundraiser)
● What sets our messaging apart from “fitspiration” and the cacophony of health messaging 

students receive in the media?
● Are we adding to the perceived pressure to always be “healthier”?
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Strategies for combating healthism
1. Confront your own biases. How and when do you judge others for their health behaviors? Recognize 

that “healthy” can mean different things to different people.
2. Remember that for some people, the absence of illness and suffering is healthy enough, and that’s 

their choice and it’s valid.
3. Do not focus your work solely on individual behavior change. Make sure that you’re spending equal, if 

not more, time and resources on addressing social determinants through policy and environmental 
approaches.

4. When you share health tips & guidelines, make them reasonable for the average person. Some 
students may want tips for becoming elite athletes and excessively nutritious eaters; don’t assume all 
students are prioritizing health & wellness to this degree.

5. Do not impose your beliefs about health and morality on your patient/client/student by automatically 
assuming they want to devote time & resources to fitness, nutrition, wellness, or weight loss. 

6. Remind people that their health habits have no bearing on their worth, their moral “goodness,” or 
their human and civil rights.
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