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Objectives

• 1. Discuss the physiologic changes that result from chronic stress, 
and their interrelationship with weight and metabolic health

• 2. Analyze the hidden barriers to traditional obesity interventions 
and identify alternative approaches in working with youth affected 
by trauma, toxic stress and economic insecurity

• 3. Formulate integrated obesity intervention approaches in the 
SBHC that address stress and social determinants of health together 
with clinical care and health education



Warm-up: Pair and Share

• Think of the obesity assessment/management 
practices in your SBHC and reflect on what 1-2 
aspects…
– work well and contribute to a student’s 

success; 
and on the flip side,

– hinder student progress or are more 
unappealing/frustrating, etc.

• Grab a partner and share your thoughts for 5 
minutes!



Overweight and Obesity in Youth: 
Where Are We Now?
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Behavioral Health

Obesity

Negative 
Body Image

Depression

Sleep 
disturbance

Lower 
quality of 

life

School 
difficulties/ 
functional 

impairments
Bullying/ 
Stigma

Trauma

Eating 
disorders

Anxiety
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Let’s Talk About Stress



Toxic Stress

• “Toxic stress can result from strong, frequent, or prolonged 
activation of the body’s stress response systems in the absence of 
the buffering protection of a supportive adult relationship.” 

• Shonkoff, J. P., & Garner, A. S. (2012). The lifelong effects of early 
childhood adversity and toxic stress. Pediatrics, 129(1), e232-246. 
Retrieved from http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22201156

OR – the level/persistence/type of stress overwhelms even the most 
supportive parent

http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/22201156


Long-term effects of toxic stress

• Impact on developing child NOT just social and behavioral but 
also biochemical

• Excessively high, prolonged exposures lead to:
– Changes in the brain – e.g. altered neuroendocrine responses
– Altered size and function of brain centers
– Biological disruptions that  increase predisposition to chronic 

diseases of adulthood



DEFINITION

TRAUMA

COMPLEX TRAUMA 

An event that we experience as overwhelming that has a 
lasting effect on our well-being

(1) repetitive, prolonged, or cumulative (2 ) most often 
interpersonal, involving direct harm, exploitation, and 

maltreatment including neglect/abandonment/antipathy by 
primary caregivers or other ostensibly responsible adults, and (3) 

often occur at developmentally vulnerable times in the victim's life.



Reactions to trauma

Child traumatic stress
• “occurs when children and adolescents are exposed to 

traumatic events or traumatic situations, and when this 
exposure overwhelms their ability to cope with what they have 
experienced“
(National Child Traumatic Stress Network)

• Potential sequelae of trauma:  depression, anxiety, PTSD



Prevalence of trauma exposure

• In one nationally representative sample of school-age youth, 
74% had been exposed to 1 or more traumas and 50% had 
been exposed to home or community violence

• In Oakland SBHCs, over 90% of all youth screened by BH 
providers had past exposure to trauma or violence



Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs)

• Verbal abuse

• Physical abuse

• Sexual abuse

• (Emotional or physical neglect)

• Battered mother

• Household substance abuse

• Mental illness in household

• Parental separation or divorce

• Incarcerated household 
members



ACEs and Health Outcomes

• ↑ incidence of all chronic 
diseases

– Emphysema
– Type II DM
– Cardiac disease

Adapted by R Wade from Dong, 2004
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Poverty in relation to  ACES/trauma

• Young adults in N. Philadelphia stated that watching their parents 
stress over finances MORE traumatic than physical abuse
– Single parenting but not divorce seen as a stressor

• Youth living in E. Oakland critique PTSD screens as pathologizing 
survival skills : being on guard, sleep difficulties, avoidance, not 
backing down from a fight
– Both groups expressed feeling a lack of love from parents/within 

themselves as a major stressor
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ACEs/Toxic Stress vs. Acute/Chronic Trauma

• Impact of interventions  to mitigate impact of ACES still under 
investigation

• We don’t know how  hx of ACEs  affect the youth’s ability to 
perceive, process and heal from acute/chronic trauma in 
adolescence

• Or individual impacts of different ACEs
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What is being done about it?



Ineffective school approaches to obesity 

• Classroom/PE  measurement  -
how does this intersect with a 
trauma informed approach?

• Weight shaming vs. increasing 
awareness

• Negative effects of “BMI letters”
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Stigmatization of obesity

• Weight stigma – “societal devaluation of a person because 
[they have]overweight or obesity and often includes 
stereotypes that individuals with obesity are lazy, 
unmotivated, or lacking in willpower and discipline.”

• Weight stigma leads to prejudice, social rejection, overt 
discrimination

Pont, S. J., Puhl, R., Cook, S. R., & Slusser, W. (2017). Stigma Experienced by Children and Adolescents With Obesity. Pediatrics, 140(6). 
doi:10.1542/peds.2017-3034



Stigmatization of obesity causes harm to children

• Weight shaming and teasing begins as young as age 3
• Prominent in child-oriented media: 

– 70% of children’s movies contain weight stigma, 90% target 
overweight

• Students are less likely to help visibly overweight children and 
more likely to bully them

• Level of future bullying/victimization can be predicted by BMI



Stigmatization of obesity has consequences

• Increased incidence of depression, anxiety, substance use, poor 
body image  among youth who are bullied, teased about weight
– Differences persist when controlled for BMI, age of onset, sex

• Increased social isolation
• Negative effect on academic performance
• Increase in unhealthy eating behaviors
• Lower levels of physical activity
• Worsening obesity



The framing of obesity is the problem

• Life expectancy has increased in the US at the same time that 
obesity rates have increased

• Studies of mortality related to BMI are mixed, and may not 
control for all confounders
– Studies of elderly and chronically ill show  higher BMI can be 

protective
• Is it possible to address healthy diet, exercise, sleep and stress 

reduction without asking our patients to lose weight?
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Taking weight & weight stigma off the table

Association for Size Diversity and Health (ASDAH) principles:

1. Weight inclusivity
2. Health enhancement
3. Respectful care
4. Eating or well-being
5. Life-enhancing movement

https://www.sizediversityandhealth.org/content.asp?id=76



:"(J)6'()'Y8"-#'9*M"1? a:DY9c

! F*/52)"/'(//235)*$%/'(7$2)'
%$-3(J'K"*+6)'`'J$%+"8*)#

! D//"-)/')6()'9Y9>'5$$-'
%2)-*)*$%>'J(.N'$4'","-.*/">'
K"*+6)'.#.J*%+>'%$)'$7"/*)#'
*)/"J4>'J"(&')$'$2).$3"/'
(//$.*()"&'K*)6'$7"/*)#'*%'
J*)"-()2-"

! D//"-)/')6()'&*")*%+'*/'('
5-"&*.)$-'$4'42)2-"'K"*+6)'+(*%

L<3$%)M%=035)67:7
@''&?ABBG<3$%*%=03D0/4BN#OP*00QB&$.R.<G(?BN#OPRS%3<.(?'0D&$.

https://lindabacon.org/HAESbook/pdf_files/HAES_Manifesto.pdf


:DY9''4$-')""%/

Z%)2*)*8"'Y()*%+
! Y()*%+')$'(55")*)"
! Y()*%+'K6()'(55"(J/'
! 9)$55*%+'()'H2/)'"%$2+6
Z35(.)'$4'527"-)#'$%'7$&#'
.6(%+"/
;$5*%+'K*)6'/)-"//



Does HAES work?

• Systematic review of 14 studies of adults by Ullian et  al., 2018:

• Positive physical activity and psychological well-being outcomes, 
with positive qualitative changes in eating behaviors

• Cardiovascular responses (BP, blood panels), body image and 
energy intake were inconclusive

• Study authors are conducting an RCT, both arms HAES, differ in 
“dose” of intervention
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Take home ideas

• Many current “obesity interventions” ignore the vital role of stress 
and trauma in weight management and weight disparities

• Interventions should avoid perpetuating stigma and/or shaming 
that may exacerbate mental health consequences of overweight 
and cause patients to avoid the health center

• The practice of frequent weighing does not improve weight 
outcomes in adolescents and may impact psychosocial well-being

• More research is needed to develop and evaluate interventions 
that are multi-disciplinary, body and person positive, and include 
mental health support for adolescents



What questions do you have?



THANK YOU!

victoria.keeton@ucsf.edu
naomi.schapiro@ucsf.edu
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