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 This all started with one wild insight gleaned from a CivicScience poll: Most Americans 
consider themselves 10 or more pounds away from their ideal weight. 
 
A person’s ideal weight is a matter of opinion, but also of fact. Being overweight is 
usually determined based on your height, weight, and other measurements. When it 
comes to Americans’ own perception of where they are based on their target weight, the 
results paint a clear picture: the vast majority of Americans (69%) consider themselves to 
be overweight.

This looks similar to other studies indicating that the average American is nearing 
obesity; World Health Organization numbers showing worldwide obesity has nearly 
tripled since 1975. According to the WHO, in 2016, 39% of U.S. adults over 18 were 
considered to be overweight, and 13% were considered obese. Below, and moving 
forward in this report, the data is grouped into three parts: those who are within 10 
pounds of their ‘ideal’ weight, those who consider themselves 10 or more pounds 
overweight, and the small number of those who deem themselves underweight.
 
Please note that this report is based on self-reported data, and when 'overweight' is 
indicated as a group, it is self-reported.

https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2018-12-20/tale-of-the-tape-average-american-is-borderline-obese-cdc-says
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/obesity-and-overweight


Pre-holiday and post-holiday results look different. 59% of U.S. Adults indicated 
they felt they were 10 or more pounds overweight pre-holiday 2018, whereas in 
Q1 of 2019, it jumped over 10 percentage points to 70%.

 

This makes sense. According to a separate study published in the New England 
Journal of Medicine in 2016, Americans tend to gain 0.4 % of their pre-holiday 
weight within 10 days after Christmas.
 
 

https://www.nejm.org/doi/10.1056/NEJMc1602012


 
Gen X is by far the most likely to consider themselves overweight.

Women are more likely than men to be far away from their ideal weight. Statistically- 
speaking, 3 in 4 women deem themselves 10 or more pounds overweight. Societal 
pressures and retouched images of models contribute to this data point, surely. This may 
be the same reason that males are more likely to deem themselves 'underweight'.

Part One: Demographics

Age Group

Gender

 



Perhaps surprisingly, income is not a factor at all.  Across the board, around 70% of people 
in each of the three income brackets think they are overweight, which re�ects the top-line 
number for this question.

Parents are more likely than non-parents to be 10 or more pounds away from their ideal 
weight. This could have to do with their age more than anything, but also the demands of 
parenthood, lack of sleep, and less time to spend on themselves.

Parenthood

Income



It’s no wonder why a large percentage of Americans see themselves as so far off 
from their ideal weight: they’re spending significant amounts of time on social 
media, for one thing. There is a higher prevalence of 'overweight' people among 
heavy social media users than lighter social media users. Also of note, there is the 
highest percentage of 'underweight' people in this same group. 
 

Part Two: Media Usage

Facebook is used most frequently by the overweight group. This is a no brainer when 
you think about what you do on the platform — look at pictures of others, read about 
other people’s lives — a breeding ground for comparison. So while we’re not 
indicating that being on Facebook puts someone farther away from their target 
weight, frequent use of the platform likely has a huge impact on one’s self-
perception, or self-esteem, in general.

Social Media 



  Looking at Instagram and Twitter, we see the opposite to be true: underweight 
people are more likely to be weekly + users of these platforms than overweight 
people. This most likely has to do with the prevalence of younger individuals on 
these platforms. However, when it comes to Instagram, we bet a huge part of it 
is the increase in body-building accounts on the platform. It should not be 
discounted that it could also have to do with dieting induced by looking at these 
images.

The other outlier is Snapchat. We see that between the three categories: 
overweight, within 10 pounds, and underweight, there's a somewhat even user 
base on this platform.



 

TV

Those higher than their ideal weight watch more tv than those who weigh 
within 10 pounds or are underweight.

In terms of other entertainment, Netflix users, NFL fans, and TV sitcom & 
drama fans are all more likely to answer 'overweight'. 
 
People who go to the movies at least once a month are more likely to be in the
overweight group.



Part Three: Personal Habits

Exercise

Only a little over half of people who are overweight exercise at all. Conversely, 
those who say they’re within 10 pounds of their own magic number over-index 
as exercisers. 

This could have to do with one’s weight loss approach — if they have one at all. 
 
In a separate survey, CivicScience found that 70% of Americans are trying to lose 
weight. Of those who consider themselves overweight, 84% indicate they are 
actively trying to lose it.



 

 
 
 

 

As we saw with the previous exercise chart, exercise is not as prevalent among 
the overweight group. Only half of the overweight group is using exercise as a 
means to shed pounds.
 

However, overweight people are the most likely to look to diet changes to lose 
weight. Over half (66%) of those in the overweight group are changing their diet 
in hopes of losing weight.



 

 
The data also show that 9% of the overweight group are using supplements as a 
means to lose weight.

Doctor Visits

There's a gradual increase in doctor visits from being underweight, being close 
to your ideal weight, to the overweight group. Those in the overweight group 
are more likely to have visited the doctor 6+ times in the past year.



Overweight people over-index as taking 3-4 or more prescription medications 
per day. (More CivicScience research on this topic soon).

Medication



Dining

Those who deem themselves overweight are least likely to eat breakfast, lunch, 
and dinner at home.



 

 Restaurant Type

Those in the overweight category are the most likely to go out to eat, especially 
at full service restaurants (sit-down eateries).

However, this group also over-indexes as frequent fast food and fast casual 
diners, compared to those close to their ideal weight.



Part Four: Psychographics
Those who are overweight are only slightly less happy than those closer to 
their ideal weight. 



Lastly, to no surprise, being heavier than your ideal weight has implications on 
self-esteem. The higher someone's weight from their ideal weight, the lower 
their own perception of their attractiveness.

Conclusion

The majority of Americans think they are much higher than their ideal weight. 
This group over-indexes in social media use, dining out, medication intake, 
and doctor visits. This group under-indexes as exercisers in general, and is less 
likely to use exercise to lose weight than they are to change their diet.
 
Ultimately, being far away from their ideal weight has them feeling less happy 
and less physically attractive than their peers, but the social media aspect 
can't help matters.
 
This all has real-world implications that, as a market research firm, we will 
continue to track.

contact@civicscience.com


