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Since 1980 obesity rates have continuously increased worldwide, and each year 

billions are spent on the cost of obesity related diseases, like hypertension, type 2 diabetes, and 

coronary heart disease. Some causes are straight forward: diets, a sedentary lifestyle, 

urbanization. But why do obesity rates differ between females and males, between countries, 

districts and even within the same community? Why have so many public health interventions 

failed to produce measurable results while obesity levels have continued to rise?  

Anthropologist Clifford Geertz  (1973, p.5) wrote “that man is an animal suspended in webs of 

significance he himself has spun (…)”. He understood culture as the “historically transmitted 

pattern of meanings embodied in symbols (…)” (Geertz 1973, p. 89). The human body is such a 

symbol: of power, social mobility and cultural values. We want to argue that culture influences 

body preferences attaining such that a healthy body shape actually involves social costs which 

have thus far not been considered by health economists.    

Using data of 469 individuals of African and Indian descent collected in Trinidad (Republic of 

Trinidad and Tobago) in 2017 we analyze (i) if members of different ethnic groups have 

different body ideals, (i) how ethnic groups differ in their explicit stigmatization of overweight, 

and (iii) how body shape influences a concrete economic transaction, i.e. the investment made in 

a trust game. While we control for socio-economic factors (age, urban residence, income, 

education, marital status) we find that Afro-Trinis prefer larger body ideals and that participants 

in a behavioral game put more trust into large co-players than into skinny ones, but less trust if 

the co-player is too large by the participants personal standards.  

From our results we derive the following conclusions: Policy makers should better understand 

how cultural drivers of overweight interact with socio-economic factors. Further, in some 

societies losing weight could actually imply social costs, i.e. being perceived as less trustworthy, 

that may eventually carry economic risks.  
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