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Today’s Webinar

• Diabetes affects Black communities at disproportionately high rates.
• Certain mental illnesses commonly co-occur with diabetes and some 

psychotropic medications can contribute to diabetes risk.
• November is Diabetes Month, an opportune time to discuss the connections 

between diabetes, mental health, weight management, and lifestyle medicine.
• We thank the SAMHSA CE-MHTTC for its partnership on the Black Psychiatrists 

of America (BPA) Health Equity Webinar series.
• Content has both Central East region and national relevance.
• Our featured speaker is Tiffani Bell Washington, MD, MPH, FAPA, DABOM, 

DABLM
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LEARNING OBJECTIVES

Explain the interconnectedness of obesity, diabetes, 
and mental health in the African American community, 
emphasizing key risk factors and complexities

Explore and counter social and self-stigma 
surrounding mental health and obesity, proposing 
strategies to foster an open, understanding 
environment for care

Discuss the significant impact of obesity and diabetes 
on mental health, focusing on stress, anxiety, and 
depression, while emphasizing the need for lifestyle 
medicine interventions and empathetic support 
systems



m

This is mine

We all have a WHY…
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Be like a flower. 
Survive the rain but 

use it to grow. – 
Anonymous.



Public Health Crisis 
• Obesity is a public health crisis in the United States

• Obesity is associated with >200 possible health complications 

• 2 in 5 people have obesity in America (defined as BMI > 30) 

• 1 in 5 report the pandemic had a significant impact on their mental 
health

2020 Mental Health by the Numbers. Note: Obesity is defined as BMI > 30. PwO: People with obesity  World Health Organization. 2018. Obesity and overweight. http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs311/en/; 2 Yuen M., 
Earle R., Kadambi N., et al. A systematic review and evaluation of current evidence reveals 236 Obesity-Associated Disorders (OBAD). Massachusetts General Hospital & George Washington University. [Poster presentation]; 
3 Dobbs R, Sawers C, Thompson F, et al. Overcoming Obesity: An Initial Economic Analysis. McKinsey Global Institute. 

https://www.nami.org/NAMI/media/NAMI-Media/Infographics/NAMI_2020MH_ByTheNumbers_Adults-r.pdf




Higher Risk
• African American women have the highest rates of obesity

• Approximately 4 out of 5 African American women have
overweight or obesity

• Heart disease is disproportionately higher in African Americans
compared to non-Hispanic whites

• “In 2018: African American adults were 60 percent more likely than
non-Hispanic white adults to be diagnosed with diabetes by a
physician



Higher Risk (cont.d)
• In 2019: Non-Hispanic Blacks were twice as likely as non-Hispanic 

whites to die from diabetes

         - 2.5 times likely to be hospitalized with diabetes and associated 
long-term complications than non-Hispanic whites

        - 3.2 times more likely to be diagnosed with end stage renal 
disease as compared to non-Hispanic whites. 

- Minority Health HHS

2020 Mental Health by the Numbers. Note: Obesity is defined as BMI > 30. PwO: People with obesity  World Health Organization. 2018. Obesity and overweight. 
http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs311/en/; 2 Yuen M., Earle R., Kadambi N., et al. A systematic review and evaluation of current evidence reveals 236 Obesity-Associated Disorders (OBAD). 
Massachusetts General Hospital & George Washington University. [Poster presentation]; 3 Dobbs R, Sawers C, Thompson F, et al. Overcoming Obesity: An Initial Economic Analysis. McKinsey Global 
Institute. 

OMH website, Diabetes and African Americans

https://www.nami.org/NAMI/media/NAMI-Media/Infographics/NAMI_2020MH_ByTheNumbers_Adults-r.pdf
https://minorityhealth.hhs.gov/diabetes-and-african-americans#:%7E:text=In%202018%2C%20African%20American%20adults,complications%20than%20non%2DHispanic%20whites


Why us? 

• It is theorized that the higher risk in AA women is likely driven by social 
determinants of health, such as low income, poor access to health care, 
increased targeted marketing of unhealthy foods, food deserts and 
swamps, and the impact of racism 

• The high rate of type II diabetes, obesity and overweight, and a sedentary 
lifestyle significantly contributes to poor cardiovascular outcomes in 
African Americans and other people of color

2020 Mental Health by the Numbers. Note: Obesity is defined as BMI > 30. PwO: People with obesity  World Health Organization. 2018. Obesity and overweight. 
http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs311/en/; 2 Yuen M., Earle R., Kadambi N., et al. A systematic review and evaluation of current evidence reveals 236 Obesity-Associated Disorders (OBAD). 
Massachusetts General Hospital & George Washington University. [Poster presentation]; 3 Dobbs R, Sawers C, Thompson F, et al. Overcoming Obesity: An Initial Economic Analysis. McKinsey Global 
Institute. 

https://www.nami.org/NAMI/media/NAMI-Media/Infographics/NAMI_2020MH_ByTheNumbers_Adults-r.pdf


OBESITY IS A DISEASE



A Few Key Points On Obesity 

Healthy Foods, Movement, Stress Relief, Sleep, and 
Connection

Obesity Algorithm®. © 2021 Obesity Medicine Association section 



2013

Medical News Today: AMA 2013



What is obesity ?

Obesity Medicine Association 

BMI >

BMI >



Obesity is 
caused by 
many factors. 

Bias and 
stigma blocks 
finding the 
real causes of 
obesity.

More than
 Calories In vs 
Calories Out: 



Stanford, et al (2019). “Race, Ethnicity, Sex, and Obesity: Is It Time to Personalize the Scale?” Mayo Clin Proc. 94(2):362-369 from Mayo Clinic 
Proceedings document LETTERS TO THE EDITOR on 10/30/2021

Modified BMI Threshold Based on Race, Ethnicity, & Sex 

https://www.mayoclinicproceedings.org/action/showPdf?pii=S0025-6196%2818%2930807-3
https://www.mayoclinicproceedings.org/action/showPdf?pii=S0025-6196%2818%2930807-3
https://www.mayoclinicproceedings.org/action/showPdf?pii=S0025-6196%2818%2930807-3


Impact on 
quality of 

life 

• People with obesity may have 
a lower quality of life due to 
depression, anxiety, isolation, 
chronic pain, loss of work or 
mobility issues.

Stephenson, J., Smith, C.M., Kearns, B. et al. The association between obesity and quality of life: a retrospective analysis of a large-scale population-based cohort study. BMC Public 
Health 21, 1990 (2021). 

Weight Quality 
of life
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Real Life Impact of Weight Bias 



HEALTHCARE

WORKPLACE

MEDIA  

Sources of Weight Bias

DOCTORS 
69% 

Women 
Experienced 
Weight Bias 

NURSES 
31% 

Prefer not 
to work with 

Patients with Obesity 

SOCIAL ACADEMICS  FAMILY 

LOWER PAY
Than 

Thinner Colleagues

NEGATIVE PERFORMANCE 
Evaluations 

Image credit: Dr. Sylvia G. Bonsalle



STOP Obesity Alliance website, Fast Facts – Mental Health and Obesity

https://stop.publichealth.gwu.edu/fast-facts/mental-health-obesity


World Obesity website, Weight Stigma

• The World Obesity Federation 
defines weight stigma as “the 
discriminatory acts and ideologies 
targeted towards individuals 
because of their weight and size.”

• Weight stigma can have 
devastating social, psychological, 
and physical effects

• Decreasing stigma, self and 
external, is difficult

https://www.worldobesity.org/what-we-do/our-policy-priorities/weight-stigma


Adverse Childhood Experiences

Mental Health 
Disorders 

Weight 
Concerns and 
Obesity

Just ONE caring adult can help counter some of 
these adverse experiences*

Fischer et All



Stress + Mental Health 
Top 10 Takeaway Messages: Obesity and Stress 
1.Shorter-term “fight or flight” stress response increases stress hormones 
2. Usually improves cognition, physiologic function, tolerance to pain, 
3.and immune function  - When short-term
4. If long-term,  “submit and stay” stress may increase hypothalamic 
corticotropic activity and worsen sleep patterns 
5.Longer-term hypothalamic stress responses may increase food craving, 
increase blood pressure, worsen glucose metabolism, promote pain 
intolerance, and dysregulate immune responses 
6.Chronic stress-induced adiposopathic responses may adversely affect 
the limbic system 
7.Dysregulation of the limbic system with chronic stress may affect 
hunger, food choice, and emotional modulation of food intake 
8.Dysregulation of the limbic system with chronic stress may affect 
reward-seeking behavior 
9.Mental stress may affect the cerebrum, which may contribute to 
prioritization of personal, work, or other  behaviors and activities, with less 
prioritization of healthful behaviors and activities (i.e., healthful nutrition 
and regular physical activity) 
10.Mental stress may impair self-regulation and promote choosing 
unhealthful (immediately rewarding ultra-processed) foods over more 
healthful (delayed-gratification unprocessed) foods 
11.Obesity and its adverse health complications may increase mental 
stress, which may contribute to unhealthful behavior, endocrinopathies 
and immunopathies, which in turn, may further worsen obesity and its 
complications, resulting in an adiposopathic stress cycle.

Obesity Algorithm®. © 2021 Obesity Medicine Association section 

Increased stress increased cortisol weight gain (and some MH disorders) 
Heart Disease 



Obesity and Mental Health

Bidirectional 

• Depression
• Gender differences: Women have higher rates of depression; Men no difference 

• Medication use associated with higher obesity rates

• Anxiety

• Bipolar Disorder 

• Gain body weight in response to weight positive medications  

Obesity is associated with higher 
rates of mental health disorders

Pratt LA, Brody DJ. Depression and obesity in the U.S. adult household population, 2005–2010. NCHS data brief, no 167. Hyattsville, MD: 
National Center for Health Statistics. 2014. 



Depression and Heart Disease 

• Depression, Anxiety, Stress: Trigger increased heart rate and blood
pressure

• Reduced Blood Flow: Stress reduces blood flow to the heart
• Higher Cortisol Levels: Prolonged stress leads to elevated cortisol
• Risk Factors for Heart Disease: Elevated cholesterol, triglycerides,

blood sugar, and pressure
• Plaque Buildup: Chronic stress contributes to artery plaque deposits
• Sticky Platelets: Depression leads to unusually sticky platelets
• Accelerated Atherosclerosis: Increases the risk of heart attack



Depression and Heart Disease (cont.d)

Depressive symptoms increase the chance of developing heart 
failure!

Depression:
• … as big a risk factor for coronary heart disease as smoking, 

high cholesterol levels and high blood pressure. 
• … Affects the recovery of people with coronary heart disease 

and increase their risk of further heart problems.  
• … can raise the risk of an earlier death for anyone, but the 

condition is particularly deadly for women

2020 Mental Health by the Numbers. Note: Obesity is defined as BMI > 30. PwO: People with obesity  World Health Organization. 2018. Obesity and overweight. 
http://www.who.int/mediacentre/factsheets/fs311/en/; 2 Yuen M., Earle R., Kadambi N., et al. A systematic review and evaluation of current evidence reveals 236 Obesity-Associated Disorders (OBAD). 
Massachusetts General Hospital & George Washington University. [Poster presentation]; 3 Dobbs R, Sawers C, Thompson F, et al. Overcoming Obesity: An Initial Economic Analysis. McKinsey Global 
Institute. 

https://www.nami.org/NAMI/media/NAMI-Media/Infographics/NAMI_2020MH_ByTheNumbers_Adults-r.pdf


Psychiatric 
Medications 
That can 
Contribute to 
Obesity

•Antipsychotics: Aripiprazole (Abilify), 
chlorpromazine (Thorazine), clozapine 
(Clozaril), olanzapine (Zyprexa), pimozide 
(Orap), quetiapine (Seroquel), risperidone 
(Risperdal), ziprasidone (Geodon)

•Antidepressants most likely to cause 
weight gain include amitriptyline (Elavil), 
mirtazapine (Remeron), paroxetine (Paxil, 
Brisdelle, Pexeva), escitalopram (Lexapro), 
sertraline (Zoloft), duloxetine (Cymbalta), and 
citalopram (Celexa).



Diabetes



What is Diabetes?
• According to the CDC, diabetes is a 

chronic (long-lasting) health condition that 
affects how your body turns food into 
energy. 

• Your body breaks down most of the food 
you eat into sugar (glucose) and releases 
it into your bloodstream. 

• When your blood sugar goes up, it signals 
your pancreas to release insulin. 

• Insulin acts like a key to let the blood 
sugar into your body’s cells for use as 
energy.

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC), diabetes

https://www.cdc.gov/diabetes/basics/index.html


• Obesity is a known risk factor for diabetes

• According to American Heart Association statistics, 55% of Black women 
and 38% of Black men have obesity

• Based on findings from the Department of Health and Human Services, 
Office of Minority Health, 13.4% of Black men and 12.7% of Black women 
have been diagnosed with diabetes 

• Diabetes and other chronic illnesses affect mental health and ability to 
follow treatment plans

 

Obesity and Diabetes





Socioeconomic Factors



Copyright © 2022 Williams et al. [8]. This is an open access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License. Graphic 
art assistance by Amy R. Sharn, MS, RDN, LD.



Access to Care: Health Equity 



Food Insecurity

USDA Economic Research Service website, Food Security in the U.S. Key Statistics & GraphicsTester JM, Rosas LG, Leung CW. Food Insecurity and Pediatric Obesity: a Double Whammy 
in the Era of COVID-19. Curr Obes Rep. 2020 Dec;9(4):442-450. doi: 10.1007/s13679-020-00413-x. Epub 2020 Oct 16. PMID: 33064269; PMCID: PMC7562757. 

• Over 12% of all households in the United States are 
food insecure 

• Families worry about running out of food and ration 
available food to prevent running out 

• Food insecure individuals are more likely to struggle 
with anxiety and depression (all ages) 

• Children are at higher risk for asthma, malnutrition 
and cognitive problems

Image Source: USDA

https://www.ers.usda.gov/topics/food-nutrition-assistance/food-security-in-the-u-s/key-statistics-graphics/


Food Insecurity: Deserts and Swamps
• Food Deserts

1. Low-income communities where stores to 
buy fruits, vegetables and other whole foods 
are either absent or difficult to access. 

2. When controlling for other factors (as diet 
and exercise or household education level) 
food deserts are linked to higher risk of 
obesity

• Food Swamps
1. Fast food and junk food are plentiful. Easy to 

access high-calorie, low-nutrition foods.
2. Predict obesity rates better than food 

deserts 
NPR website, OPINION: Obesity Is Linked To Food Insecurity. SNAP Cuts May Make Both Worse
Cooksey-Stowers K, Schwartz MB, Brownell KD. Food Swamps Predict Obesity Rates Better Than Food Deserts in the United States. Int J Environ 
Res Public Health. 2017 Nov 14;14(11):1366. doi: 10.3390/ijerph14111366. PMID: 29135909; PMCID: PMC5708005.

Image Source: Canva.com

https://www.npr.org/sections/thesalt/2019/12/16/787793287/opinion-obesity-is-linked-to-food-insecurity-cutting-snap-benefits-may-worsen-bo


Access to Care: Health Equity 
• Food-insecure adolescents eat more fast-food and 

dietary fat intake, than peers.

• Among low-income households with children, food-
insecure kitchens have more obesity-promoting foods 
such as microwaveable and quick-cook frozen food.

• Families with food insecurity tend to have lower diet 
quality and higher prevalence of childhood 
overweight and obesity.

=

Image Source: Canva.com

Berkman ND, Brownley KA, Peat CM, et al. Management and Outcomes of Binge-Eating Disorder [Internet]. 
Rockville (MD): Agency for Healthcare Research and Quality (US); 2015 Dec. (Comparative Effectiveness Reviews, 
No. 160.) Introduction. Available from: https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK338301/



Childhood obesity increases the risk of obesity in adults and older adults 



Racial Disparities in Obesity Treatment 

Image: Dr. Sylvia Bonsalle 



FDA Approved Anti-Obesity Medications

• The FDA has approved five of these drugs for long term use
• orlistat (Xenical, Alli)
• phentermine-topiramate (Qsymia)
• naltrexone-bupropion (Contrave)
• liraglutide (Saxenda)
• semaglutide (Wegovy)
• Tirzepatide (Mounjaro)

Obesity Algorithm®. © 2021 Obesity Medicine Association section 



Lifestyle Changes



Eight Dimensions 
of Wellness 

Source: Adapted from Swarbrick, M. (2006). A Wellness Approach. Psychiatric 
Rehabilitation Journal, 29(4), 311–314. 











•Diabetes - Healthy eating, stress 
management, regular physical activity, 
weight management, getting enough sleep, 
regular blood sugar monitoring and quitting 
smoking
•Obesity - Healthy eating, regular exercise, 
behavior modification, quality sleep, stress 
management and maintenance of a healthy 
weight 
•Depression - Regular exercise, increase 
self-esteem, healthy eating, getting enough 
sleep and maintaining a regular sleep 
schedule managing stress, social support 
from family, friends, or support groups can 
help reduce symptoms of depression and 
anxiety, avoiding alcohol and drugs 

Lifestyle Medicine treatment for obesity, 
diabetes, and depression



• Lifestyle Medicine tool kit 
for adolescents



Quick Coping Strategies

• Deep breathing – square breathing
 

• Chair Yoga

• Walk in nature

• Dancing to music you enjoy

• Journaling

• Stress relief
 

• Refocus on priorities 



MOST 
IMPORTANTLY… 

• We must TAKE CARE OF OURSELVES first
• The COVID pandemic, societal and racial 

tensions, economic burdens, and more have 
added increased stress to ALL of us

• Lifestyle medicine and obesity treatment help 
improve our quality of life   



Resources

Suicide hotline - National Suicide Prevention 
Lifeline Available 24 hours. Languages: 
English, Spanish. 800-273-8255

OMA website 
OACwebsite 
NAMI website
American College of Lifestyle 
Medicine

Suicide hotline 
988

https://obesitymedicine.org/find-obesity-treatment/
https://www.obesityaction.org/
https://www.nami.org/Home
https://lifestylemedicine.org/project/patient-resources/
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Questions



Appreciation
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