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About 
Ruth Anna Phillips

Ruth Anna Phillips is a movement director, choreographer, director and researcher
with a passion for promoting inclusivity in the arts. With years of experience across
theatre in a plus-sized body, Ruth saw a glaring need to champion size inclusivity in
the industry. In response, she founded the Size Inclusivity Org to work towards a
performing arts sector where people of all body sizes are supported, represented and
valued. 

Driven by a commitment to dismantling size bias, Ruth developed practical tools and
strategies to help organisations and individuals foster more inclusive practices. She
leads staff training at universities, conservatoires, and arts organisations, and delivers
talks and workshops for performers. In May 2025, she is launching the first cohort of a
size-inclusivity online course to help facilitators make their work more size-inclusive.
(More information is available at sizeinclusivity.org) 

All photographs are from Ruth’s Fat & Plus Size Performers Focus
Group’ at Battersea Arts Centre. Photo credit: Ellie Kurttz
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In 2023, I received a Developing Your Creative Practice (DYCP) grant from Arts Council
England, which allowed me to undertake mentorship, practice development, and
research to deepen my professional focus on size inclusivity. As part of this journey, I
surveyed 152 people across the theatre industry about their experiences related to body
image, body acceptance, and size inclusivity. 

I distributed two online surveys via my social media channels (Twitter/X and
Instagram). The surveys were open from 25 March 2024 to 27 April 2024.

Survey A welcomed responses from “anyone who has been or currently is in some
form of actor or performance training.”
Survey B welcomed responses from “anyone who runs a room and/or works with
performers (e.g. a teacher, director, movement director, choreographer, coach,
intimacy coordinator, facilitator, etc.).”

The aims of conducting this research were multifaceted: I wanted to verify whether my
perceptions of the theatre industry were accurate; to explore how my areas of interest
resonated with others (so I could push my practice further); and to gain insight into
challenges I may not have been aware of.

This initial research has already informed the creation of size-inclusivity best practices
that I now share through training sessions, talks, resources, and workshops. These
practices continue to evolve with ongoing research and practical application. I felt it
important to share some of the findings and data from my surveys, but also to highlight
a few of the beautiful and heartbreaking words people offered in their responses. (There
were many more contributions than I can include here, and I plan to share them in the
right way in the future.)

This report reflects anonymised experiences gathered through voluntary online surveys.
It is intended to support more inclusive practice in performing arts and theatre training.
It is not a critique of any individual institution, but rather a call for broader dialogue and
action. I am fully aware that this is not an extensive study – it is an initial investigation
born from my own specific questions and needs as an artist and facilitator. It specifically
focused on performers in training and those who lead training spaces. I hope to
continue this work, as the findings and testimonials submitted indicate there is much
more to explore when resources permit.

Introduction
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Key TErms and
IDeas
To ensure clarity, here are key terms as I use them in this report. These definitions
reflect my understanding, informed by the work of authors and activists like Aubrey
Gordon, Sofie Hagen, Sabrina Strings, and the wider fat studies field): 

A mindset and practice of acknowledging, respecting, and
embracing one’s body as it is, without feeling pressured to change it
to fit societal ideals. 

Body Acceptance

Someone’s perception, thoughts, and feelings about their own body,
including its appearance, size, and abilities. 

Body Image

The commitment to accommodating and respecting people of all
body sizes by ensuring equal access and experience. This is the
tterm I landed on in 2024 to encapsulate the scope of my work and
the topic. 

Size Inclusivity

The systemic and cultural discrimination, prejudice, and negative
attitudes directed towards fatness and fat people. 

Anti-Fat Bias
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Survey A: People
in training
Survey A collected 103 responses from individuals who have been (or are
currently) in actor or performance training. 

Key findings from Survey A: 
Percentages are rounded to the nearest whole number. 

Feeling pressure to look like peers: 76% of respondents agreed that they feel
pressure to look like their peers. 
Disordered eating during training: 61% agreed that disordered eating was or
is an issue during their training. 
Need for educator training: 88% agreed that teachers and facilitators should
receive training on body image and size-inclusivity topics. 
Open dialogue in training: 79% agreed that body image issues should be
supported in being talked about within their training. 
Costume department awareness: 90% agreed that costume design
students should receive training in size inclusivity. 
Stage management awareness: 63% agreed that stage management
students should receive training in these topics as well. 

of people said the COVID-19 pandemic
affected their relationship with their body
in a negative way.

61%

Do you ever remember comments being made
about your body in training? 

68% said yes

63% of those who said ‘yes’ said it was negative. 

Only 10% said positive. 

 All but 1 of those reinforced anti-fat bias. 
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I then went through these comments to look for
patterns across age or type of training. 

TP – Truly Positive: A completely positive response. 
There was only one response, which simply stated “positive.”

QP - Qualified Positive: Comments meant as compliments but reinforcing anti-fat stereotypes
or praising thinness. 
“The comments were meant to sound positive, but were actually negative. Things like ‘for your size
you can move well!’”

P&N – Mixed: Responses containing both positive and negative elements. 
“Positive and negative. I am quite a small and thin male-identifying actor, and sometimes my
appearance helps for certain characters, but I am also seen as weak and frail and not manly
enough.”

CN – Categorised Negative: No explicit mention of negativity, but content  implied harm or bias
(e.g. body shaming). 
“I would probably be the funny fat friend. Too pretty to be fat, too fat to be pretty. You might grow
into your body type casting.”

N – Explicitly Negative: The respondent clearly identified the comment as negative. 
“Negative, I was overweight. The principal of the dance school used this as an excuse to take me
out of certain dances or to leave the stage.”

Key
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that, regardless of age or course, a significant proportion of respondents
experienced negative comments about their bodies. This affirms the
concerns that initially motivated this research and resonated with personal
testimonies. It also highlights a clear desire for more support and training—
not only for students in training, but also for facilitators, peers, and
departments such as costume—within educational and organisational
settings. Notably, the clarity with which participants recalled specific
comments underscores the lasting impact even a single body-shaming
remark can have. 

“I have wondered my whole adult life whether I would have had the
troubles I have had with body image and disordered eating if I had not

been an actor. I will never know.”

The data above
indicates

“I was very lucky to have discussions of body image as
an integral part of my training and my confidence in my

body went up astonishing levels in the time.”

“I had a mixture, a lot of it sits with me now. And it came from a
range of teachers, peers, parents and friends and how little people

are aware of different body shapes and how you can be healthy
without the ‘dream body' - whatever that is even meant to mean”
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Acting
44

Musical Theatre
19

Unspecified
16

Drama
7

Dance
6

Theatre
4

Actor Musician
2

Voice
2

86% were ‘out of training/trained in the
past’. 
14% were ‘currently in training’. 
The earliest point of training was 1982,
spanning over 40 years to current
training. 
The average (median) training occurred
around mid-2013 and the most common
(mode) was 2018. 
The average (median) amount of time in
training was 3.5 years.

About the participants
Survey A

Types of training
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This survey welcomed responses “from anyone who runs a room and/or works
with performers”

It received 49 responses from directors, teachers, movement directors,
choreographers, coaches, intimacy coordinators, facilitators, and others who
"run the room." 

(It is worth noting that a large portion of respondents work in movement-
based disciplines—likely due to my own professional network as a movement
director but also potentially due to movements close connection with working
with the body.)

The aim was to better understand how other facilitators relate to topics I’ve
been deeply engaged with, particularly around size inclusivity and body
acceptance. This helped me shape support and resources that speak to where
people currently are in their practice.

I also wanted to create space for facilitators to reflect on their own
experiences, both personally and professionally.

Survey B: People
leading a room

I asked about their view of their practice   
with a 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) scale.

and about some aspects connected to fat activism and body acceptance. 
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The terms straight-sized (a term connected to bodies fitting in the sizes
offered in the majority of fashion retailers) and Health at Every Size (HAES) (a
health framework that focuses on health regardless of body size, promoting
body acceptance and intuitive eating) were the least familiar to respondents.
BMI, fatphobia, and plus-sized were the most widely recognised across the
disciplines. Several people criticised BMI as a measure of health which was
encouraging given its widely documented inaccuracies and inconsistencies
(see resources). Overall, this aligned with what I expected and helped me
shape training, resources, and workshops that are both useful and accessible
—meeting people directly where they are while still offering space to grow. 

“As someone in a thin body, who also works from a place of embodiment
as cognition, I know I can never understand what a fat/bigger body feels
like. So I wonder how else I can learn about this experience to make my

work accessible without exploiting people.”
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Yes
61%

No
27%

Not sure
12%

Survey B also invited facilitators to share their
personal experiences. I asked if they had ever
felt discriminated against because of their own
body. Some did report personal experiences of
size-related bias in the workplace. 

Yes
66%

No
24%

Prefer not to say
10%

Yes
81%

Not sure
18%

No
1%

Has a conversation about body
image every come up in your
session/rehearsal room? 

13

Participants who answered yes were asked what was
the context .

There was frequent mentions of working with costume,
fear or self consciousness, students speaking about
their bodies, working with weight in a movement
context, comparison in casting. Also when the themes
of the show called for it with several mentions of
feminist work. 

“I’m a movement teacher that often works with students in
musical theatre. I find that physical aesthetics play a different

role to their training compared to other groups.” 

When asked if support or resources on this topic would be helpful to
them as practitioners, 81% responded yes (pie chart bottom left) –
indicating a strong desire among theatre educators and directors for
guidance on how to be more size-inclusive in their work. 
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The results
indicated that

Survey B aimed to gain insight into other facilitators'
experiences, challenges, and understanding.

overall, practitioners believe their work is inclusive, with 85% stating their work
is inclusive of all sizes and 93% inclusive of all shapes. This was supported by a
solid understanding of key terms. However, it’s important to acknowledge the
potential bias in these results, as the survey was completed by staff who were
already engaged and willing to provide feedback. There was a clear demand
for further support and training, with 81% expressing a desire for more
resources.

Survey B revealed that 65% of those leading a room have experienced
discrimination due to their body, a statistic that closely mirrors the prevalence
of negative comments directed at individuals in training. This underscores the
alarming normalisation of body-based discrimination and reinforces the
urgent need for a shift in how bodies are commented on and treated within
these spaces.

In response to these findings, I have started taking action. I’ve developed a
new staff training module and facilitated workshops for students, focusing
specifically on size inclusivity in theatre. Additionally, I’m launching an online
training course for artists and facilitators in May 2025, with plans for further
workshops and resources rolling out from Spring 2025. These initiatives aim to
provide practitioners with the tools and confidence to address body diversity in
their classrooms, rehearsals, and productions with confidence and support.

Accepting different body shapes will make dance and dance
training more accessible. 

As an industry we need better representation of all body
shapes and types.

I'm really glad someone is researching this 
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About the participants
Survey B
There were 49 responses to the survey. I asked about their job/roles and field
of discipline. 

Across both surveys, participants were invited to describe themselves and
their bodies in their own words -  “similar to providing a self description or
audio description of yourself”. The responses were incredibly diverse,
highlighting not only the uniqueness of each body, but also how personal and
varied the language people use to describe themselves can be.

A particularly insightful conversation with someone working in audio
description reminded me how important it is to keep developing this area. The
way we talk about our own bodies—and the bodies of others—is complex. But
if we’re committed to inclusivity, we need to find ways to support open and
respectful conversations, grounded in body neutrality rather than the often-
unseen norms of anti-fatness.

The Participants
AND THEIR BODIES
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Descriptions included: 
sizes ranging from 8 - 24, tall, short, fat, short-ish, slim, small, thin, average,
athletic, lean, big, plus-size, petite, curvy, overweight, obese, strong, healthy,
soft, heavy, fit into my clothes, mid-sized, medium-heavy build, heavy
weight, big bones, hourglass figure, broad, narrow frame, voluptuous,
beautiful, chubby, “what my mother would call a chunky monkey”. 

There were descriptions of where people hold weight and how their
weight/size/shape has changed or ‘fluctuated’ at various points, including
over touring, in or out of training, age, when not working and due to illness and
eating disorders. How different countries they lived in changed the labels
used.  Different parts of the bodies are described such as long torso, wide hips,
short legs, love handles, visible muscles, big bum, boney back, slight paunch,
wide shoulders, curvier hips, bigger chest, big boobs, small waist, thick
thighs, bright smile. 

Terms of comparison or identification were used such as above/below/around  
average, kind of, apparently, sometimes, slightly, not traditionally attractive,
short for a dancer. 

4 people mentioned having a disability.

15 individuals described themselves as White. One person identified as White-
presenting with South American heritage. Other self-descriptions included:
“Hispanic facial features,” “Black,” “Bi-racial (White/Arab),” and “beige-
coloured skin (Mixed Race).”

With further resources I would love to continue this research ensuring wider
intersectionality and diversity. Anti-fat bias is inherently connected to racism,
ableism and many other forms of systemic marginalisation. I am aware of the
limits of this study but also feel that it provides substantial evidence of the
need for further work. 
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The Participants
AND THEIR BODIES
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This initial survey into body image, body acceptance, and size inclusivity within the
theatre industry has provided valuable insights into the experiences of both performers
and those who lead creative spaces. It supported my development as an artist but also
tells us wider aspects about the industry. 

The data make it clear that many individuals, especially students in training, feel
persistent pressure to conform to certain body ideals. It was common for participants to
report receiving comments about their bodies during training, and most of those
comments were negative or critical. There is also the suggestion that disordered eating
continues to be an issue within theatre training environments. Encouragingly, there was
overwhelming agreement that more education and conversation about these issues
would be beneficial: participants believe that size-inclusivity and body-image
awareness should be integrated into training for performers as well as behind-the-
scenes roles like stage management and costume design. Additionally, those in teaching
and directing roles are asking for support – 80% of survey respondents who lead training
spaces said they would welcome guidance or training on this topic. I have begun to
address this need through my courses and collaborations with organisations, but larger
systemic change is needed.

Overall, this report serves as a call to action for the theatre community. There is a
collective responsibility for us to challenge ingrained biases about body size and to
expand our understanding of inclusion. Every body on stage or in a classroom deserves
to feel represented, valued, and empowered. I hope these findings prompt deeper
reflection among theatre practitioners and leaders: to consider how our training
practices, casting choices, design processes, and day-to-day conversations might be
unintentionally reinforcing harmful norms – and how we can change that.
This initial report is just a starting point. It lays a foundation for further research and
development in this area, and I am committed to continuing this work. My aim is that
together, we can foster a theatre culture where people of all sizes can thrive and where
the narratives we create and stages we inhabit truly include everyone.
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Conclusion

RECOMMENDATIONS
Incorporate size inclusivity into staff training at drama schools, conservatoires,
and creative organisations.
Embed supported conversations about body image into performer training and
curriculum development.
Expand inclusion training within costume, design, and stage management
departments.
Recognise size as a valid axis of inclusion, even if not legally protected.
Support facilitators with resources and CPD on size-inclusive practice.
Develop national standards and best practices through collaborative research.
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PODCATS
She's All Fat: A Positive Podcast

The Maintenance Phase 
The Fab Fatties

Is it a fat thing? - FatLib London
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Resources
Research and resources I found helpful connected to this subject. 

BOOKS
Happy Fat, Sofie Hagen (2019)
Health At Every Size, Lindo Bacon (2008)
Fearing The Black Body: The Racial Origins Of Fat Phobia, Sabrina Strings (2019)
The Fat Studies Reader, Esther Rothblum, Sondra Solovay (2009)
Things No One Will Tell Fat Girls, Jes Baker (2016)
Your Body Is Not An Apology, Sonya Renee Taylor (2018)
"You Just Need To Lose Weight "And 19 Other Myths About Fat People, Aubrey
Gordon (2022)

Other resources
Report - 2022 All Bodies Representations Of Fat Women & Girls In Hollywood, The
Rep Project 
Article - “Why BMI is inaccurate and misleading” by Christian Nordqvist,  Medical
News Today
Article - “Seen but not heard: an embodied account of the (student) actor's
aesthetic labour” by Roanna Mitchell, Theatre, Dance and Performance Training
(2014)
Article - “The Bizarre and Racist History of the BMI” by Your Fat Friend (Aubrey
Gordon),
Tedx talk - “The fear of fat - The real elephant in the room” by Kelly Jean
DrinkWater, Available at: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HXGwJevjOfs
Playscript - “Fatty fat fat”, Katie Greenall (2020)

Training and other resources at 
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@ruthannaphillips
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Appendices
Survey A

© 2025 Ruth Anna Phillips | Size Inclusivity Org | sizeinclusivity.org



21© 2025 Ruth Anna Phillips | Size Inclusivity Org | sizeinclusivity.org



22© 2025 Ruth Anna Phillips | Size Inclusivity Org | sizeinclusivity.org



23

Survey B
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End of Report.


