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				Introduction

			Between flawless A-listers, ultralean fitness gurus, and picture-perfect social media celebrities, it’s getting harder and harder to feel good about the way we look. Only one out of four women in the US likes her body. The cosmetic surgery industry is booming, with more than fifteen billion dollars spent yearly on procedures in the US alone. Two out of three women are on a diet at any given time, and even more shockingly, so are more than half of teenage girls.

			It doesn’t take a genius to figure out what’s responsible for this epidemic of low body image among women and girls. We are bombarded with images of what we should look like from the moment we wake up: there’s fitspiration, thinspiration, effortlessly chic fashion bloggers, and lingerie models in ad campaigns. Fit bodies, pretty faces, and perfect outfits are rewarded with attention and social media likes; imperfections like acne, “fashion fails,” or extra pounds get ridiculed by commenters and gossip columnists.

			The good news is that the beauty narrative in the media seems to be slowly shifting in a healthier direction. Body positivity has become a hot topic and, in response, plenty of brands have started using plus-size models in their campaigns or promised to stop retouching altogether. Allure magazine has banned the term “antiaging.” Barbie no longer has a thigh gap and comes in a range of different body shapes. Progress!

			
				Beyond Beautiful includes quotes from more than 600 real women who contributed their thoughts and personal stories. You’ll find these peppered throughout the book in red.

			

			But, of course, we’re still quite a way from a perfectly diverse media landscape that doesn’t teach girls and women to derive their self-worth from their appearance. And until then, we all desperately need a way to deal with the flood of picture-perfection on our screens.

			One option: throw out your phone, TV, and computer. Or, you can read this book (wink, wink).

			I stumbled upon the topic of body image after my first book, The Curated Closet, came out. The book is based on my own transformation from “die-hard shopaholic with a jam-packed wardrobe but nothing to wear” to “conscious consumer with a less-is-more attitude.” I received lots of lovely messages from readers telling me how the steps in the book were working for them, and because the way we feel about our clothes is so tied to the way we feel about our looks, many of these women also told me about their body issues: about not feeling skinny, curvy, pretty, or young enough, and how social media has upped the pressure even more.

			The more I thought and read about it, the more I understood the massive impact of body-image issues on women’s lives. And I’m not even talking about the super serious stuff that low confidence is a risk factor for, like eating disorders, depression, or body dysmorphic disorder.

			I mean all of the everyday things we do and feel because we were socialized to believe that our value is directly related to our appearance. Things like:

			
					
					Not being able to enjoy a night out with your friends because you’re worried about how you look.

				

					
					Feeling stressed whenever someone with a camera approaches or having your day ruined by one bad photo that someone tagged you in.

				

					
					Dreading your next birthday because you’re convinced it’s all downhill from there.

				

					
					Pushing yourself to complete your beauty routine even when it feels like a chore.

				

					
					Feeling like your ability to find or keep love depends on your ability to stick to your diet.

				

					
					Not going after a work opportunity to speak in public because you feel too self-conscious.

				

					
					Feeling inhibited during sex.

				

					
					Trying one diet/beauty treatment/workout routine after another in the hopes of finally finding the magic bullet that’s going to make you feel good about yourself.

				

					
					Declining an invitation to spend a day at the beach because you don’t want people to see you in a bathing suit.

				

					
					Staying away from full-length mirrors to avoid being confronted with your body.

				

					
					Feeling like your weight is the main factor that’s keeping you from being happy.

				

			

			Imagine all the energy, time, and even money you would save if you suddenly felt fine about the way you look, and all the stuff you could do with it instead!

			Of course, the fact that body image is a big problem is not a secret. Everyone from feminist bloggers to Hollywood actresses and even fashion magazines are talking about our society’s unrealistic beauty ideals and the huge pressure that is put on women to fit that mold. But I noticed that there’s one thing nobody talks about: a solution. Sure, we know how the media, fashion brands, and movie executives could improve the whole situation and, yes, it’s important that we fix what’s causing our insecurities at a systemic level. But does that mean that we’re at the mercy of big brands and media outlets to finally stop promoting an unrealistic beauty standard? Is feeling insecure about our appearance just inevitable until further notice? Are we completely powerless?

			
				“I’m intelligent, I’m a feminist, and I know that society’s beauty ideal is BS. So why do I care so much about what I look like?”

			

			I knew that couldn’t be true. There are plenty of women who feel perfectly fine about their bodies, who aren’t letting features that are commonly considered “flaws” get in the way of living their best lives. Also, if there is one thing I learned as a psychology grad student, it’s that people’s thoughts, feelings, and opinions are anything but set in stone. That’s the entire basis of psychotherapy and self-development: you can change the way your mind works for the better, no matter the circumstances. That means you can also become more confident and stop seeing your body as some problem that needs fixing.

			How? Well, that’s what I still needed to find out. So I told my publisher that I wanted to write a practical book about body image, but I couldn’t say exactly what I’d write about yet. All I knew were the questions I wanted this book to answer, such as:

			
					
					How am I ever supposed to feel good about myself when my culture is making it impossible?

				

					
					How can I stop feeling like an unhealthy slob whenever I scroll through my Instagram feed?

				

					
					How do I get over my fear of looking older?

				

					
					Should I get lip fillers to improve my confidence?

				

					
					How do I find the confidence to wear less makeup/stop shaving/wear what I want?

				

			

			My motivation was pretty strong because at almost thirty years old, I was still spending way too much time feeling like a self-conscious thirteen-year-old and even turning down work opportunities because I didn’t feel “camera-ready.” Fortunately, my publisher took a leap of faith, so I got to spend a year talking to some of the smartest people out there—psychologists, sociologists, media and women’s studies experts, confidence coaches, and dieticians—and reading everything there is to read about body image, to see if I could find concrete, applicable advice for people (like me and pretty much every single woman I know) who feel like their insecurities are keeping them from living their best life. Spoiler alert: I found a ton of helpful and practical strategies that work and that go beyond wishy-washy calls to “love yourself” (uh…okay, but how exactly?).

			Improving your body image isn’t some weird hocus-pocus or brainwashing or lying to yourself. In fact, it’s the opposite: it’s about being more logical and seeing things more clearly than you have before.

			Wanting to become more body-confident is also not a vain or trivial goal. Women’s body image is a fundamentally feminist issue. According to Lexie Kite, body-image researcher and co-director of the nonprofit Beauty Redefined, “In a state of self-consciousness about our bodies, we perform worse on math tests and logical reasoning tests, our athletic performance goes down, and we have lower sexual assertiveness (including the ability to say ‘no’ when needed and discuss contraception).” Worrying about the way they look keeps girls from speaking up in class and women from going after leadership positions. It eats up time, energy, and mental capacity. Besides feeling shitty, a dent in your confidence can affect every area of your life—and improving your confidence has serious benefits that go far beyond simply liking what you see in the mirror. It can change your whole life.

			Your body image includes not just how you feel about your actual neck-to-toe body, but also your thoughts about every other aspect of your appearance, and everything you do because of what you think about your looks, such as hiding behind your friends whenever a camera approaches, not raising a point in a team meeting because you don’t want to attract attention to yourself, or spending hours at the gym because you’ve convinced you need to “tone up” to have fun this summer.

			
				“I often think that my life would be better if I were more attractive. Especially in summer, I see these girls with beautiful bodies who are comfortable running around in a bikini and tiny shorts. People seem to be drawn to them, and it just looks like they are having more fun.”

			

			It doesn’t matter what exactly you don’t like about your appearance for the tips and techniques that you’ll find in this book to work. Body-image issues come in many different forms: some women worry about their weight, their skin, their body shape; some wish they had a smaller nose, fewer varicose veins, a narrower rib cage, a different skin tone, prettier feet, straighter teeth, smaller pores, no freckles, more freckles, a smaller butt, a bigger butt. But regardless of how small or all-encompassing your body worries are, or how trivial they may seem to someone else, they are not something you have to live with.

			
				
					#beyondbeautiful
				

				For more resources, tools, advice, and personal stories, or to share your own story: Visit the BB community on Instagram (@beyondbeautifulbook) or at beyondbeautifulbook.com.

			

			
				
				How to get the most out of this book
			

			There is a big difference between understanding something on a conscious level and actually internalizing it. That is why it’s important that you don’t just read this book, but really work with it. There are two types of exercises in this book.

			Reflection questions

			Don’t skip these! And for maximum effect, complete them in writing. Find a nice empty notebook and challenge yourself to dig deep and be totally honest with yourself: nobody will see these answers but you.

			The Beyond Beautiful toolbox

			This is an arsenal of practical techniques that you can use over and over again to deal with anything the body-image gods may throw at you, from a callous lover’s body-shaming comment to a surprise pool party with cameras everywhere.

			Improving your body image is a process, so don’t make this a weekend project. If you rush the exercises, any new perspectives you gain won’t have enough time to permeate and stick. Take it chapter by chapter and always give yourself the time you need to reflect on what you just read and perhaps even discuss the exercises with a friend.
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				When to seek professional help
			

			Sometimes self-help is not enough. Because sometimes, feeling down about the way you look can also be a symptom of something more serious, such as an eating disorder, depression, or body dysmorphic disorder, which causes people to have a distorted view of their body and obsess over nonexistent or minor flaws for hours a day.

			According to Roberto Olivardia, clinical psychologist and lecturer at the Harvard Medical School, a key sign that someone may be in the middle of a clinical body-image disorder is that they are willing to go to extreme lengths to fix their self-perceived flaw: “Compulsive exercise, restricting foods, use of laxatives, diet pills, anabolic steroid use, [and] binge eating and purging are just some of the things people do when they are in a dangerous territory regarding their bodies.” Even if you do none of these things, it’s important to reach out for help if your body-image worries feel overwhelming, consume a large chunk of your thoughts, or make you feel worthless or unlovable.

			A good first step is talking to your doctor, who will then refer you to a specialist. You can also ask your insurance company for a list of doctors and therapists who specialize in treating body-image issues, and call directly to make an appointment. If you don’t have insurance, many community health centers also provide counseling and mental health care for free or at a low cost. You can find your local health center here: https://findahealthcenter.hrsa.gov.

			For immediate emotional support, advice, and information, call the free 24/7 crisis hotline at 1-800-273-8255.
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			UNPACK THE PROBLEM
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				CHAPTER 1
			

			BODY IMAGE 101

			A healthy body image is a bit like a great work-life balance: we know we definitely want it, but we’re also not 100 percent clear on what it actually looks like, or how to get it. And the fact that body image is a hot topic right now hasn’t made things any more straightforward; because mixed in with all of the good advice, there is a whole bunch of conflicting information and misconceptions that have muddied the waters even further.

			Is it more empowering to work hard in the gym to get the body I want, or to accept my body as it is? Should I get a boob job/Botox/lip injections to feel more comfortable in my skin, or would that mean succumbing to sexist beauty ideals? Does wanting bigger boobs make me a bad feminist? Should I even be thinking so much about my body image, or is that just adding to my fixation over how my body looks?

			Questions after questions.

			So before we get practical, let’s clear this up once and for all. What exactly is this thing we call “a healthy body image”?

			Self-esteem, confidence, body image: What’s the difference?

			When it comes to body image, a lot of different terms get thrown around. So to make sure we’re all on the same page, here is a quick overview of the key concepts.

			
				
				Self-esteem
			

			Your self-esteem is your general opinion about your worth as a person. It is a product of all of the messages you have internalized about yourself and—crucially—the various groups you belong to (like Americans, art majors, extroverts, and so on). Someone with a healthy self-esteem knows they have flaws just like everyone else, but they generally think of themselves as a good person who is worthy of being loved, respected, and treated well. People with an unhealthy self-esteem believe that they are somehow inferior to others. They are very critical of themselves and tend to focus mainly on their mistakes and weaknesses; at the same time, they ignore or downplay positive experiences like compliments or achievements. Some people’s negative self-esteem is so ingrained that it affects everything they do. For others, self-esteem issues only pop up in especially difficult, stressful situations.

			Confidence

			In contrast to self-esteem, confidence has little to do with how much you value yourself, but rather with how much you believe you can do things well, whether that is achieving your career goals, holding your own in a conversation, or keeping a houseplant alive. Confidence is often very specific and most always earned: You feel confident in your spelling because you have been practicing since preschool, and you feel confident about not getting lost in a foreign city because you have been on similar vacations before. Conversely, you may not feel confident in your spelling when learning a foreign language, and if you have never been abroad, you may feel much more nervous in a new city because you haven’t racked up any confidence points for that specific situation yet. In the best-case scenario, your confidence for specific things turns into global confidence, where you feel like you can learn or figure out most things if you try. Stanford psychologist Carol Dweck calls this the “growth mind-set.”

			
				
				Body image
			

			Your body image is the portion of your overall self-esteem that relates to your appearance. Just like the rest of your self-esteem, your body image is based on all of the messages you have picked up about your appearance from early childhood on, as well as messages about your “type” of look, such as blondes, people with acne, pear-shaped bodies, and so on. Psychologists believe that body image makes up an average of one-third of a person’s self-esteem. But that figure can vary considerably. For some people, what they look like has almost zero significance to them. For others, how they feel about their appearance (whether that’s good or bad) has a huge influence on their self-worth.

			
				“So…how I feel about my looks has nothing to do with confidence?”
			

			Correct. Although “confidence” or “(not) feeling confident” are perhaps the most common terms people use to talk about how they feel about their body, technically whether we do or don’t like our appearance is not a matter of confidence, but of self-esteem (and specifically body image). But, since there really isn’t a smooth way to say “has a healthy body image” or “has a healthy self-esteem,” for the sake of all of us I will continue using the term “confident” throughout the book in the way that it is commonly understood.

			
				“Self-esteem isn’t everything; it’s just that there’s nothing without it.”

				
					
					Gloria Steinem
				

			

			
				
				Five myths about body image you probably believe
			

			Now that you’re up to speed on the terminology, it’s time we start busting some of the peskiest myths about body image that are currently floating about in our media sphere.

			
				MYTH 1 Body confidence equals thinking you look good
			

			No other myth is a clearer reflection of our society’s looks-obsession than this one. How could you possibly have a healthy relationship with your body unless you thought it looked attractive? If you had a healthy body image, you, too, would be spending all day taking nude selfies, showing off your bod in teeny bikinis, and feeling great all around, like all those ultraconfident, body-loving influencers and fearless, flawless pop stars. Right?

			Nope. Thinking you’re hot stuff is not the pinnacle of body confidence. And to build a better body image you do not need to somehow convince yourself of your aesthetic appeal. What you do need to do is fix your buggy self-worth barometer and understand that your physical appearance (whether you fit the current beauty ideal or not) is just a single, volatile, and not even particularly interesting aspect of yourself. You are worthy for a whole set of other reasons.

			“WHAT’S THE POINT, THEN? I JUST WANT TO FEEL BEAUUUTIFUL!”

			If you are now thinking something along these lines, ask yourself why you want beauty. I don’t need to have met you in person to know that you don’t have an intrinsic desire to achieve physical perfection for its own sake, but that you want what everyone wants: to feel worthy, happy, loved. And just like every other woman out there, you have been taught that being attractive is your best chance of getting there. Of course, it’s exactly this toxic belief that fuels body-image issues in the first place, causing you to feel, well…less worthy, less happy, and less loved.

			Having a healthy body image doesn’t mean resigning yourself to a mirrorless life wearing nothing but potato sacks. The goal here is not to convince you to stop brushing your hair and swear off makeup, bikini waxes, and glute exercises forever. All you are trying to do is to simply turn down the power beauty ideals hold over you by a notch or three. And once you have done the work, you may well end up liking what you see in the mirror more than you used to. But in the grand scheme of things, that will only be a pleasant side effect.

			
				MYTH 2 You need to “fix” your appearance to fix your confidence
			

			Ever since body positivity and female empowerment have become major topics in mainstream culture, we’ve developed a zero-tolerance policy toward sexist ads, discriminatory casting, and anything else that suggests women need to look a certain way to be considered attractive. Ironically, we’re still totally fine with brands, magazines, and influencers encouraging us to improve our appearance—as long as it’s in the name of confidence and self-care.

			Do you feel self-conscious in a bikini? This 12-week workout and diet plan is going to help you love yourself again! You’re worried about the lines on your forehead? Treat yourself to a paycheck’s worth of skin-care products and a pinch of Botox! You don’t like your face? Let me show you these empowering makeup tricks to make it look so much better. You’re unhappy with your post-baby body? If invasive surgery is what it takes for you to feel good in your skin, then you owe it to yourself.

			And in theory, all of this makes sense: when something is making you feel self-conscious, then changing it should make you more confident, right? Sure, but that something is never your body. You don’t feel self-conscious or insecure or unhappy because of the way your thighs, your face, or your boobs look. You’re unhappy because of the millions of messages that have drilled into you that your thighs, face, or boobs could even have an effect on your happiness to begin with.

			So instead of further advertising beauty as a magic bullet and looking better as the only path to confidence, we need to start sending and receiving the message that confidence is an inside job. Instead of encouraging women to spend even more time, energy, and money on their appearance, we need to help them feel worthy and happy in a bikini, without makeup, or post-pregnancy—regardless of how much they happen to fit the current beauty ideal. Because the road to confidence is not fixing your appearance—it’s fixing your mind-set.

			
				MYTH 3 Improving your body image is about learning to L-O-V-E your body
			

			Self-love has become a bit of a buzzword lately, and many a conversation on body image ends on the note, “Just love your body, that’s the most important thing.” Now, if you already feel like you love your body, then kudos to you, you’re ahead of the curve. But as a strategy, when you’re riding the body-image struggle bus, “just love your body” is pretty useless. First, it’s terribly unclear advice. How am I supposed to spontaneously conjure up warm feelings for my body parts? Is there a button I can push to make that happen? Second, the idea that loving your body is a prerequisite to feeling happy and secure can add a huge amount of—totally unnecessary—pressure.

			People with a healthy body image don’t love their hips or their waist any more than their lungs or their sense of balance. Looking in the mirror doesn’t give them a tingly jolt of happy energy. In fact, the reason they’re at peace
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