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First of all, thank you for investing your time in this resource: ‘Body Issues in Gay Men and how to Defeat Them’.

It forms part of the series of books based around issues gay men might face in their lives such as internalised homophobia and coming out.

It is also based on the podcast series that I host called Empowering Gay Men that is widely available on different hosting sites. 

Let me introduce myself. My name is Alan Cox and I have the absolute privilege of working as a life coach for gay men.  I am an ICF accredited Life Coach (International Coaching Federation) and am also an accredited CBS practitioner. I am based in the UK but many of my clients, all gay men, come from around the world. 

I can be contacted via: empoweringgaymen@gmail.com or via my website.

When I set out the framework for my podcast series, I anticipated that issues such as internalised homophobia would be the biggest ones to affect gay men. I was wrong. The most listened to podcast was actually on Coming Out.  However, the subject of issues based on body image (body dysmorphia) came a close second. 

In this resource, I want to examine the subject of body image and how it affects the lives of gay men. We will look at a definition of body image; trace its origins and see how it manifests itself as an issue for gay men.  In the second part of the book, I will write about ways a life coach can support a client who has issues surrounding body image; explore practical steps a gay man can take to overcome those issues and then there will be ten worksheets that a gay man can use in his journey tackling body dysmorphia. In addition, there will also be glimpses into how issues surrounding body image affected my life. 

But first of all, let’s look at a definition: 

‘Body image issues for gay men refer to negative perceptions, attitudes, and feelings about their own bodies, often influenced by societal, cultural, and community-specific standards. These issues can result in dissatisfaction with one's appearance, preoccupation with achieving certain physical ideals, and emotional distress related to body size, shape, and other physical characteristics’.

So where do issues regarding body images in gay men come from?

The first is:

1. Media Influences.

The media is responsible for promoting an idealised image of men.

Mainstream media often portrays a perfect and unattainable body type, emphasizing masculinity, muscularity, leanness, and specific aesthetic traits. And let’s face it, how many of us have swallowed this nonsense and chased the impossible?  

Basically, certain elements of society and media try to claim that unless you have a 6 pack and buns of steel then you don’t have that much value as a gay man. So where does that leave the majority of gay men, including myself, who don’t fit that ‘ideal’?

Then there is a distinct lack of diversity in the media and society which means a limited representation of diverse body types and appearances that reinforce narrow beauty standards. This usually boils down to showing white men at the expense of men of colour or of an Asian background. Then, subsequently, this centres on more specific ideas of idealised beauty – the Aryan – blonde hair and blue eyes. In its crudest form it is more marketable for companies to portray men in that way. 

Next, we have standards set by the wider heteronormative world and these are similar to those set out by the media. These are societal expectations around masculinity and attractiveness, which are often unrealistic and rigid. All men are meant to be masculine, strong and ripped. But guess what? The majority aren’t, so why do we as gay men even consider how the straight world tries to define what a man is? 

The writer Michael Cunningham sums this up in the following quote:

‘I was not ladylike, nor was I manly. I was something else altogether. There were so many different ways to be beautiful.” 

This section looked at societal and media influences and these can now be combined to include the role social media plays. 

Chris Stedman, a lecturer at Augsburg University, wrote that:

‘Social media exacerbates body dysmorphia because it’s so easy to dehumanize online. People and their bodies can be reduced to things strangers can comment on.’

And of course, we also have fashion and advertising. Certain industries promote and profit from idealized body images, perpetuating stereotypes and unrealistic expectations. When I had another business I was actually told by the people who trained me to only use advertisements showing white children with blonde hair and blue eyes, and preferably girls, since they appealed the most to people trying to buy into my services. Other ethnicities weren’t considered as marketable. It’s the same thing with the fashion industry. These unrealistic expectations disempower gay men and we need to reject what they consider as the ‘norm.’

Now we turn to another factor, that of Community Dynamics.

Sometimes as a gay community, if there is any such thing – there is a debate surrounding that -  we don’t do ourselves any favours. There are gay community standards where certain subcultures within the gay community may prioritize specific body types, such as "twinks" (slim, youthful and handsome) or "bears" (larger, frequently older and hairier men), creating pressures to conform to these ideals. 

And let’s face it, a gay man can only be considered a twink for so many years. When I look back at photos from when I graduated, I would have probably fitted the twink mold. But there is a shelf life. ‘Twinks’ are quite often considered as frivolous, superficial, lacking in intellect or experience. Unfortunately, too many young gay men are content with projecting that image and even play up to it.  But why can’t a younger man be considered empowered, intelligent and a force for good? Or would their opinion be dismissed purely because of the way they present themselves?

Regarding the so called ‘bears’, I’ve known friends who have had pressure put on them by their partners to be larger and hairier even though they didn’t want to be. This made them incredibly unhappy but they wanted to please their partner. I remember one friend in particular who started to cry when we went for lunch in a London restaurant – it’s name was S. and M. No, the name meant something else. It stood for Sausage and Mash! He was crying because his partner had told him that he had to continue to put on weight or he would leave him. The friend hated being big. Years later, he is much happier with his body and has a new partner who is very supportive.  The lesson here is – please yourself first and if there is an unfair expectation from a partner regarding your body that you are not happy with then take control and move on.

Another factor is social comparison. 

This involves an increased likelihood of comparing oneself to peers within the community, especially in environments that emphasize physical appearance, such as gay clubs, social media, and dating apps.

Which of us hasn’t gone to a gay club and thought: ‘Wow! That guy is gorgeous. I couldn’t possibly....’

I will tell you a real story though. I was married for sixteen years. I met my ex-husband in a gay pub in London where I stopped after visiting the supermarket for washing powder – yes, it’s a real soap story!

I sat down and took out a book, I usually go everywhere with one, and was suddenly aware of a man sitting close by who looked like a typical American Jock. I thought he was incredibly handsome but then the thoughts kicked in. 

I thought I wasn’t good looking enough for him to be attracted to me. I would be punching above my weight so I turned back to my book while listening to two lesbians sitting at the next table. 

To this day their conversation still makes me laugh out loud.

‘How did your mum know you were a lesbian?’

‘It’s when Dusty died. She said I cried too much!’

Then all of a sudden this ‘American Jock’ came over and asked, with a foreign accent, whether I would like to have another glass of wine. How could this perfect ‘god’ be interested in me? And that’s what so many of us tell ourselves the whole time.

I mumbled and accepted. He went to the bar and the two lesbians turned round and informed me I’d ‘pulled.’ Seriously? I had no idea. 

My own personal way of thinking meant that I never considered for one moment that someone such as this man would be interested in me. That was all a result of issues with my body image that thousands, if not millions, of gay men live with. 

Then we have personal experiences which can involve bullying and teasing.

These can begin at a very early stage in childhood and adolescence. 

There’s the old English adage of, ‘Sticks and stones may break my bones but names will never hurt me’. 
That’s utter nonsense. Names hurt and they stick and can prevail unless addressed by methods such as life coaching. The singer Pink also acknowledged this when she sung about how the sticks and stones, ‘they may break these bones’ but this can be overcome. Reach out to a gay life coach and he will be able to show techniques that will overcome these obstacles so you can gain clarity.
Going back to the theme of childhood development, there is also peer rejection. Society frequently portrays children as sweet little darlings but they can also be absolutely vindictive and judgemental. This means an early rejection based on physical appearance can reinforce negative body perceptions leading to body image issues. I was not a sporty child. I have limited vision in my right eye and I have described elsewhere how I was always put into goal despite the fact I couldn’t see a ball coming towards me.  Then I would get hit by the ball or by other kids because I’d let the ball in!

Therefore, I was rejected and shunned by the children who were seen as sporty.

But guess what! In the last seventeen years I have run five London marathons and thirteen half-marathons. I







































































d2d_images/cover.jpg
Body Issues in Gay Men and
how to Defeat Them.

Alan Cox.
Life Coaching: Empowering Gay Men.





d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





