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INTRODUCTION

We’re Not Born Hating Our Bodies

We are not born hating our bodies. I don’t think I appreciated this statement fully until I became a mother and saw for myself how distinctly unbothered babies are by what the world thinks of them (#BeMoreBaby should be a thing). Both my daughters came out of my body with an unquestioning instinct for what made their own bodies feel good. Loudly, often in the middle of the night, they would tell me when they were hungry and, once they’d filled their bellies, they’d drift off into a milky state of bliss. Then they’d wake up, play, shout for more milk and sleep again. I’d look at their tiny fingernails, the soft pulsating point on the top of their skulls, their little feet kicking wildly at the world, and would feel an icy slither of anger at the thought that anyone or anything would ever make them feel even a hint less than absolutely perfect.

My snoozing, milk-drunk babies lived happily in the experience of their bodies every day. They didn’t look down at their stomachs or peer round at their bums and think of these body parts as somehow separate to themselves, needing to be trained or moulded or trimmed down. And, as toddlers, they raced unselfconsciously towards the pool and jumped into the water with absolute unquestioning freedom. They were yet to see their bodies as works in progress or something to improve. They appreciated their bodies for what they could do. They didn’t gaze wistfully at the models in fashion magazines or the footballers on telly and wish they looked like them. They didn’t even notice them to begin with.

When you stop to think about all the messages telling us that our bodies aren’t good enough just as they are, it’s a miracle anyone feels good in the skin they’re in – and an even bigger miracle that babies seem to get out of it all relatively unscathed. But what if, without even realising it, we’re contributing to the feelings of body doubt and the culture of comparison our sons and daughters are experiencing when they’re as young as three years old? The messages telling us that our bodies are a problem are everywhere, and our children are not immune to them. The messages aren’t just on TV, in magazines or on social media; they’re in the home, at school and in the playground too.

The good news is that, once you know the problem, it’s easier to find the solution – half the battle is spotting the issue in the first place. I’m going to help you with this by shining a light on the negative messages (because they’re not always easy to identify), sharing ideas on how to counteract them and offering clear, evidence-based, inspiring tools to boost your kids’ body happiness and make them feel fabulous just as they are. I have no doubt some of what you read will also help you to feel better in your own skin too.

HOW I CAME TO WRITE THIS BOOK

If you’re reading this thinking that it’s all going to be an uphill battle, please don’t despair. I wrote this book from the perspective of someone who was most definitely (and unwittingly) part of the problem, standing in the way between my children and their own body confidence. A few years ago, I had to explain to my five-year-old daughter why I was weighing spinach. It wasn’t any old spinach – it was organic, baby leaf spinach, as specified by the latest ‘healthy eating’ fad I was embarking on in order to have a flatter stomach for our first family holiday abroad later that year. In my quest for a smaller, tighter, smoother body I didn’t notice my daughter watching me stepping on the scales each morning or sucking my tummy in critically when I looked in the mirror. I was so consumed by the idea that I needed to ‘get healthy’, I didn’t realise that what I was doing wasn’t actually very healthy at all.

‘Mummy, why are you weighing spinach?’ was my light-bulb moment. In that second I realised I didn’t have a rational answer for my daughter; ‘Because I want to be slimmer so I can wear a bikini on holiday, because you should only really enjoy the feeling of the sun on your belly if your belly is small and firm,’ didn’t seem like a sensible response. And so began my first tentative steps towards body acceptance.

As soon as I started to feel good about my body – wobbles and all – I also started to notice all the things trying to drag me back down. And, in the process, I began to be aware of all the messages trying to drag my children down too. From the Disney princesses who all have one type of body to the diet chat from parents in the playground on the way into school. From the lack of representation in picture books to the stories and TV shows equating ‘fat’ with ‘lazy’. From the simplified lessons on nutrition telling children that some food is ‘good’ and some food is ‘bad’ to the filters their friends are applying on their own social media photos. These messages are everywhere.

I’m not an academic or a clinician, but I am a journalist and a mum who just wants to know the best way to help my daughters avoid ever feeling the need to weigh spinach as I did. I want my children – and yours – to always feel like they’re enough, just as they are. So I set out on a journey to try to find the best way to raise body happy kids and unpick some of the messages I’d spent a lifetime learning. And I did it the only way I know how: by talking to people.

My travels took me on to Naked Beach – a prime-time, pre-watershed body-confidence-boosting TV show based on a social experiment devised by Dr Keon West from Goldsmiths University – where I was one of the hosts helping a group of guests overcome their own body insecurities. In 2019 I appeared on telly in nothing but body paint. There was a moment, when we were doing promo for the show, when I got lost in the corridors of Television Centre wearing nothing but a thong and body paint, trying to find my way back to the green room before we went on the This Morning sofa!

My search for answers continued in a new podcast all about body image called Body Cons, which I co-hosted alongside my friend, writer and trainee counsellor Lottie Storey, and where we interviewed academics and activists, campaigners and doctors, models and mental health advocates. I started campaigning on the issue too, founding the #FreeFromDiets campaign, calling for tighter restrictions in the way diet brands and weight-loss products advertise around children, and running workshops for teachers and youth workers.

But the deeper I delved into the subject, the more confusing it all became. I noticed diet brands disguising themselves as health products, beauty brands co-opting the body-positivity movement to sell anti-cellulite cream, and detox teas using the wellness trend to shift teabags containing laxatives. And the more parents I spoke to, the more I realised all these messages around health and beauty were confusing for us all; on the one hand we want our kids to grow up confident, but on the other we think maybe we should put our child on a diet because they were weighed at school and we had a letter home saying their BMI is too high.

We regularly hear about rising levels of ‘childhood obesity’ and the dangers of ‘junk’ food. But did you also know that in the last decade the number of pre-teens being treated for anorexia has doubled, that one in five girls isn’t raising her hand in class for fear of being judged for how she looks, and that one in eight adults has felt suicidal because they are so unhappy with their appearance?1 Low body confidence is a public health problem just as serious as other health issues, yet it regularly gets left out of the media headlines.

We’re often presented with one idea of health, but it’s about more than just what you eat and how much you move your body. While conversations around mental health are becoming less taboo, there’s still a huge lack of public awareness about how body image is linked to mental health and the impact these feelings can have on the way we interact with our friends and perform at school and in work.2 And while researchers tell us that evidence shows the better we feel about our bodies (regardless of what they look like), the more likely we are to do things that feel good for our body3, this is often a point ignored by the mainstream media selling the narrative that health only looks one way.

Making children feel good about their bodies, right now, as it is, will have a direct impact on how they treat their bodies. Experts also warn that body shaming – and telling kids that their bodies are ‘wrong’ – makes children feel bad about their bodies, which in turn can lead to them not wanting to join in sport at school or take part in team exercise. In the process of trying to encourage our children to ‘be healthy’, there’s a high chance our efforts might be having the opposite effect. I know – my mind was blown by all this too.

WHO IS THIS BOOK FOR?

This book is for any adult who is ever around children. You might be a parent, grandparent, guardian, carer, teacher, childminder, Brownies or Scouts leader, or dance teacher. You might have younger brothers or sisters or be an aunt or uncle. Even if you’re not regularly around children, if you want to be involved in changing the culture the next generation of kids are growing up in, then this book is for you too. Everyone is welcome here.

I write this book from my perspective as a heterosexual, straight-sized, nondisabled white woman who identifies as the gender I was assigned at birth and grew up in the eighties and nineties. Throughout the book I share many of my own experiences of body image and diet culture, which may not be the same as yours. Living in the body that I do means that while (like all of us) I’ve been a victim of diet culture, the way it’s impacted me is not the same as the way it’s impacted many others. I’ve never been to the doctor with a sore throat, for example, and been told to lose weight. I can buy clothes in my size in pretty much every high-street clothes shop I go into. And, as far as I’m aware, I’ve not been turned down for job interviews because of the size, shape, colour or ability of my body. And my children are growing up with the same privileges.

However, body image impacts all of us – if you have a body, then you have a body image. And I care deeply about changing the culture that allows any child to question their body. I don’t have all the answers, which is why I’ve included many different voices throughout this book to help explore the issue of body image and how we can raise children who feel better in their skin. From activists to academics, health professionals to educators, I hope the range of people who’ve contributed to this book may go some way to helping us all understand how we can help our kids grow up liking their bodies, whatever their bodies look like and whatever their bodies can do.

If you’ve struggled with your own body image issues in the past, or are recovering from a troubled relationship with eating or exercise, then please be aware that I discuss some of my own experiences in this book that may be difficult for you to read. At the end of this book you’ll find a list of resources, charities and counselling services which will be helpful in case you are in need of extra support overcoming these issues (see page 233).

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

At the end of each chapter you’ll find a body image boosting exercise you can do at home with your children (and by yourself). Some of these things can be incorporated into your daily routine and some will be specific activities you can tailor depending on the age of your child. You’ll also find lots of resources as you read through the book which will inspire you to keep building a body happy environment around your children, helping to boost their resilience to the messages they will undoubtedly be bombarded with as they move through life.

My hope is that you’ll read this book now, then refer back to it lots over the years to come, using the tools and reminding yourself of ways you can help your kids as they grow and as the challenges they face around their bodies inevitably change. I’ve written the book with those who are short on time (basically everyone I know!) in mind so you can easily skip to a relevant section based on what your child is going through right now, or read it all in one go, or just dip in and out of it as and when you need to.

A note about language

The word ‘fat’ is, in essence, just a neutral, descriptive word, exactly the same as ‘thin’ or ‘tall’ or ‘short’. But because body ideals and fatphobia are deeply embedded in our culture, this is still a word that often comes loaded with negative connotations. We’re going to explore this in more depth in Chapter 4, where we’ll also hear from people reclaiming the word ‘fat’ and challenging the ideas and stigma surrounding it. We’re going to delve further into how the language that adults use to describe bodies and the way our bodies function can impact the way children feel about their own bodies, and look at some of the messages perpetuating ‘fat’ as bad.

We also can’t talk about body image and kids without mentioning ‘obesity’ because the narrative around health and weight is one of the biggest obstacles to children feeling at peace in their bodies. However, many people find this word problematic, arguing that it perpetuates weight stigma because it gives a medical name to being in a bigger body and labels it as a problem, creating a sense of otherness and reinforcing a hierarchy of body types. For this reason, when I use this word it will always be in quotation marks, as it will often be quoted directly from another source.

Welcome to Body Happy Kids

Body Happy Kids isn’t just about raising children who don’t compare themselves unfavourably to the images in magazines. And it’s not just about creating a future generation of adults who have sky-high levels of self-confidence. It’s about giving our children the chance, right now, to continue to move their bodies for joy in just the way they did as a baby. It’s about giving our children the chance to thrive at school and take part in activities that bring them happiness, even if they don’t look like the celebrities they admire or have bodies that fit the picture of health we’re often presented with. It’s about raising children who don’t make judgements about others based on the way they look.

We’re not born hating our bodies and, hopefully with this book, our children will never need to relearn how to be friends with their bodies in the first place.




CHAPTER 1

What Does Positive Body Image Look Like?fn1

What exactly is body image? How is it measured? Why does it matter? And when does it all begin? You’ll find the answers to all these questions and more in this chapter. We’re going to hear from people whose job it is to research the subject of body image, as well as some pretty sobering stats which show that how children feel about their bodies can impact their lives in many ways.

Some of what you’re about to read might surprise you, some of it might make you feel sad and some might make you feel angry. But there will also be an overriding sense of hope, as you learn some practical tools to empower the kids in your life to feel good (with the added bonus that it might make you feel better too!).

The moment of realisation

Do you remember the first time you questioned your body? Look back into your past and, somewhere, there will have been a moment. It might have been a comment from a relative or a kid in the playground. It could have been the dawning realisation that none of your favourite book or TV characters looked like you, or it might have been a whisper from a doctor or the school nurse that made you look down at your body and view it as a problem, rather than just a part of yourself.

My moment came somewhere around the age of 12. I’d navigated the potential body image issues of childhood relatively unscathed. Despite being raised in the eighties and nineties, when the diet industry was booming and the lack of representation in the mainstream media was even narrower than today, I was probably fairly unusual in having parents who never body shamed themselves or others, emphasised what I could do over how I looked, and were pretty vigilant about the types of toys I played with and the sorts of shows I watched on telly.

But I didn’t grow up in a cave on top of a hill wearing ear plugs and a blindfold so, somewhere along the way, the constant messages around me seeped in. I heard other adults talking about diets; I read ‘simple weight-loss tips’ in magazines; I noticed how the people held up by society as successful and beautiful and healthy all looked one way, and I didn’t have the resilience or tools at hand to decode some of these messages and let them bounce off me.

As a skinny kid with ‘swimmer’s shoulders’ I worried my boobs weren’t big enough to make boys fancy me, then later, aged 15, I revelled in the fact that I could fit into a size 6 bikini on holiday and soaked up the compliments from other teenagers about my flat tummy. I was quite hungry that summer. It never blossomed into a full-blown issue, but I bounced on and off the diet wagon in a gentle sort of way throughout my late teens and early twenties. And I never felt fully free of this annoying buzz of doubt around my body or stopped to challenge it completely, until I became a mother.

Spinach-gate, as I now think of it, was my turning point, and it’s when I first became aware of ‘body image’ as a thing that can affect many different areas of life. Growing up as a teenager I wasn’t aware of ideas around ‘body confidence’, ‘body acceptance’ or ‘body positivity’. I just thought it was a given that if you had a body, you’d want to change it somehow. This idea lasted right through to my thirties and that light-bulb moment when I realised I had a choice: I could either continue to seek happiness, confidence and health by changing the shape of my body, or I could work on changing my mindset instead.

Gradually, I started to swap the body work for mind work. I began to make little tweaks to my life by changing who I was following online, and investing my time in podcasts and books that challenged the belief that my body was the most important thing about me, and that in order to be happy, successful and healthy I needed to look a certain way. You can’t unlearn a lifetime of negative messages overnight – and it was definitely ‘work’ in that it didn’t come easy – but I began to notice a return on my investment: I was starting to feel better.

I discovered that once I gave up trying to tone, shrink and mould my body into another shape, I could live a fuller, happier, healthier life – just like the days when I was a gurgling baby with a saggy nappy and no care for how many rolls were on my belly (#BeMoreBaby). I started to wear different clothes, stopped obsessing about ‘good’ and ‘bad’ food, discovered a new love of exercise (movement is actually really fun when you do it for how it makes you feel over how it makes you look) and began to feel properly alive, confident and at home in my body again.

WHAT IS BODY IMAGE?

Experts define body image as a person’s emotional attitudes, beliefs and perceptions of their own body. Put simply, body image is about how you think and feel about the way your body looks, and in turn how you treat your body. It’s about how you value yourself and your ability to separate that value from how you look. When I appeared on TV in body paint as one of the hosts of Naked Beach I felt completely happy and comfortable in my body, not because I thought I looked the bomb, but because I knew, finally, that the way I looked and the shape of my body were not what mattered. Ironically, my positive body image had very little to do with what my body looked like at all.

In fact, in their book Beauty Around the World: A Cultural Encyclopedia, Erin Kenny and Elizabeth Gackstetter Nichols discuss how the arrival of the modern bathroom in western cultures in the late nineteenth century meant, ‘Cleanliness was medicalised as hygiene which also translated to the maintenance of an attractive appearance to others.’1 The more mirrors became readily available, the more we could look in them and find fault with what we saw. And now, in the age of the smartphone, the selfie and the filter, the focus is on how we look more than ever, creating a heightened obsession with appearance that didn’t exist before. Some academics say there’s a chance this could be bad news for body image because the more we look at ourselves, the worse we end up feeling about our bodies.2 This is because we are objectifying ourselves through a hypercritical lens and comparing ourselves to an ideal.

Within the walls of some universities, there are teams of researchers dedicated to studying the subject of body image. This is not a new subject, but the constantly changing social and environmental landscape does mean the goalposts are always shifting. Academics studying body image 20 years ago wouldn’t have had to factor in the effects of social media, for example.

One thing that doesn’t change though is what a positive body image looks like – or doesn’t look like. Because, despite what the adverts co-opting the body acceptance movement tell us, changing the appearance of your body won’t necessarily change how you feel about it.

‘Positive body image is more than liking how you look,’ explains Nadia Craddock, PhD, a body image researcher at the Centre for Appearance Research at the University of the West of England. ‘It’s about appreciating your body for what it allows you to do, respecting and looking after your body, accepting your body regardless of how it matches up to any societal appearance ideal, and it’s also about feeling at home in your body and connected with it.’

When researchers are studying body image they look at lots of different ways of thinking about our relationship with our bodies. Older studies used to use ‘body satisfaction’ (liking what you see in the mirror) as a measure of positive body image, while today academics tend to measure ‘body appreciation’ (appreciating what your body can do). Nadia explains that while body satisfaction and body appreciation are not the same thing, they do both fall under the umbrella of positive body image. Research does show though, that getting too hung up on what you see in the mirror (even if you enjoy what’s looking back at you) can actually lead to poor body image, via preoccupation with appearance. This could explain the thing about the bathrooms and the mirrors and the smartphones.

‘A big component of negative body image is body dissatisfaction – so not liking the way your body looks,’ says Nadia. ‘This is often accompanied with trying to change your body in some way. Other components of negative body image include things like an “over-evaluation” of your appearance – when we assign excessive importance on our appearance in our overall evaluations of self and excessive preoccupation with our appearance, which might involve constantly checking and scrutinising our appearance. This is linked to the idea of self-objectification, where we view ourselves from the perspective of an external viewer or through the “male gaze”. According to Objectification Theory, this can lead to what is termed “self-surveillance” – the practice of continually monitoring and checking our bodies to see if they are “good enough”. In turn, this can lead to body shame and feeling anxious about our appearance.’

But how does all this relate to kids? As a child I don’t remember obsessing in front of the mirror, unless it was to practise pop songs or the latest dance routine I’d seen on Top of the Pops. And now as a mum I see this same pattern emerging with my own children (although they’ve replaced the Macarena with whatever dance craze has gone viral this week).

In fact, many toy manufacturers include mirrors and reflective surfaces in their toys for babies and toddlers, and parents are often encouraged to use mirrors as part of sensory play, as experts say babies love to look at their own reflections – although it’s not until around the age of 18 months that they recognise it’s their own face looking back at them.3 So at what point do children learn to start equating their worth as a person with what is facing them in the mirror? And should parents of older children do away with mirrors altogether? Well, like many things, it’s not that straightforward.

‘Body image is a psychological construct, so it’s about our internal relationship with our bodies. That said, it’s important to recognise that body image is informed by societal ideals promoted by media and advertising, and by systems of oppression such as racism or fatphobia,’ explains Nadia.

We’ll explore this idea more towards the end of the chapter, but for now it’s important to know that the way we think and feel about our bodies are often informed by whatever society tells us is the ‘perfect body’ of the moment. In the US and UK, for example, we’ve had various different bodies held up as the ideal for women, from Marilyn Monroe’s hourglass curves in the fifties, Twiggy’s thin frame of the sixties and Farrah Fawcett’s athletic, svelte shape of the seventies, all the way through to the era that I grew up in – the nineties – when it was all about the ‘waif look’, which Kate Moss embodied. Most recently, it’s back to round breasts and bums, with tiny waists, as Kim Kardashian’s body has become the ideal. The ‘perfect body’ of the moment, then, will vary depending on where you live in the world or what era you’re growing up in, because ideals change and aren’t the same everywhere. But ultimately, says Nadia, if there’s a ‘perfect body’ being promoted, then there’s an assumption that we’ll be striving towards achieving it in some way. And it’s this process – this pursuit of striving towards something society says is good – that can lead to problems when it comes to body image.

‘Sociocultural theory helps us understand how we get from societal appearance ideals to negative body image (and disordered eating). The most widely established evidence-based model currently is the Tripartite Influence model, which theorises that appearance pressures to meet or move closer to societal appearance ideals from the media, family and friends leads to body dissatisfaction through two key processes. The first is internalisation where we “buy-into” or “subscribe” to the idea that there is an ideal appearance and believe that in order to be desirable, happy, good, popular and attractive, we need to look a certain way. The second is upward appearance comparisons, comparing our bodies to those we deem more attractive in some way,’ says Nadia. ‘This process of comparisons leads to us feeling worse about our bodies because, when we are comparing ourselves to an unrealistic ideal (e.g. to someone younger than us, with a different body type, whose image has been digitally edited, etc.), we will inevitably find ourselves falling short in some way.’

So back to the mirrors – maybe it’s not a case of getting rid of them altogether, but instead learning to look into them in a different way, through our own eyes and not the lens of society’s idealised tinted spectacles. If we can start to take back the power and look at our bodies through new, kinder, more accepting eyes, this will have a huge impact on our children.

‘It’s helpful to think how we can disrupt the three sources of societal appearance pressures for children,’ says Nadia. ‘First, we can show acceptance of our children’s bodies, regardless of how they reflect any societal ideal. Research has shown this is one of the most important factors when it comes to children’s body image – acceptance of their bodies by their friends and family members. Family members modelling acceptance of their own bodies is also important. Second, we can also have a zero tolerance approach to appearance-based teasing at home and at school. Third, we can ensure the media our children consume shows and celebrates appearance diversity.’

And this idea of acceptance leads us back to the idea of positive body image. ‘There are lots of terms that get thrown up,’ explains Nadia. ‘People talk about body neutrality, body acceptance, body respect, body freedom, body liberation, etc. All these terms refer to a bigger idea of feeling at home in your body, not subscribing to an ideal or chasing an ideal. It’s all about gratitude, appreciation and embodiment.’

Rewind back to my spinach-weighing days and I was most definitely not at home with, connected to or appreciative of my body. I ignored my feelings of hunger, battled on through exercise that physically hurt me and spent far too much time on the scales or in front of the mirror. And while I was sucking in my tummy and checking my body from different angles? My kids were watching. I forgot that the way I talked to myself mattered, and that this could have an impact on how my children felt about their own bodies too.

WHEN DOES BODY IMAGE BEGIN?

While a baby isn’t aware of the Kim Kardashian bum and doesn’t feel the pressure to have ‘on fleek’ brows, researchers have found that children as young as three years old can have body image issues.4 A 2015 study in the US found that 34 per cent of five-year-old girls are on a diet and almost half of the children studied wanted to be thinner.5

Another study in the same year from US non-profit organisation Common Sense Media found that one half of girls and one third of boys aged six to eight years had an ‘ideal weight’ and it was thinner than their current one.6 This study also found that by the age of six many children were aware of dieting and some had already tried it. And in the UK, a 2016 report from the Professional Association for Childcare and Early Years found that children as young as three were displaying body confidence issues.7 The report found that 24 per cent of childcare providers had noticed body image dilemmas from kids aged between just three and five years old, with that figure almost doubling by the time children reached the ages of six to ten years old.

Before anyone assumes these issues are confined to girls, reports from The Children’s Society have shown that, although girls have traditionally struggled with body image issues more, boys are now catching up.8 The Good Childhood Report in 2020 found ‘a significant increase in the proportion of boys unhappy with their appearance’ and the 2019 report stated that one in twelve boys feels miserable about the way he looks. Overall, the 2019 report found that a quarter of a million children in the UK are unhappy, with appearance listed as one of the key things they worry about.

Some psychologists suggest the gap might be even smaller, saying that it’s not that boys don’t worry about body image, more that they might not always have the vocabulary to express how they’re feeling.9 This isn’t necessarily their fault though; there are various studies which found that the language adults use around children to express emotions can differ depending on the gender of the child.10 So if boys aren’t being given the opportunity to discuss how they’re feeling, or they’re told they should (or shouldn’t) be feeling a certain way, it stands to reason they might hide their emotions or not have the right tools to discuss them in the first place. And with body image typically being seen as a ‘girly’ issue, one explanation for the gender gap could be that boys just don’t want to admit feeling bad about their bodies, even if it’s causing them real angst.

While we don’t know the exact age children develop body image, we do know that very young children can already demonstrate anti-fat bias and compare their bodies to others, and these feelings are making them unhappy. And we also know that body image issues can affect children of all genders.

Psychologists have found that children can start to understand how they fit into social groups between the tender ages of 18 and 30 months, so before they’re even three years old they can identify their gender and age, and recognise physical characteristics such as ‘strong’.11 This is known as ‘self-concept development’. What’s more, they can also show emotions such as pride, embarrassment or shame, suggesting that toddlers are aware of other people’s social reactions to them in much the same way as adults. Developmental psychologists argue this is the beginning of social comparison, which is a big deal when it comes to body image.

In my campaigning work this is a theme that comes up again and again. I hear from so many parents and teachers reporting issues with the children in their care saying their bodies are ‘not good enough’ or worrying about wearing certain clothes, or being singled out at school for the way they look, or announcing they need to ‘go on a diet’. I’ve heard from mums whose ten-year-old sons are suddenly obsessed with following YouTube workouts to get big muscles and Reception teachers seeking advice on how to handle kids in their class saying their ‘tummy is too big’. And with my own kids, I know the school curriculum and messaging around ‘healthy eating’ can sometimes be confusing and has, in the past, led them to question their own bodies.

Being aware of body image as a subject, then, isn’t something we can just put off until our children are teenagers. We can’t just assume we don’t need to know about this stuff until our children reach the age of 13 when they want a phone and an Instagram account and to read magazines featuring airbrushed images of their favourite celebrities. Arguably, by this age the foundations for their body insecurities have already long since been laid.

WHY DOES BODY IMAGE MATTER?

On the morning of 27 June 2010 I lay in a stuffy maternity ward on the hottest day of the year, a dazed new mum in complete awe of the perfect baby who had just come out of my body. That icy stab of anger I felt that anyone would ever make my baby feel anything less than perfect was, perhaps, entirely justified. In those early baby and toddler days I may not have been tuned into the various body image insecurities that could befall my daughters as they grew, but being the mum of girls I had already experienced plenty of occasions when my babies were called ‘pretty’ or ‘beautiful’ while their baby boy peers were called ‘clever’ or ‘strong’.

I’d wandered through the shops and seen aisle upon aisle of pink babygrows with slogans like ‘little princess’ while the tiny baby boys’ clothes had words like ‘hero’ plastered across them. And I’d been given the fairy-tale books for my babies featuring slim, wide-eyed princesses being rescued by toned, ‘brave’ princes. OK, so my babies weren’t explicitly being told to ‘take up as little space as possible and be pretty’, but the expectation was placed on them as soon as they entered the world. And if my babies had been boys? The weight of perfection was equally heavy – it was their job to be fierce, strong and brave.

These early stereotypes all have an impact on kids’ body image later on because they lay the early groundwork for body ideals, perpetuating the idea that girls should be quiet and pretty and boys should be loud and strong. This is bad news, both for gender conforming and gender non-conforming children. But in a society where conversations about diets are as common as conversations about the weather, and where it’s completely normal to want to change your body, why does it even matter if a kid feels bad about their body? And how can we clearly spot if a child has negative body image?

We know that having a negative body image can affect a child’s life in all sorts of ways. For some children it may simply be equating ‘fat’ with ‘bad’ from an early age, while for others it may be refusing certain types of food for fear of putting on weight. This early weight bias can then play a role in how children eat – and in some cases trigger serious mental health concerns such as disordered eating or eating disorders, body dysmorphic disorder, anxiety and depression. The Mental Health Foundation’s 2019 body image report found that one in eight adults has suffered suicidal thoughts or feelings because of their body image, and that when children and teenagers feel bad about their bodies they’re more likely to display ‘risk-taking behaviours’ such as going on a diet, considering cosmetic surgery or taking steroids.12

‘The experience of children can be seen as passive fatphobia,’ explains Harley Street eating disorder and body image therapist Laura Phelan. ‘With passive smoking, children are exposed to the smoke if they’re in the room when Mum or Dad smokes. And when parents are talking about their bodies in a negative way, they may not be saying that directly to the child, but as the child takes in that information, they start to think about it for themselves. So that’s why we often hear children getting anxious around their bodies. And they’re not even at the age when they’re able to cognitively compartmentalise these ideas yet. They don’t understand it’s an issue for their mum or their dad. They’re thinking it must be an issue for them too.’

These anxieties spread quickly
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