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This section looks at how your mind creates a body image, why having a positive body image is important and all the many things that can make a negative body image. We will look at challenging situations and by the end you’ll have a really good understanding of the factors that can make positive body image difﬁcult. It will also include mental and practical strategies to help you have the most positive body image possible. 

“At 10 years old, my daughter is not concerned about body image and I’d love to keep it that way. Every morning, I tell her she is beautiful. I also tell her that she is kind, hard-working and creative, because it’s all true.” 

Shaheen

Section One

ALL IN THE MIND
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What exactly is body image? 

Our body image is how we mentally answer the question, ‘What do people see when they see me?’ I say ‘mentally’ because this is not something you normally say out loud and it would be difﬁcult to put into words. It’s more like a picture. 

Our answer will depend on lots of things, including what people around us look like. So, if we are with people who are much older or younger than us, or taller or shorter, or thinner or fatter, or who have a different skin colour or some other aspect of appearance that makes us noticeable or different, that way in which we stand out will inform a large part of how we mentally see ourselves.

“In my early teens, my very beautiful godmother and an au pair I admired each commented that I needed to watch out for my bottom. The implication was that I would need to control my weight to stop it being too big. I used to 
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watch my reﬂection in windows and hate my silhouette. Photos at a wedding altered my entire memory of the event. I had liked my outﬁt, felt pretty. But the photos showed a disproportionate bottom. I’m now 49 and I still hate my shape. I would like to ask those people what was the point of their comments? I’d like to tell myself that I was gorgeous and that it is a crying shame that I was so self-critical. I still am but I now have so much appetite for life, for the things I want to do, and to be there for those I love. What I look like is of so little relevance. I feel deeply lucky to still be alive and doing what I want to do. That is what the body is for, not to gain acceptance of others.”  

Frances

So, standing out is a big factor in how we answer, ‘What do people see when they see me?’ 

Believing that we stand out amongst people we see a lot can make us feel negative about how we look. On the other hand, some people love to stand out and some differences are easier to feel positive about. This means that standing out can have a positive or negative effect on body image.

What exactly do we mean by ‘positive’ or ‘negative’ body image?

Someone with a positive body image: 

  Is reasonably happy about the way they look. They may  

not think they look fantastic but they respect themselves  and believe that appearance is not as important as  abilities and character.
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  Has a reasonably accurate impression of their size and 

appearance – not thinking they’re overweight when they’re thin, for example, or that their nose is unusually big when it’s quite average.

 Doesn’t spend time wishing they looked different.

Someone with a positive body image focuses on what they can do rather than how they look. 

“If people make a comment about my appearance, I couldn’t care less as I don’t believe in being  oﬀended. I think I have a positive body image but I’m not here to get friends based on how I look.” 

 

 

Charlie, 13

Someone with a negative body image: 

 Dislikes their body or one or more aspects of it

 Believes that they look ‘worse’ in some way than they do

  Spends a lot of headspace thinking negatively about how  

they look.

People with a negative body image may do unhealthy things to try to change their body, such as restricting food, over-exercising, or spending too much money and time on cosmetic products or procedures. On the other hand, they may not try to look after themselves, believing they’re not worth it. 

“It is hard to imagine a world when being mixed-race was unusual. In 1960s London, I barely saw any people like me even in my north London primary school. In Wales my brother and I were clearly and completely diﬀerent. Very often other kids would want to touch my skin. I have always felt – like many mixed-race people – neither one thing nor another.” 

Catherine 
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Where does body image  come from and is it reliable?

Our body image is only what we think people see when they see us. Often, we’re wrong. Your mental picture has been built gradually since you were born and will continue to change. 

It’s affected by things people say, the people and images that surround you, and your own observations, ﬁltered through your opinions and emotions.

You’ve looked at your changing body and face countless times in mirrors and photos. You’ve compared your appearance to the bodies and faces around you. You’re making constant changes to the mental image, depending on all these cues around you, every day, over and over again. You might not think about this consciously, but you can’t help doing it. You’re human!

It is your mind doing all that and your mind doesn’t measure accurately, as you’re about to ﬁnd out.

“I have been very tall all my life and have had to get used to the insults, even though I still sometimes ﬁnd it annoying. I’d rather disappear into the crowd than stand out. I think the world was built for average people, which I’m not, and that is a challenge for me.” 

Harris, 14
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Here’s how we build our body image:

Looking in the mirror

This is the obvious way most of us get information to build a mental picture of ourselves. Most of us have looked in a mirror several times a day, since we were very young. 

Do you look in a mirror too much? Count how many  times you look during one day. Next day, see if you can  cut that by half. Now, think of one thing about your appearance that you like. Next time you are about to  look in a mirror, remind yourself to look at that. The  more you focus on what you’re happy about, the less  you’ll think about what you don’t like. You can change  how you think, one thought at a time.

Sensing ourselves directly

We can see parts of our body in other ways than through a mirror and we can feel our waist or thighs, touch our nose, ears, hair. People who don’t have the sense of sight still have a body image, a mental picture of what they look like. I’ll talk a bit more about blind people and body image on pages 151–7.

Photos

Cameras do lie! Shadows, light, angles all make a difference. Any irregularities will be highlighted. I have a very irregular face, which I notice much more in photos than in a mirror. 

BODY BOOST
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Videos

These are not reliable either. Many people are quite self-conscious being ﬁlmed, so may not be looking natural;  and, as with photos, a lot depends on lighting and shadows.

But all the above methods of self-measurement are straightforward compared to the fascinating ones that follow. 

‘Confirmation bias’ 

We see what conﬁrms our opinions. We see ourselves through a distorting ﬁlter: our mind. For example, if we believe, ‘I’m overweight’ or ‘My jaw is horrible’, often that’s the main thing  we see in the photo or mirror. If another photo or angle shows  a ﬂattering image, we dismiss that as a ﬂuke and the next  image that shows our supposed ﬂaw will conﬁrm what we  already believed. 

What other people say –  especially negative things

If someone once made a negative comment about your appearance, that can really damage your mental image. Most of us can probably remember someone once saying something negative. For me, it was two things: my knobbly knees, not helped by the fact that at my school in assembly we had to  stand in front of the rest of the school wearing our skirts just above the knee, which is very exposing for someone who thinks she has knobbly knees! And my lack of breasts – I was skinny and younger than everyone else and I felt I looked different. I now know that body parts naturally come in a wide range of sizes  and those sizes mean nothing, but people’s comments can be horribly powerful.
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“I try not to listen to comments but sometimes things get through my ‘wall’. Sometimes I get  upset when I look at myself.” 

 

Kaid, 15

Negative comments don’t all become major problems, but plenty of people with eating disorders or severe anxiety about their bodies can trace the cause to ‘something someone said’. When these comments come at vulnerable times, such as during adolescence or anxiety about school or parental break-up, they can trigger lasting problems. You’ll ﬁnd more about this in the chapters on ‘Eating Disorders and Self-Harm’ and ‘Body Dysmorphic Disorder’.

“In Year 7, I was called ugly, fat and that my hair was like witches’ hair.” 

 

Maria, 15

How truthful you think someone is being  

If your parents or carers tell you you’re perfect, you might think, ‘Well, they would – they’re my parents.’ Many people distrust compliments from friends, but believe the comments of strangers or people they don’t much like. It’s the wrong way around!   

“My daughter, now 15, was a very pretty, picture-perfect child, with long, thick, glossy, blonde hair, huge blue eyes, long lashes etc. People often commented positively on her looks, even strangers. At around 4 years old, she came home from nursery one day having cut her eyelashes oﬀ. Even now that makes me feel wobbly to think of it. She made angry and distressed requests that people would stop touching her hair, stop calling her a princess (which 
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