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To the indomitable spirit in us all. May we use it to reclaim our love for ourselves and change the world for others.
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INTRODUCTION

Newborn Body Image

[image: Start of image description, A line diagram as a side view of a human face., end of image description]

‘Everything has beauty. But not everyone sees it.’

Attributed to Confucius

We’re all born with a body, and we all have a relationship with that body and a particular way of viewing, thinking and feeling about it. Our bodies are imbued with meaning, a physical entity we all share and yet are separated by through identity, age, race, class, (dis)ability, religion and gender. If our bodies meet societal expectations, then we can expect admiration, approval and social power. If they don’t, we may be met with physical and psychological barriers in the form of stigma, discrimination and structural limitations. Beauty pays. 

As a counselling psychologist, I’ve spent several years helping people who have been harmed by the war against certain body types, a war that I believe wounds us all. I’ve often found myself wishing that I’d been able to work with many of my clients when they were younger, before the belief that their bodies weren’t okay became so embedded that it set them on a trajectory of self-loathing and harmful attempts at body manipulation such as crash diets, slimming pills, injections and even surgery. When I spoke to people about my intention to write this book, the most frequent reply I received was, ‘I so wish that book had been around when I was a kid!’ Having a poor body image can cause so much suffering, both physically and mentally, but it doesn’t have to be that way. In writing this book, I hope to empower you with the knowledge and strategies that will help you heal your relationship with your own body and nurture body confidence in your children, setting them up for a positive relationship with themselves that will serve them in every area of their lives. 

In this book, you will find evidence-based, practical guidance on fostering a positive body image both in yourself and your kids, along with insights on how to promote self-esteem and develop effective communication strategies. Each chapter contains exercises for you personally, along with age-appropriate activities and approaches you can take with your children. I’m aware that older kids especially might want to run a mile if they’re invited to take part in body image exercises directly, so I’ve included ideas to open up conversations and foster critical thinking without being boring, ‘weird’ or too confrontational. Throughout the book, I’ll share insights from parents who’ve faced their own body battles, along with experts in the fields of psychology, dietetics, visible differences, race, eating disorders and neuropsychology. I’ll introduce you to some popular and most likely familiar childhood tales that, when looked at through a psychological lens, can help to illustrate important themes around body image, and I’ll also share stories inspired by my work with clients, though all names and identifying details have been changed to protect their anonymity and confidentiality. 

I hope this book is an invaluable and inspiring companion on your journey to a more body-accepting family environment. Please know that however far you feel from a place of peace with your body right now, if you’re willing to trust in and apply the strategies I’ve shared in this book, change can happen. I’ve worked with people of all backgrounds, of all body shapes and sizes, from a wide range of ethnicities, with a spectrum of physical health complications or disabilities, and contending with all types of stigma, and I’ve been able to help them all feel better about who they are, physically and psychologically. I have every confidence I can help you, too.

It’s an inside job

The great news is that it isn’t just external opinions of how attractive we are that influence how we get on in life, and that’s why sharing this knowledge with you feels so important. I’ve been fortunate to work with people of all ages and backgrounds in my career, and what really struck me is how those who consider themselves to be attractive (regardless of what others think), or who value physical attractiveness less highly, are more likely to put themselves forward for high-end job roles and are also more likely to take advantage of social network opportunities. There is plenty of research to support this, too.1 People who view their appearance positively tend to be more self-compassionate, have higher self-esteem and self-worth, are less prone to mental health issues like depression, anxiety and eating disorders, and are more self-caring. And that’s where your role is so key. Regardless of children’s physical characteristics, the influence of their caregivers and the level of attachment security they experience in their primary relationships make a tremendous difference to how they relate to themselves and, therefore, to the world. Kids of all gender orientations who grow up with emotionally warm, available, supportive and affectionate parents or caregivers consistently report higher body image satisfaction.2 So, while we can’t all win the genetic lottery, and can only have some sway over our appearance, the wonderful thing is these are not prerequisites to feeling happy in your body. In this book, I’ll show you step by step how to find the peace you deserve with how you look and how you can foster a secure attachment with your child. In doing so, you’ll arm them with a stable, valued sense of self, and that will include a deeper confidence in their appearance.

A widespread struggle

It’s common for young people to worry about how they look, with around 50 per cent of children, particularly preteens and teenagers, reporting body image concerns.3 This is a stark increase from ten years ago and a troubling indication of how the centrality of social media in children’s lives and the persistent bombardment of narrowly defined body ideals erodes kids’ confidence in how they look. The Covid-19 pandemic really didn’t help. The various global lockdowns resulted in an increase in social media use of 70 per cent on platforms such as TikTok, Snapchat, Instagram, YouTube and Facebook, ensuring that kids prone to social comparison, fragile body image or rumination became increasingly exposed and, therefore, susceptible to mental health difficulties such as anxiety, depression and disordered eating.4 

In addition, reliance on social media as a form of communication and connection became even further embedded in how we operate as a society. You could say it was the ‘perfect storm’ for exacerbating body image concerns; the need for adolescents to feel important among their peers interlaced with the cultural overvaluing of appearance, suddenly colliding with a hike in exposure to idealized images and quantifiable feedback from ‘friends’ on social media. It’s no wonder so many kids struggle with the pressure to look a certain way, and children’s mental health services are unable to meet demand. Nor is it surprising that eating disorder figures soared during the pandemic.

My story

When it comes to writing a book, most authors think about what they’d like to write about and choose their topic accordingly. I, on the other hand, feel that this topic has rather chosen me. My relationship with my body and other people’s relationships with theirs have been central to my life since I was a kid myself. Fortunate to be reasonably athletically gifted and unfortunate to be (at least in my perception) the stockier, uglier one among my closest school friends, my body and appearance have felt like a double-edged sword for as long as I can remember. My childhood was hallmarked by an impossible tension between wanting to be fit, fast and strong to hold my own in various sporting pursuits and as thin as possible to meet beauty ideals. As soon as Sky television became a thing, Fashion TV, in the era of heroin chic and size 0, became my favourite channel. Not exactly the most ideal building block for a healthy self-view. I was eleven when I first learnt how to make myself sick by copying a friend at school and approaching forty by the time I regained some sort of a sense of peace around food. In the interim, I lugged around the kind of crippling shame one might expect of a health professional with an incredibly unhealthy secret eating disorder. 

Along the way, my longing for acceptance of my own physicality led me through a seemingly successful career in the fitness industry as a TV personal trainer and international strength and conditioning coach, then, not quite so glamorously, through intensive eating disorder treatment. That was after I started to feel that the methods I had to use to maintain the ‘perfect’ body might actually kill me. As one journalist put it, I matched the image of a fit person so well that I looked like I’d been ‘grown in a laboratory’, and it came at a high price. I was split in two: a shiny beacon of health, fitness and togetherness by day; engaging in a frenzied and relentless cycle of bingeing and purging by night. 

A big, fat overhaul

Being in eating disorder treatment led to a pivot in my fitness business. I stopped promoting weight loss and fat loss altogether, and started focusing on my clients’ (and my own) genuine health and wellbeing. It was a tough transition when the prospect of a smaller, more toned body held so much promise for people and was so much easier to sell than self-acceptance, which no one was really talking about at the time. But I really believe that when you know better, you should do better, and ethically, it felt like the only way forward. 

My passion for promoting health at every size (more on this to come), and my determination to do my part to dismantle the harmful impact of diet culture, ultimately led me to do my doctorate in counselling psychology. I’ve worked with others struggling with their own bodies ever since. From severely injured service people recovering from serious burns, amputations and war wounds at the Ministry of Defence rehabilitation centre, to young people struggling with eating disorders, to clients diagnosed with life-altering health conditions like multiple sclerosis and Ehlers–Danlos syndrome, to those immobilized by their high weight in NHS bariatric services. It is my life’s work and privilege. 

In this book, I hope to share everything I’ve learnt about how we, as adults, can help to ensure that the young people we care about feel peaceful in the only body they will ever have. How we can find the courage to say, ‘This ends with me,’ and give a hard no to the harmful influences that made us think it was normal to berate your body, so that the next generation doesn’t have to. And if you have yet to find peace with your body, I also intend to help you do that, too.

Health at Every Size

The Health at Every Size (HAES) approach is a framework that’s invigorated my professional practice with clients of all ages over the past decade and will underly this book, too. The HAES principles advocate for weight inclusivity; non-weight-focused health behaviours; equal access to healthcare; intuitive eating; ending weight bias, stigma and discrimination; and taking part in enjoyable movement. Originating in the 1960s when activists recognized the negative psychological and physiological impact weight prejudice was having on bigger-bodied people, it was more recently popularized by Dr Lindo Bacon in their book, Health at Every Size: The Surprising Truth About Your Weight.5 

HAES respects the rich diversity of body shapes and sizes and rejects the idea that there are good and bad body weights, shapes or sizes. It also acknowledges that access to healthy foods and movement opportunities are not available to everyone and that health status shouldn’t be used to dictate the value of a person, nor as a reason to judge or oppress.6

An overview: Seven principles of body confidence 

The chapters in this book are led by the seven guiding principles that will help you to support your child, and yourself, in building robust body confidence. 

1.	All bodies are good bodies: Body appreciation

We’ll start by discussing what body image is, how it’s formed and what influences it. Having a sound understanding of how your own and your child’s body image are formed and function underpins all of the other principles in the book, as well as the exercises and strategies I’ll be inviting you to try. We’ll draw on Attachment Theory to explore how body image is shaped by the emotional bonds between a child and their primary caregiver. And I’ll also introduce you to neuropsychological understandings of body image development and how our childhood experiences shape the parts of the brain that create our self-view. 

2.	Fit your own mask first. This ends with me: Embracing broad perspectives of beauty

In Chapter 2, we’ll gently and compassionately unpack your body image, including the culture, relationships and experiences that have impacted you. While I’ll encourage you to be curious about your own positioning throughout the book, this chapter is particularly designed to help you gain a deep, warm-hearted awareness of how your body image has been shaped. Being conscious of your own influences, biases and beliefs about bodies, including your own, is helpful in understanding how your child’s own self-view is constructed and how you can support them. We’ll explore how the way your parents talked and behaved around body image impacted you and which beliefs and practices you’d like your children to inherit. We’ll contemplate how you see, think and feel about your body, and how your perception is conveyed to yourself and others, including the young people in your life. We’ll also consider common conceptualizations of beauty and their impact on your and your kid’s body confidence. 

I really want to stress here that this book, and my approach in general, is in no way about placing blame or shaming anyone. Not you, not your parents, and not your child. In my experience, blaming parents when their children are suffering from poor body image, or an eating disorder, for example, is not only often misguided but incredibly harmful and can result in appropriate treatment being delayed. There are, of course, instances in which parents cause trauma, which can result in mental health issues, including body image difficulties. But we also have to remember that our parents have been just as deeply entrenched in diet and wellness culture as we have. 

I may not know much about you, but the fact you are reading this book already tells me that you care about the young people in your life and are willing to invest your time and means into supporting them. I also strongly suspect that you’ve been doing the very best you can with the knowledge and resources that you have, navigating an often conflicting and confusing bombardment of health information, which is all any of us can do. Whether you’re aware that your own body image isn’t great and know you don’t want your child to have the same experience but aren’t sure how to address it, or you’ve noticed that your child has a poor body image and you want to know how to help them improve it, I am on your side; I respect you and I intend to help you relate differently to any thoughts or feelings of self-blame or guilt that might crop up for you on your journey through this book. 

I also aim to help you relate more compassionately to yourself and your own body and develop a deeper understanding of the mechanisms by which you’ve learnt to feel and behave the way you do around it. In turn, I hope you will finish this book with a sense of freedom and empowerment to change the script; after all, one of the most powerful ways to influence how your kid feels about themselves is through what you model to them. Indeed, part of the reason it felt important for me to share some of my own stories and struggles with my body is that I know what it feels like to carry deep shame and to feel stuck. My experience most likely won’t be exactly the same as yours because everyone’s experience is different, but I do know that no matter what lengths you’ve gone to or how much shame you’ve carried around it, you obviously had good reason, and change is possible. I have seen it time and time again, in people of all genders, body types and ages, and I am here to walk alongside you.

3.	Use kind body language: Expression and acceptance of your body

You know how everyone loves to talk about how they and other people look, what diet they’re on, and how much weight they’ve lost or gained? In Chapter 3 we’ll be shining light on the ways in which adults and children are influenced by the narratives we hear around appearance and the historical origins of some of these discourses. I’ll share some of my clinical experience working with a range of clients across the weight and eating disorder spectrums to illustrate how the moralization of food, narratives around healthy eating and societal issues such as thin privilege and pretty privilege can play significant roles in the development of body image issues. We’ll hear from people whose struggles with their bodies have led them to the surgeon’s table and offer evidence-based advice on how you can support bigger-bodied kids, kids from minority ethnic communities and kids with visible differences when they are faced with name-calling, bullying or any other type of stigma and discrimination. I’ll provide you with suggestions on how you can adjust your own verbal and non-verbal language to promote body confidence in both you and your child and will take you through reflective exercises to raise your awareness of the impact of dominant discourses around physicality. We’ll also be talking about how you can set boundaries around the language used to describe bodies both inside and outside of your home and how to talk to kids about their private and other body parts in a way that promotes safety, curiosity, consent and respect rather than shame. 

4.	Unconditionally good inside: Cultivating a sense of inner positivity and a whole-person view and appreciation

It’s unsurprising that children, adolescents and adults who feel down about themselves generally are more vulnerable to negative messages about bodies and more likely to make negative comparisons between their own physical appearance and what they see presented as an idealized beauty standard. In Chapter 4, we’ll focus on how body dissatisfaction and self-esteem are linked. Nurturing a sense of intrinsic and unconditional self-worth and acceptance is one of the greatest gifts any child can receive, and this chapter will equip you with practical steps you can take to boost your kid’s self-esteem as well as your own. This includes advice on how and when to praise your child, how to set age-appropriate goals, and how you can use your child’s failed attempts and struggles as an opportunity to convey unconditional love and reinforce in them a sense of real self-worth. 

5.	Media literacy: Eliciting support and positive exposure on- and offline and developing a critical eye

Our fifth principle focuses on helping you and your child navigate the ever-changing media landscape in a healthy way. Online platforms such as TikTok, Instagram, Snapchat and YouTube are now a central part of most pre-teenagers and teenagers’ lives, and as such, they have huge potential to influence their psychological development. In Chapter 5 we’ll unpack how the image-sharing and advertising pressures inherent on social media can serve to reinforce unrealistic body ideals, encourage unhelpful external validation-seeking, exacerbate our inherent tendency for comparison with others, spread unsubstantiated wellness rhetoric and leave children vulnerable to potentially harmful comments. More optimistically, we’ll also look at how online platforms can provide access to inspirational models of body positivity, diversity, self-care, health at every size and body confidence, as well as serve as a useful resource to support you in the many challenges of raising children. I’ll also highlight how the different ways in which kids engage with social media dictate whether it has a positive or negative effect on their psychological wellbeing. And we’ll also look at what you can do to help your kid to understand the difference between helpful and harmful content and become more media literate.

6.	Making movement fun: Working with and taking good care of your body

Having owned two gyms, spent ten years working as an international strength and conditioning coach, and twice been named UK Personal Trainer of the Year, you probably won’t be surprised to hear that I consider movement to be an important part of developing body confidence! However, I’ve trained enough clients to know that one size definitely does not fit all, and, a bit like therapy, finding the right approach and motivation to create a fulfilling relationship with exercise is highly individual. For kids to want to move, it must feel good to them. It can’t be a chore, or something to be endured. It has to genuinely feel good. Of course, what feels good varies from person to person. In Chapter 6, I’ll introduce you to the concept of positive embodiment (that is, a sense of comfort, connection and agency between the mind and body facilitated through mindful movement) and why it’s more important for adults and children than working up a sweat or burning calories. We’ll look at various ways in which even the most reluctant kids can be encouraged to connect positively with their bodies through physical activity and how tuning into their body, in turn, lays down new, healthy neural pathways in your child’s brain. This is relevant to our task here as these pathways assist in promoting positive feelings towards ourselves. Also of great benefit is teaching children mindful self-care, bodily awareness and presence, and I’ll guide you through how to use these tools yourself and how to introduce each of them to your kid. 

7.	Be the change: Focusing your energy on making the world a better place for every body rather than on trying to make your body something it’s not

The seventh and final principle of Body Confident You, Body Confident Kid is understanding bodies in context and how we can all do our bit to make the world an easier place to be, no matter what type of body you have or what defining features you possess. We’ll be taking a deep dive into your child’s environment and considering how systemic, environmental, political, biological and social factors all play a role in influencing body confidence, considering questions like:

• How can I support my child through potentially rapid bodily changes in puberty?

• How does the school curriculum impact kids’ body confidence?

• What effect does traditional and digital advertising have on how children see themselves?

Supported by reflections from other leading experts in child psychology and research, we’ll look at some potential danger zones that may surround your child, as well as how to address them. I’ll also bring in some strategies you can use to protect them against harmful influences, as well as amplify those that are more likely to lead to them to see themselves more positively. 

We’ll also explore how, in manageable, realistic and impactful ways, we can all play a part in reducing the discontent around our bodies that we see so often today in Western society. I’ll highlight some of the amazing work already being done and how positive change is happening in the way we view and treat bodies as a society, as well as what you can do to support these movements. Even though progress has been made, however, we still need a lot more representation of people with disabilities, physical differences and diverse body shapes. Getting rid of stigma and discrimination entirely will probably never be possible, so arming children with the confidence and self-worth to be able to withstand these injustices is vital. Even if only in the smallest of ways, we can all do our bit to contribute to shifting beauty paradigms and promoting body inclusivity and diversity. In doing so, we will help make the world a safer place for our kids of all body shapes and sizes, races, abilities and gender expressions, and the generations that follow them. In Chapter 7, I’ll discuss some ways in which you can be part of that incredible and empowering change. 

A hands-on approach 

Most people learn more from doing and experiencing than just reading and knowing things theoretically. That’s why I’ve included many practical exercises and action points in this book for you to experiment with if you’re willing. If there are any that you feel less inclined to have a go at, that’s fine, they are all optional, but I would encourage you to be curious about what gets in the way for you if you decide they’re not for you. It might be thoughts about having a lack of time, about coming back to it later, a scepticism about whether or not the strategy will work, a feeling of apathy, or something else. These are what we call ‘hooks’: things that show up and sometimes get in the way of acting in service of our values (I’m making an assumption here that you value being a supportive caregiver, otherwise you probably wouldn’t be reading this book). We’ll talk more about hooks and how you can respond differently to them when they do show up in Chapter 2. But for now, just be curious if you notice any resistance while reading along. 

Wherever you are with your own self-confidence, no matter how deep the trauma wounds you carry around your own body, and however hard it seems to protect your child from harmful influences in their environment, please know that there is so much hope and possibility ahead of you. Thank you for allowing me to walk alongside you on this empowering journey.




CHAPTER ONE

What Is Body Image?

[image: Start of image description, A line diagram as a side view of a human face., end of image description]

‘Success is liking yourself, liking what you do, and liking how you do it.’ 

Maya Angelou, author and civil rights activist

Before we get into the ‘how to’ of helping you, and your child, feel more confident in your own bodies, it’s important to explain exactly what body image is, how it develops, and what shapes it. Having this knowledge is invaluable in understanding how your own body image came to be what it is, and what you can do to feel more at peace with it. It will also help you to understand body challenges from your child’s perspective and developmental stage, which will then help them feel that you really ‘get them’, that you empathize with them, and from there build trust that you can help. Having this understanding will also give the exercises I suggest meaning and purpose.

Understanding self-concept

How we view our bodies is just one aspect of our overarching ‘self-concept’, our understanding of who we are as social, emotional, physical and spiritual beings. Carl Rogers, one of the founders of person-centred psychology, an approach which emphasizes individuals’ inherent capacity for self-growth and development, suggested that there are three core components of self-concept:1

1. Self-image – how you see and perceive yourself

2. Self-esteem – how much worth and value you feel you have

3. Ideal self – who you aspire to be and see yourself as

When our self-image – that is, the way we see ourselves – aligns with our ideal self, we tend to have good self-esteem. But when there’s a disparity between these two aspects, it feels incongruent, and we tend to suffer from poor self-esteem. That’s why what you model to your kids, and what they see being represented positively in the wider world, are so instrumental in the formation of their own self-concept and, relatedly, their mental wellbeing. It’s also why, if you grew up in the era of super-skinny models where an extremely thin, gaunt look was glorified, there may have been a lot of dissonance for you between your self-image and ideal self, and you may have gone to some lengths to try to align the two. It’s also why it’s essential that we call out fashion trends that perpetuate unrealistic and potentially unhealthy body ideals, like the ‘thigh gap’ ideal of the 2010s and the fashion currently for silicone butt injections and dermal lip fillers. 

While it is possible to change our self-concept as we grow up, it’s generally harder to do so as adults because we’ve already laid down the neural pathways that make negative thoughts and beliefs about yourself your default response. To change that, we have to be willing to lean into the discomfort of unfamiliar ways of being. That takes effort, practice and undoubtedly some courage, but don’t be disheartened. If your brain tends to take a path straight to negativity, particularly about yourself, the chances are you’ve practised being negative a lot as a result of various factors that have influenced you in the past. Imagine what it would be like if you practised feeling and responding in calm, secure ways and appreciating the beauty in yourself and others instead? That’s what I’ll be helping you, and in turn your child, to do throughout this book. 

Acting ‘as if’

If you feel very stuck in a particular way of thinking about your body, weight or appearance, it can be helpful to think about it like a well-worn footpath. When we think the same thing repeatedly, it becomes quick and easy to just continue down the same path, as there is very little resistance. Taking a different route, one that hasn’t been trodden down yet, will require more conscious thought to navigate. But, over time, the new path becomes more defined, and as the old path becomes disused, it grows over until it’s no longer your go-to thought process. Sometimes, we have to commit to thinking and acting ‘as if’ we are accepting of ourselves in order to start really feeling it. 

The building blocks of body image

Developmentally, the way we conceptualize our body in our mind forms over time, is continuously constructed and deconstructed, and is made up of four key elements. These are:

1. Our perceptive experience – how we see our bodies

2. Our cognitive experience – the way we think about our bodies

3. Our affective experience – the way we feel about our bodies

4. Our behavioural experience – the way we act as a result of how we experience our bodies

How we see our bodies, however, isn’t always an accurate reflection of how we actually look, nor is it always constant. You may have found yourself feeling rather good about your body one day, and fairly awful about it the next, or you may have noticed your kid’s perception fluctuate similarly. These inconsistencies in self-perception are often made worse by harmful diet culture, which encourages us to interpret normal bodily reactions to eating, menstruation, stress or illness, like a more rounded tummy, or higher water retention, as something unacceptable and unsightly. It also accounts for how we might suddenly feel different about our appearance when someone else draws attention to it or when we’re trying on clothes in a store. We’ll talk more about the impact of diet culture in Chapter 2, but for now, just try to notice if and how your own feelings about your body change from day to day and perhaps even hour to hour. You might ask your child about this too, encouraging them to be kindly curious about what influences how they feel about their body and normalizing everyday variations in how it looks and feels. 

What influences body image?

The way we see and feel about our bodies is influenced by a number of intersecting factors.

•  The culture we grow up in

•  How confident we feel about ourselves in other areas, such as our value as a person and self-esteem

•  Our sense of belonging

•  Our feelings of competence and security

•  The attitudes and values our families hold around bodies

•  Our society’s construction of attractiveness and ugliness

•  What we’re exposed to in the form of marketing and social media

•  Our personality and genetics

•  Our previous or current experiences of abuse, trauma or oppression

•  Our relationship with physical activity

•  Our experience of puberty and bodily changes

•  How similar bodies to ours are represented in the media

Exploring how each of these aspects has affected your own relationship with your body is a bit like shining a light on a shadow. The more we look at it, understand it and become familiar with the more hidden, subconscious and often uncomfortable aspects of ourselves, the smaller the shadow tends to get and the less influence it will have on us. In psychotherapy, we call this ‘shadow work’, a type of therapy developed by the founder of analytic psychology, Carl Jung. Jung described shadow work as the means by which we bring the repressed, rejected parts of ourselves into consciousness and integrate them with our persona. Doing so improves our capacity to respond differently to challenging emotions and experience greater acceptance of both ourselves and others.2 3 But first, we’re going to think about what is arguably one of the most significant influences on our self-image: our interactions with our primary caregivers.



Body image development within the family

You may have already heard of Attachment Theory, a concept developed by psychologist John Bowlby.4 Its main premise is that, as part of our strategy for survival, people are born with an innate need to form emotional bonds with their parents and caregivers. This need for attachment continues throughout the lifespan, with early attachment experiences strongly influencing adult relationships with friends, partners, family and colleagues. Attachment Theory is particularly useful in helping us understand the role of parents and caregivers in developing children’s body image, which sets the stage for how we feel about our bodies for our whole lives. Indeed, the very first attachment needs we experience as babies are the needs of the body.5 Attachment Theory, therefore, suggests that if you struggle with your body image, an eating disorder or body dysmorphia, there’s a possibility that you experienced a threat to your attachment bond and a subsequent feeling of loss (real or symbolic) when you were growing up, which could not be articulated. Instead, your body may have become a means of expressing what could not be said, or it may have become central to unhelpful means of coping, such as self-harm or disordered eating. 

I’ve worked with many clients over the years who used food as a way of soothing themselves during childhood, and many recalled being punished for sneaking and hiding food and lying about what they’d eaten. This was especially the case for children who were considered to be ‘too big’. Most carried a lot of shame around this and shared their story through an extremely self-derogatory lens. Yet, for kids who lack other emotion regulation skills, either due to age, education or lack of resources, food is one of the very few means of self-soothing they have access to, especially if their attachment bond with their parents is insecure. Food often has strong associations with love, comfort and safety. For example, feeding from our mother’s breast, or bottle, is one of the very first experiences of comfort we ever have, and both tasting and ingesting food stimulates the brain’s reward, or mesolimbic, system, to release the feel-good hormone dopamine. It’s therefore unsurprising that food is where many of us turn when we don’t feel good.6 Unlike other substances that people often develop complex relationships with, such as alcohol, nicotine or other drugs, food is something we all have to partake in to survive. It’s a lot to ask of an adult, let alone a child, to regulate their intake when it’s not only their primary means of emotional coping, but a physical necessity, too. This picture is further compounded when children are shamed or bullied for their appearance, as this heightens their requirement for comfort and safety and, therefore, further increases the risk of developing a pattern of disordered eating. 

Good enough care

When babies and children receive ‘good enough’ caregiving and experience their emotional and physical needs being sufficiently met, their true self can flourish. They feel safe, known and valued, and the foundations of a positive body image are laid down. These needs include being given enough food and shelter, as well as dependability, emotional warmth, containment, trustworthiness, having our emotions and expressions reflected back to us, and a sense of our caregiver being tuned in and receptive to our needs and emotions at least 50 per cent of the time.7 I just want to reiterate that last bit: you do not need to be perfectly attuned to your child at all times to help them build a secure attachment! That is neither a realistic nor necessary goal for any parent. Indeed, Bowlby’s work on Attachment Theory was heavily influenced by Donald Winnicott, a paediatrician and psychotherapist who, in 1953, coined the phrase, ‘the good enough mother’ (which has since been updated to ‘the good enough parent’). He stressed that being ‘good enough’ is actually very different from being perfect. Winnicott highlighted that the good enough parent is attentive, sensitive and responsive to their children’s needs, but as their children grow up, they also recognize that they can’t possibly provide everything their child requires all of the time. Contrary to this being detrimental to the child, which many parents fear and subsequently blame themselves for, Winnicott believed that if kids are let down by their parents in manageable, developmentally appropriate ways, it actually prepares them for the imperfection of the real world and helps them to become healthier, more emotionally flexible and robust adults.8

If children’s needs go repeatedly unmet, however, or if there is a great deal of inconsistency, volatility or neglect, the child’s confidence in who they truly are becomes damaged, and they will begin to present a false self to the world. This false self is effectively a psychological mask or defence designed to protect the child from feelings of inadequacy, shame and rejection by allowing others to see only what they believe those others will find acceptable.9 To some degree, the social rules that we are all conditioned by will lead us to act in ways we understand as being acceptable to the community in which we live. To be completely disregarding of these norms could be considered narcissistic or antisocial. The function of the false self-presentation, however, goes beyond this, and is an attempt to maintain a safe connection with the caregiver because the possibility of losing that connection feels deeply threatening to their survival. For example, Attachment Theory suggests that when a child imitates their parent’s dieting or exercise behaviour, they are doing so in an attempt to maintain an emotional connection to that parent.10 This is especially true if a child has been exposed to an environment in which a specific body type has been revered, in which case they are likely to want to emulate that as closely as possible to feel more acceptable, to belong, and therefore to feel safer. 

When kids feel that their bodies are inadequate to their parents, caregivers or broader society, they are often extremely driven to try to change it, conceal it, or otherwise make it more acceptable. This can lead to serious problems if the child finds that they either have to go to extreme measures to achieve this, such as engaging in disordered eating behaviour, or if they have a perceived flaw that can’t be hidden or changed successfully, such as weight, scarring or height. In these instances, it can result in the child feeling tortured and hopeless.


The four attachment styles



There are four attachment types. Here’s a rundown of how each develops in childhood, and what effect each style tends to have on body image. 

1.	Secure Attachment

People with a secure attachment style find it relatively easy to be themselves, to give and receive emotional support, to share their emotions and display affection in relationships while maintaining their individuality and autonomy. They’re able to work through conflict by maintaining a positive view of their partner while using clear communication and problem-solving to resolve disputes, and can move on from arguments easily. People with a secure attachment style tend to have established a stable sense of self-worth and self-acceptance from their early relationships. When kids receive responsive and attuned caregiving, they’re more likely to view themselves positively, which sets the foundations for healthy self-esteem and a positive body image. Securely attached people are also usually more resilient to societal pressures to look a certain way and have healthy ways of responding to personal insecurities related to their body image. 

How does it form in childhood?

Children develop a secure attachment when their physical and emotional needs are consistently met by their caregivers. This enables the child to trust in their bond with their parents or caregiver and provides a sense of love and stability, which in turn gives them confidence to explore and engage with the world around them.

2.	Anxious Attachment (also known as Preoccupied)

People with an anxious attachment style long for emotional closeness in relationships but experience intense fear of rejection and abandonment that often leaves them feeling anxious and clingy. They usually have low self-esteem, seek frequent reassurance, are prone to jealousy, and struggle to trust that someone would want to be with them. Because people with an anxious attachment style tend to rely so heavily on validation from others, they are often more susceptible to criticism and self-comparison, which can contribute to heightened anxiety about their appearance. This can exacerbate body image issues, especially if they feel their body doesn’t meet societal beauty standards, making them feel vulnerable to rejection. 

How does it form in childhood?

Children develop an anxious attachment style when their needs are inconsistently met, and their caregivers are generally unreliable. They feel uncertain about whether they will be looked after and doubt whether they are loveable. 

3.	Avoidant Attachment (also known as Dismissive)

People with an avoidant attachment style are often self-sufficient, fiercely independent, ‘lone wolf’–type characters. They struggle with emotional intimacy and tend to find the emotions of others challenging to sit with. Those with avoidant attachment traits often feel uncomfortable with commitment and emotional vulnerability and are inclined to withdraw from conflict. People with an avoidant attachment style are also more likely to have poor body image, but for different reasons than those who are anxiously attached. Their fear of rejection and abandonment tends to
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