

[image: Body Image Inside Out: A Revolutionary Approach to Body Image Healing by Deb Schachter]




How to use this eBook

You can use a blank notebook or journal to complete the prompts and exercises that you will find in this ebook version of Body Image Inside Out.

Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between notes and main text.

You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.



Praise for Body Image Inside Out


“Deb Schachter and Whitney Otto illuminate the path to transforming your relationship with body shame. Through a combination of thoughtful discussions, reflections, and exercises, Body Image Inside Out will help you shift from trying to push past your negative body image to regarding it as a meaningful source of information that will help you find the off-ramp from endless shame spirals. Clinicians will also appreciate this engaging, non-pathologizing workbook as a valuable resource that will facilitate their clients’ healing.”

Jeanne Catanzaro, Ph.D. and author of Unburdened Eating: Healing Your Relationship with Food and Your Body Using an Internal Family Systems Approach

“I have been in the field of eating disorders for over four decades and can attest to the fact that dealing with body image is one of the most complex and complicated aspects of my work. Whitney and Deb provide readers with inspiration, education and exercises to heal body image wounds and have years of experience helping others turn their relationship with their bodies, as they put it, from “villain” to “hero.” Both clinicians and clients can benefit from reading this book.”

Carolyn Costin, MA, MEd, MFT, CEDS, FAED The Carolyn Costin Institute and Author of The Eating Disorder Sourcebook, 8 Keys to Recovery From an Eating Disorder

“As an Olympic athlete for almost two decades, I grounded my identity in what my body could do. Now that I am retired from competition, I face the loss of this identity. When I began reading Body Image Inside Out, tears rolled down my face as I realized how those feelings of loss are connected to my body. This book helped me forge a new relationship with my body and, by extension, a new identity.”

Caryn Davies, 2x Olympic Champion, Founder, Podium Law, 2023 Recipient of the Thomas Keller Medal

“Deb and Whitney have written the body image book I’ve longed to hand to all of my clients. Through relatable vignettes and engaging exercises, they answer the illusive question, “What do I do with how badly I feel in and about my body?” Our bodies have never been the problem. And Body Image Inside Out shows readers that not only are our bodies not a problem to be solved but that turning towards our negative body image has the power to reveal what we most need to know about ourselves. If you have ever struggled with your body image, there’s something in this book for you.”

Marci Evans, MS, RDN, LDN Food and Body Image Healers®

“At last, an inspiring, provocative and effective guide for how to love and respect our bodies and ourselves. This superbly friendly, well-written book gives real muscle to the process of healing a loveless marriage with our bodies that many of us find ourselves in. The stories and exercises dance off the page with effortless ease, making real, tangible change feel not only possible but joyful, happening moment by moment as you read. Liberating and powerful, this is the best, most practical book about body image I have come across.”

Claire Dale, Founder/Director Physical Intelligence Institute, Author of the award-winning book Physical Intelligence

“This book provides a much-needed resource for helping heal body image. Using vivid real-world cases and practical exercises, Body Image Inside Out convincingly and compassionately shows that body image challenges have more to do with our relational life and emotional circumstances than they do with the actual body we find ourselves in. Readers will find this to be a deeply healing experience. I will be recommending this wonderful book to many of my patients!”

Jennifer L. Gaudiani, MD, CEDS-C, FAED, Founder & Medical Director of the Gaudiani Clinic and Author of Sick Enough: A Guide to the Medical Complications of Eating Disorders

“I wish I could jump in a sporty time machine and give this book to my teenage self. Grateful to be reading it now! If you’ve had it with being an enemy (or frenemy) of your body, read this book!”

Amanda Hennessey, Public Speaking Coach, Actress and Author of Your Guide to Public Speaking

“How we see ourselves indeed changes everything and I am in awe of the depth and importance of the wisdom in this book. I have never before explored how my body image could become a living, daily prompt for me to more deeply understand myself and my story. I have never before considered my body image as a hero.

Body Image Inside Out is full of powerful, clarifying and diverse stories that informed and inspired me to see how body image + curiosity + compassion + connection can be a formula for powerful healing and change … in both ourselves and the world. This book took my understanding of the profound intelligence that lives in our bodies to another level. I will return to these potent questions and exercises again and again and am already looking in the mirror and walking through the world differently because of what I learned.”

Cara Jones, Coach, Storyteller, Untethered Voice Podcast Host

“Body Image Inside Out will help you dive deep into your body image story while acting as a compassionate guide toward decoding body peace. I wish I had this resource years ago.”

Leslie Schilling, RD and Author of Feed Yourself

“In 20 years of working with women, I’ve never met one who hasn’t spent hours, months, years or decades grappling with and lamenting her body image. Of all the relationships a woman must navigate in a misogynist culture, it is the relationship to her body image that is perhaps the most complicated, confusing and confronting.

Body Image Inside Out is a powerful and practical guide for flipping the paradigm of body-as-enemy to body as an intelligent ally and vessel of wisdom.

A must read for every woman, every feminist and every body.”

Megan Jo Wilson, Founder, Rockstar Camp for Women

“As an Olympic athlete I was rewarded for pushing my body past my physical and mental limits. I had to learn that my body is not just a vehicle for my goals. This insightful book offers a brand new and heart centered perspective on how to build friendship and connection with one’s body, and how to tap into its wisdom.”

Iris Zimmermann, US Olympic Fencer, Executive Coach, Untrained Podcast Co-host
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There are places in all of us that have been measured, ignored or shamed. This book is dedicated to the healing we believe is possible when we learn to listen to them.
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About the Authors

Whitney Ladd Otto, MA, PCC, is a certified coach and group facilitator with over three decades of experience in leadership development, high performance and personal transformation. She co-hosts the podcast, Untrained, offering compassionate and innovative strategies for achieving sustainable high performance. Whitney’s personal journey towards deeper embodiment has profoundly shaped her professional approach, enabling her to appreciate and harness the inherent wisdom of the body in her work. She lives in Cambridge, Massachusetts, with her husband, a psychology professor, and their daughter and son.

As a pioneer in the field of body image, Deb Schachter, LICSW, has dedicated her 30-year career to helping people unpack their body’s story and the wisdom it has to offer. Blending together her West Coast spirit and her East Coast sensibility, her work is grounded in the power of connection. Deb facilitates multiple ongoing body image and recovery groups, emphasizing the insight and healing that can be accessed through courage and curiosity.

Beyond her private practice, Deb trains therapists and other health professionals, sharing her paradigm-shifting perspectives on body image and eating disorder recovery. When not BodySelfing, she enjoys creating colorful things and spending time with her favorite people and plants. She lives in Boston, MA, with her husband Jim and her spunky Goldendoodle, Soleil.


Authors’ Note

Language

As authors of a book about body image, we want to address the highly charged word, “fat.” The word “fat” is so often used pejoratively to discriminate, stigmatize and criticize. We do not want to add to the negative associations of this word, yet we can’t change what we can’t talk about. We want to explore the word “fat” for the sake of helping people uncouple negative emotions and sensations from the word. We have to name the harmful and internalized messages associated with “fat” in order to make them visible. Once these internalized messages are conscious, we can offer new ways of relating to the emotional and sensory experiences that are so often blended with the label of “fat.”

While we focus on the internal experience of “feeling fat,” we want to acknowledge that there are external realities facing people in larger bodies: biased medical care, seating that doesn’t accommodate all bodies and cruel body commentary to name a few. We realize that no degree of internal body image work will alter the external world’s anti-fat bias. What we are hoping to do in this book is to create language and strategies for people in all bodies to feel that our bodies are a safe place to inhabit.

Privilege

Body image struggles impact people of all genders, races, abilities, sizes and backgrounds. Our intention is to contribute resources to provide healing for body image. We want to acknowledge the limitations of our own perspectives. As white, cis-gendered, able-bodied straight women, we recognize the privilege we hold in navigating the world and the messages we receive about our bodies. This background undoubtedly influences our experiences and therefore our work. We honor that our perspectives and exercises may not resonate with or apply to all individuals.


Foreword

The Beginning

People often ask us, “What does it mean to specialize in body image?” “What do you actually do?” “Can people really improve their body image and if so, how?” This book is our answer. It is filled with many people’s stories, but we are going to start with the one that lies at the heart of the BodySelf philosophy: the story of Fat Temp (please see Authors’ Note) and Crazy Raisin. This story reveals the qualities that we hope this book embodies: connection, curiosity and compassion.

Almost 20 years ago, a bright-eyed young woman, who recently finished her Master’s degree in mental health counseling, sought out a well-known psychotherapist who specialized in eating disorders and body image for an informational interview. This recent graduate was interested in focusing on these professional areas herself and wanted to learn more. The psychotherapist found her to be earnest and energetic and her curious spirit inspiring.

If you haven’t guessed it yet, this is our story …

We, Whitney and Deb, became fast friends, bonding over our mutual love of art and the outdoors, and the deep passion we shared for healing work, both inside ourselves and with our clients. We talked about our own eating disorder recoveries and our ongoing pursuit of an easier relationship with our bodies. As our friendship deepened, we discovered that we were developing our own language for talking about body image.

Because of the safety of our friendship, we were able to expand our body image lens from the well-worn paths of shame and judgment to an open, more lighthearted frame that had been impossible to access on our own. By borrowing one another’s curiosity and compassion and directing them towards the critical parts of ourselves, we created a new perspective on our negative body image. We weren’t just talking about body image anymore, but the interconnected relationship between our stories, both past and present, and the way we felt about our bodies.

We realized what we had been calling “body image” was a multi-dimensional experience. We discovered that our body image was not just about our size or what we saw in the mirror, but actually influenced by what we came to call the BodySelf: our stories, our traumas, our temperament, our longings and our desires. We found that by developing a relationship with our BodySelves, we were moving the dial on our body image work in ways we never thought was possible.

Over time, we started to weave this new language and way of thinking into our clinical work. It resonated so much with our clients that we decided to create BodySelf workshops, to change the conversation people were having about body image, from one of shame and suffering to one of discovery and freedom.

Meanwhile, we continued on our own BodySelf journeys, and developed a habit of giving endearing names to our various body image self-perceptions. Creating identities for our negative body image thoughts brought a lighthearted acceptance to our most vulnerable body image beliefs, leading us to feel less ashamed of the harsh ways we saw ourselves. We came to especially appreciate two of these characters, Fat Temp and Crazy Raisin.

Fat Temp

Two years after returning from the Olympics as an alternate for the US Women’s Lightweight Rowing team, Whitney sat in the basement of a university financial service department, working as a temp. While she felt some relief at having a task with a beginning, an end and a paycheck, her overall spirits were quite low. In her mind, her Olympic dream had failed, as had her marriage to another rower which had ended after only one year. Not only that, while her work consulting college athletic teams was energizing, it didn’t pay the bills. She felt lost, defeated, and, as usual, fat.

On the outside Whitney presented as confident and energetic with a bio that reflected a great education and impressive athletic accomplishments. Her supervisor came down to her small, dimly lit office cubicle one day to check on her progress. He put his hands in his pockets and rocked back on his heels. “Why are you here?” he asked gently. Clearly, he didn’t know how her resume had led her to this particular job in this particular basement. If she had added a line on her resume that stated, “spent a long time reeling and healing from an entrenched eating disorder and a divorce, looking for something stable and predictable with a paycheck,” perhaps it might have made more sense to him.

Even though Whitney knew taking this temp job was a positive step for a variety of emotional and practical reasons, she felt great shame about it. Her body communicated its shame through a raw self-consciousness and a desire for physical change. Being at peak fitness and the intense training that supported that goal had been a huge part of her life and identity for a long time. She had also been a “lightweight rower,” so she was constantly comparing her current body to a weight and fitness level that used to be a full-time endeavor. Now, as she transitioned out of her rowing career, these unattainable goals served as an orienting focus that temporarily freed her from feelings of grief and confusion. The one-two punch of feeling “fat” and ashamed about her temp status helped distract her from looking at the bigger issues: the loss of her rowing career and marriage and the overwhelming uncertainty about how to move through the world without these anchors. Focusing on her body and weight loss gave her direction and created a simple pathway to gain a sense of control, distracting her from these daunting life questions.

Whitney called Deb to talk about the conversation with her boss. At the time, she felt like she was best summed up as someone who had just had her “15 minutes of fame” as an alternate in the Olympics and despite all her privilege and hard work, was unable to reach her potential. Together, through giggles, they named that confused and sad young woman in the basement, “Fat Temp.”

Seen through Deb’s eyes, “Fat Temp” was a loveable hero in transition. With Deb, Whitney could cry about how Fat Temp felt like a big failure. With Deb’s compassionate reframing, Whitney’s shame abated and she realized her feelings of disorientation and loss were getting redirected into her feelings about her body. She felt much more clarity about why she wanted a simple job with simple tasks and recognized, as the title implied, it was temporary.

Crazy Raisin

Meanwhile on the other side of town, Deb was 35, single, and watching her friends get engaged and married. Fresh from a breakup, Deb felt further away than ever from finding her life partner. She was committed to finding the right match and took dating very seriously. After a parade of laughably mismatched blind dates set up by friends, she waded into the online dating pool. It was crazy-making. Long text-only relationships that led to nowhere, great first dates that faded into oblivion and far too many coffee dates that had no spark. She felt like she couldn’t do it anymore, that her heart didn’t have the fortitude to tolerate the ups and downs of the dating world.

At the same time, Deb started noticing ways that both her body and face were aging. Having grown up as a suntanned California girl, she observed the little creases at the edge of her eyes that she swore hadn’t been there the month before. Aware of the sun’s impact on her skin, she put on a hat and slathered herself in sunscreen. She felt pasty, pale and disconnected from her old self. She was trying so hard to do the right things with her skin and men, and yet she still felt like she was shriveling like a raisin.

After each ridiculously incompatible date or “mini-relationship,” Deb would call Whitney, feeling discouraged, hopeless and a million miles from sexy. She’d find herself wondering, “Am I crazy, or are they?” They affectionately named this part of Deb, “Crazy Raisin.” Through Whitney’s eyes, Deb was a highly successful, independent, youthful woman bravely searching for what she really wanted and having a hard time finding it. Together they realized that it felt easier for Deb to worry about her wrinkles and her aging body than it did to feel the confusion, vulnerability and fear surrounding her search for a partner. By recognizing the ways that Deb was channeling her angst about dating into her body image, it was her heart rather than her skin that needed her attention.

The BodySelf Workshops

Time and time again, we offered one another safety and neutrality to explore our self-hating and negative body image thoughts, creating a new mirror for one another unlike any we had before. These experiences inspired us to design exercises, prompts and tools to share the BodySelf perspective. Our first workshops took place in Deb’s office, where 18 people crammed into a room built for 8. As attendance grew, we became more adventurous and held the workshops in borrowed yoga and tai chi studios, YMCA event rooms (once with a spirited African drumming session going on next door), church basements and college classrooms. In these rooms, we continued to hone the BodySelf approach and the best ways to help participants develop a relationship with their body image.

We saw eyes light up, shoulders relax and conversations kindle as attendees realized that there was so much more to talk about than how much they hated their bodies. Shame was swapped out for curiosity, connections were made internally and externally, and the daily, relentless negativity about their bodies started to shift. Participants now had a language and a framework for how to be in relationship with their bodies in a new way. They were relieved to find out that the BodySelf approach didn’t require them to dance like a leaf, stand naked in front of a mirror or feel like they should let go of wanting to feel beautiful and powerful in their bodies. Instead of encouraging people to reject negative body image, the workshops gave them permission to lean into it, giving them the ability to translate the language of their body image into valuable information about themselves and the kinds of lives that they wanted to lead. Conversations that began with a focus on stomachs, butts and thighs evolved into dialogues about self-expression, grief, passion, trauma and the pursuit of a more satisfying and aligned life.

After two decades of seeing the BodySelf approach help people transcend the glass ceiling of negative body image, we wanted to expand the reach of our message.



At the end of each chapter you will find a blessing. John O’Donahue describes a blessing as ‘a circle of light’ that is drawn around a person to strengthen, protect and heal.

The chapters in this book are designed to help you free yourself from negative body image patterns, and the blessings were created to solidify the teachings within you. Their purpose is to encircle you with new and kinder opportunities for being in relationship with your body and body image.




1

Welcome to the Conversation


“Curiosity is an act of vulnerability and courage. We need to be brave enough to want to know more.”

Brené Brown



Welcome—It Takes Courage to Be Here!

We imagine you opened this book because you or someone you love is sad, frustrated or tired from a battle with their body image. We get it. We have been having honest conversations with people about body image for decades. Everyone has a story, though rarely has it been shared, because most people don’t have safe spaces or the right language to talk about body image. People long for more freedom and body acceptance but are also frightened to let go of the mental attachments and ideals that we associate with having “the right body.”

We are well-trained to criticize our bodies and talk about what we’d like to change. Rarely are we taught to bring curiosity to the experience of living in our bodies and the way we see ourselves. In this book, we want to help you deconstruct the messages and experiences that have influenced your own body image “story.” We wrote this book to help you build a relationship between you and your body image through tools that offer more freedom and connection. We think of our work as a type of couples therapy for you and your body image.

We are glad you are here. In showing up, you are acknowledging that you want more ease in the relationship you have with your body. We are offering a new perspective on relating to


	How to understand and shift your habitual body image thoughts and behaviors.

	How to decode what it is you really want from that “fix my body” plan you are considering.

	How to use your jealousy as a teacher rather than a tormentor.

	How to identify which relationships trigger your negative body image and how to respond differently.

	How to prepare for bad body image days so that when they show up, you can resource and connect rather than hate and ignore.



What the Heck is Body Image, Really?


Is Our Body Image Separate from Our Body?


Is Fat a Feeling?


Why Do I Spend So Much Time Hating My Body?


Why is a Focus on Improving Your Body So Compelling?


How Does Negative Body Image Develop?



	How much we felt seen, understood and cared for in our family systems and broader cultures.

	Whether it was safe to express our feelings and how well (or not) we were taught to navigate them.

	Ways that our negative body image tries to hold, manage or “contain” unprocessed hurts, losses and needs.

	What key figures in our life reflected to us about our bodies and how that made us feel.

	The belief that by improving and changing our appearance, we will gain more acceptance and connection.



What Role Does Diet Culture Play in Fostering Body Image Discontent?


What Is the Difference Between Body Image Work and Eating Disorder Recovery?


Why Do I Feel So Much Shame When I Think About My Body Image?




How Do I Start Approaching My Body Image in a New Way?




	“Damn it, I stopped working out for two days and my ass is bigger, I can feel it!” to “Wow, I am really uncomfortable; I took two days off from the gym because I was sick and now I feel huge. I wonder what is fueling that feeling?”

	“I hate how I look in this new shirt, my arms look disgusting in it” to “Huh, I got this shirt less than a week ago and loved it, and today looking in the mirror I hate how my arms look in it. I wonder what has changed? Why do I feel so much more critical now than I did a week ago?”








What is the BodySelf?










	




	





How to Use This Book: The BodySelf Way




Compassion Caveat



Exercise 1.1 Starting the Conversation: Some Questions to Answer













Exercise 1.2 Create Your Own Body Image Cluster





[image: The words 'body image' are written in the center of a box. Around the text, there are examples of words associated with body image. These are: social media, hope, makeover, wanted, fashion, shape, idealized, old, standards, popularity, tamped down, squishy, ugliness, overly full, heavy, dissatisfaction, objectification, ethnicity, outnumbered, trying hard and responsible.]


[image: The words 'body image' are written in the centre of a box. The rest of the box has been left blank indicating a space for readers to write their own answers.]

Exercise 1.3 Embodied Cluster (example below)



[image: A diagram of a person with blank labels pointing to different parts of the body. The labels point to: the head, shoulders, heart/chest, stomach, legs and feet.]



[image: A diagram of a person with labels pointing to different parts of the body. From top to bottom, the labels are: responsible, heavy, overly full, squishy and tamped down.]

Exercise 1.4 Mindset Check-in
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