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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. 
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