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For my mother, Jane  
Forever in my heart, mind, and mirror







Author’s Note

Some of the names in this book have been changed to protect the privacy of the many women and girls who so graciously shared their stories with me.






Introduction


I grew up listening to my mom bemoan everything from the size of her thighs to the shape of her eyes. So you can imagine my dismay the first time someone exclaimed, “You look just like your mother!”

It wasn’t that I thought she wasn’t beautiful—it was that I knew she thought she wasn’t beautiful. So if I looked like her, and she didn’t like the way she looked, then that must mean . . .

You see where I’m going with this, right?

For years, dissatisfaction with my body simmered beneath my skin like a low-grade fever. Never bad enough to keep me from going about the business of my life—dating, working, getting married, having children—but always present enough to keep me from feeling my best. I’d go to the beach but refuse to strip down to my bathing suit, choosing instead to just wet my feet at the water’s edge in my shorts and T-shirt. I’d go to parties but hang back, wishing I had the confidence of the other women there, all of whom I imagined were completely  happy with the way they looked. I wasn’t having a body image crisis so much as I was feeling what I’ve come to realize many women feel—a nagging sense of “If only . . .” If only I were taller. If only my thighs weren’t so rounded. If only . . .

Fast-forward now about fifteen years. After two pregnancies and a decade of bad habits, I’m overweight and unhappy with the way I look and feel. In 2007, I stumbled on the opportunity to become the Weight-Loss Diary columnist for Shape, a women’s fitness magazine. I wrote a surprisingly passionate email to the editor about why I wanted to lose twenty-five pounds—how I wanted to feel healthy and strong and, most importantly, how I wanted to set a good example for my then eleven-year-old daughter, Faith. Writing that email brought something out in me, and to my delight and terror I was chosen for the column.

Each month for a year, I wrote about practical weight-loss issues like healthy eating, working out, and managing food temptations. Every column required a photo shoot and a dreaded weigh-in and body fat measure. Working with a team of professionals chosen for me by the magazine—a personal trainer, a dietitian, and a life coach—I reshaped my body with a six-days-a-week program of strength training and cardio workouts. I learned to eat a diet of mostly vegetables, lean proteins, and healthy carbohydrates. And perhaps most importantly, I learned to face the psychological challenges—guilt, fear,  self-judgment—that kept me from taking good care of myself and my health. Through it all, I agonized over the effect that the project was having on my daughter. I hated revealing my weight—a number I never talked about—to the world. But mostly, I worried that seeing me obsess about calories and gym time and body fat numbers would teach my daughter that this is normal female behavior. Would she think that if this is what Mom worries about, she should worry about it, too?

So we talked—a lot. We talked about why I wanted to do the Shape project, what it meant (no, I didn’t hate myself, but I wanted to feel better), and what my ultimate goal was (to live a healthy, confident life). In the end, the column was a gift in ways I never imagined. Yes, the year of personal training, life coaching, and nutrition counseling helped me shed twenty-six pounds and take control of my lifestyle. But more important, the entire experience—all the hours in the gym, meetings with the nutritionist, all the exploring of my feelings about my body, and even the year of professional photo shoots—sparked many conversations between me and my girl. What we got, together, was a crash course in what can and can’t be changed, how the media can manipulate what’s real and what isn’t, and how what we say to ourselves about ourselves is what really matters.

Readers watched my transformation each month, but it was the column I wrote for the May 2007 issue that sparked the idea for this book. In it, I reflected on how  my mother’s feelings about her body had affected my feelings about mine, and how my feelings were shaping my daughter’s feelings about her body. It was the first time I’d ever really stopped to consider my body image legacy—or the legacy I was creating for my girl. It was a topic that struck a chord with many readers.

Digging into my body image past was an uncomfortable experience. I have many a memory of cringing in department store dressing rooms as my mom pointed out her flaws to total strangers. “This one’ll hide a multitude of sins,” she’d say, holding up a shirt two sizes too big. She had a wicked sense of humor, and jokes at her own expense were always her favorite; she made coworkers howl with cracks like, “The first rich blind man through the door is mine.” Sure, after three kids, little exercise, and not the greatest dietary habits, she was a bit overweight. But we’re only talking a size 12 or 14 on a five-foot-two frame.

Over time, her self-deprecating habits became my own, and her body feelings became mine. Plenty of jokes have been written about the moment when a woman discovers she’s turned into her mother. Mine came about a week after my mother died. My sister-in-law handed me a framed photo of my mother and me, taken about six months earlier at our family’s Christmas gathering. In it, we’re wearing the exact same outfit: black pants and long red sweaters that reached down past our hips. I know she was thinking the same thing I  was when I got dressed that day: black on the bottom to minimize, something long and shapeless on the top so no one will know what’s underneath.

That was the day it hit me—just how much power I have in shaping my daughter’s future relationship with her body.




The Body Image Legacy 

When I started writing this book, I thought it was going to be about making peace with the body baggage my mother had handed off to me—and about making peace with her. But it isn’t. It’s about changing the body image legacy I leave to my daughter. And the one you leave to yours.

I’d always tried hard not to criticize my body in front of her. I didn’t want her to see herself in me—as I saw myself in my mother—and think that I didn’t like what she saw in the mirror. My theory was always that if I didn’t say it out loud, my self-criticisms wouldn’t become hers when her thighs inevitably began to take on the family shape.

Now, at thirteen, my daughter is nothing short of amazing. She’s smart, and she doesn’t care who knows it. She’s obsessed with softball; from the bleachers, I watch her mouth set in determination as she gets under a fly ball that she quickly turns into a double play. I watch her skip up the street with her friends, her ponytail swinging  behind her, and just for a moment, it takes my breath away. I hope she’ll always be like this—confident and comfortable in her own skin.

But already, trouble is brewing. It’s in the piles of clothes on her bedroom floor, left there when she’s tried on outfit after outfit. It’s in the way she adjusts the straps of her tank top and smoothes her skirt when she catches a glimpse of herself in a window. Her body is beginning to change, and she’s not sure what to make of it. The powerful legs that round the bases toward home plate are suddenly “too big” in her eyes. And it’s in these moments that it hits me: I wasn’t nearly as skilled at hiding my feelings as I thought. These feelings—that harsh inner critic that curses the family curves—are my legacy to her, just as they were my mother’s legacy to me.
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The way girls feel about their bodies has consequences that reach far beyond simply how they react when they look in the mirror. How they feel about the way they  look often has a direct effect on how they feel about who they are. According to Real Girls, Real Pressure: A National Report on the State of Self-Esteem, commissioned by the Dove Self-Esteem Fund in June 2008, 75 percent of girls between the ages of eight and seventeen with low self-esteem reported engaging in harmful activities like bullying, smoking, drinking, and cutting themselves. Another 25 percent of girls with low self-esteem admitted to starving themselves, refusing to eat, or binging and throwing up.

As moms, we should know that our own body image past deeply affects how our girls feel about their bodies today. The good news, though, is that it’s not too late to change that legacy. Anyone who’s had a mother or is a mother—and that’s all of us—knows the power that Mom has. In fact, according to the Dove report, 67 percent of girls ages thirteen to seventeen turn to their mother when they’re feeling bad about themselves—and 91 percent of girls ages eight to twelve do. Clearly, moms are important. We can criticize with a glance, scold with a sigh, or shatter with a single word. But we can also encourage with a smile, compliment with a look, and serve as role models with the choices we make for ourselves. It really is that simple. How I treat my body today—what I choose to feed it, how I choose to make it work, how I dress it, and, perhaps most important, how I talk about it—has a profound effect on how my daughter will treat her own body tomorrow.




Why It Matters 

Sure, it’s important for our daughters to know that they’re smart and that they’re capable and that they can accomplish anything. But all the smarts in the world don’t matter if a girl refuses to raise her hand in class because she’s afraid her classmates will look at her and find her appearance lacking. A woman can be incredibly capable, yet if  she won’t give a presentation or step forward to be considered for a promotion because she feels “too fat” to stand up in front of a group, her capabilities will never be recognized. Body image matters not because we all need to look like gorgeous supermodels to be happy. It matters because if we don’t feel good about what we look like and the body we live in, we’re less inclined to show the world who we are.

That world may be full of influences that are beyond our control, but the reality is this: As mothers, how we feel about and relate to our own bodies—and the conscious or unconscious expression of that relationship—creates a “body image blueprint” for our daughters. Our girls may grow up to look different from the way we look, but the foundation for how they relate to their bodies as adults is one that we help to build, brick by brick, through our behavior toward our own bodies and toward theirs.




Lead by Example 

I wanted this book to be different from all the other body image books out there. I didn’t want to write another book about how we should all join hands and embrace ourselves, our flaws, and each other. It’s a nice sentiment, but I think we all know it’s not happening anytime soon. Instead, I wanted to write about how mothers can change things for their girls—and, ultimately, themselves—not with grand gestures, but with  little tweaks that have big effects. This book is about being a positive example for your daughter, even if your own body is far from what you wish it was. You don’t have to look like a supermodel to do it, I promise.

Throughout this book, you’ll learn to reflect on the body image “blueprint” you inherited from your mother and how to change—or reinforce—the way you teach your daughter to see her own body. You’ll find expert advice on teaching your daughter about healthy eating, how to have a healthy relationship with exercise, how to keep the number on the scale in perspective, and how to compare herself in a healthy way to media images and to girls and women in her own life. You’ll also learn about the effects that males (whether brothers, boyfriends, or fathers) can have on your daughter’s body image, as well as what to do if you think your daughter might have an eating disorder. Through it all, you’ll read expert advice, personal reflections, and lessons learned from women and moms who’ve been right where you are.

You’ll find lots of stories in this book, not just mine but those of the many women and girls I interviewed while researching. Some are heartbreaking, some will make you laugh, and some will make you say, “Why didn’t I think of that?” But they’ll all teach you the most important thing you need to know to raise a daughter who feels good about herself: she’s watching you and listening to what you say. The message is up to you.






PART 1

Birth of a Body Image
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Carry My Bags

Understanding Your Body Image History


 


I talk to my mom about my thighs, and she says
she doesn’t like her thighs, too. . . . she says all
Italians have fat thighs.



—Laurie, age ten

 



 




It was a moment of what I can only describe as desperation. I was traveling to a writing conference in New York City the following week, and I needed a new outfit to wear during my scheduled meetings with editors. I’d grown accustomed to my daily in-home office uniform of baggy jeans and oversized sweaters. I felt most comfortable if I hid my post-baby body, which had grown ever larger over the years as regular exercise and healthy eating fell to the bottom of my priority list. But as I stood in the tiny cubicle of a dressing room at a local department store, armed with skirts, blouses, and pants, I was determined to leave that store with  something—anything—that made me look like the competent professional I was.

I should have known better than to leave this task until the last minute. Though I rarely took my daughter, Faith, with me when I shopped for my own clothes, we’d gone out together that day. She sat in a corner of the cubicle, watching as I tried on skirts and blouses. Nothing was right. I slipped on a black skirt and frowned as I turned to look at my backside. “Nope,” I said. “This one’s too tight.”

So I tried another. “That looks good, Mom,” she said as I buttoned a navy skirt around my waist.

“No,” I told her, trying to smooth down the front. “See how it pulls? It’s because my hips are so much bigger than my waist.”

Frustrated, I pulled the skirt off and grabbed a pair of pants. They fit fine around the hips, but there was such a gap at the waist, somebody else could have gotten in with me.

“You could get a belt,” Faith offered, trying to be helpful.

“No,” I practically hissed. “They’re way too big in the waist. And a belt would look weird. And it’s too late now to have them altered.”

Finally, I grabbed a black pantsuit from a hanger. As I buttoned the jacket, Faith said, “That looks really good, Mom.” It did look decent, I suppose; the fit was tolerable, and it was certainly professional enough. But it  didn’t look the way I wanted it to look—because my body didn’t look the way I wanted it to look. In that moment, I knew no suit in the world was going to make my body right in my eyes. But how could I say that to my daughter? And, really, instinct told me I shouldn’t say that to my daughter. Here she was trying to help, not a body concern of her own in the world, really thinking that I did look good in the suit. She didn’t need to hear this from me.

“You should get it, Mom,” she said. “It looks really nice.”

“You know what, honey?” I told her. “It’s kind of expensive. I think I’ll just wear something I already have.”

I turned away so she wouldn’t see the tears welling up in my eyes as I took off the suit. I’d just flashed back to a memory of my own mother.
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I was twenty-four years old, and my mother had taken me shopping with her when she was looking for a dress to wear to my brother’s wedding. She’d grown increasingly frustrated looking for something she called “decent” during the previous few weeks, but she was determined to find something that day. She went into the dressing room and tried on a purple two-piece suit that I’d found on a rack. She was skeptical—she never wore fitted jackets, and she wasn’t a huge fan of purple—but I pushed her to  try it on, and when she did, I thought it looked lovely. The cut of the jacket created a nice waistline, and the color was so pretty against her skin and her dark hair.

“I don’t know,” she’d said doubtfully.

“Buy it,” I told her. “It looks really nice.”

She bought the suit and wore it—beautifully, I thought. But months later, when we shopped for her mother-of-the-bride dress for my own wedding, she chose a pale green dress with a big swath of cloth that draped across the middle. “I never liked that purple suit,” she told me. “I let you talk me into it, and I felt awful in it. This is better. No one can tell what’s under it.”

Her words stung. Didn’t she know how nice I thought she looked that day? I’d certainly told her, and I wouldn’t lie to her. But my words didn’t matter, and I should have known that they wouldn’t. I can’t ever remember my mother receiving a compliment about her appearance that she didn’t quickly brush off. Growing up, I was well aware of the fact that she didn’t like the way her body looked—and other people’s words to the contrary were simply not to be believed.

It was a lesson I internalized early. My whole life, I listened to her criticize her own rounded middle. To Mom, loose-fitting clothes were a means to hide the flaws she saw in her figure; the excess weight she carried was a source of shame. She rarely bought new clothes for herself, preferring instead to hide under big T-shirts. And she refused to wear shorts, much less a swimsuit, even on the  hottest days of the summer. She was too ashamed of what she thought were her less-than-perfect, “sticklike” legs.

I hated hearing her talk like that. And I hated seeing her hold back—sweltering in jeans in the heat of summer, never going for a swim, not graciously accepting a compliment on a dress that everyone else thought looked lovely on her. After all, she may have been carrying a few extra pounds in places, but she wasn’t obese; she probably weighed about 150 pounds. Still, my mother always told me, “If you think you’re fat, you are.”
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If you think you’re fat, you are. Those words echoed in my head as I left the store with Faith that day.

“Mom, how come you never buy anything for yourself? ” she asked as we walked to the car.

“I don’t know,” I lied. “I’d rather spend money on you and Evan.”

I smiled at her, and she smiled back. But something in her eyes told me she already knew the truth—and I suddenly imagined her in a store dressing room with her  daughter someday, remembering my unwillingness to treat my “imperfect” body to something new and struggling to appreciate her own because of my example.

I didn’t want that for her. But after years of believing that only girls and women with “good” bodies—you know, the ones that lacked the flaws I saw in my own—were  entitled to show off their figures with stylish new clothes, I wasn’t sure how to change my behavior.

It wasn’t long after that incident in the store dressing room that I was presented with the opportunity to write  Shape magazine’s Weight-Loss Diary column. Here was my chance, I thought. I’d finally take off the extra pounds I’d packed on and whip my body into the best shape it had ever been in. It was an incredible opportunity, but I worried about the effect it might have on me. I’d flirted with an eating disorder as a teenager, and the prospect of tapping into those feelings again—that delicious power you feel when the pounds come off—scared me a bit. I wasn’t sure I could trust myself not to go down that road, and I knew I didn’t want my daughter to see me like that. But in spite of my fears, something told me I should do this, that I should make every attempt to conquer my body demons so that my daughter could see what it was like to be a grown woman who liked what she saw in the mirror.

I also knew that losing weight was about much more than my vanity. I’d lost my mother three years earlier. At just sixty years old, her medical problems weren’t based in weight, although carrying extra pounds certainly didn’t help her health. But her early death (and that of her mother at the age of sixty-three) was a constant reminder to me about the value—and the fragility—of good health. As a grown woman and a mom, losing weight wasn’t just about looking better for me; it was  about trying to be around long enough to play with my grandchildren.




Mom Sets the Stage 

I find it pretty ironic that the very thing I was so conscious of while growing up—the fact that my mom didn’t like the way her body looked—still managed to play itself out in my own behavior when I became an adult. During my year writing Shape’s Weight-Loss Diary, I worked with a life coach, Pavitra Ciavardone, whose job it was to help me address some of the psychological barriers that were standing between me and weight loss. I worried that exploring some of these barriers would be all about blaming others, something I didn’t want to do. My issues were my own. But as I reflected on my relationship with my mom, what I had to acknowledge was that, yes, I had been shaped by her feelings about her body, just as she had been shaped by those of her mother. (My maternal grandmother died when I was just three, but I know my mother grew up feeling that thinking too much of yourself was a great character flaw. My grandmother referred to her own shape as a “barrel on two sticks” and often criticized her rounded middle.) I soon realized acknowledging that body feelings often travel down the generational chain wasn’t about blaming but about understanding—an understanding that helped me see I could choose to let go of the body image “lessons” I had learned.

Although there’s no denying the magnetic pull of the patterns and behaviors we learn in childhood, we aren’t destined to automatically pick up the body baggage that our mothers carried. Recognize the power you have as a mother in molding your daughter’s self-image. What you say about her body and about your own will ultimately help shape her adult feelings about who she is.

“Mom is the rule,” says Dr. Laura Jana, a pediatrician and author of Food Fights. “Yes, the media and magazines and all those things can have a very big impact on body image. But as your daughter’s mother, you have the potential to have an even bigger impact.”

According to Melissa Kirdzik, a registered dietitian (my dietitian during the Weight-Loss Diary column), you can lay the groundwork for a healthy body image in your girl by conveying feelings, not judgments, about your own body. “Instead of saying, ‘I look fat,’ it’s better to say, ‘I don’t like how I feel,’” she says. So when I took on the Weight-Loss Diary, I tried to help Faith understand that my wanting to lose weight wasn’t about wanting to look like somebody else. We talked about good health and the fact that getting to a lower weight was healthier for someone my height. But I knew I had to be honest with her about the whole picture, too. I told her that growing up, I’d always felt like my mom wasn’t comfortable in her own skin and that because she wasn’t comfortable, it made her sad. I told her I felt sad sometimes, too, because I didn’t feel that I was the best me I could be. She seemed surprised; to her, I’m just Mom,  and she thinks I’m beautiful because she loves me. But I explained that it’s how I feel that’s important—and it was important to me to feel healthy and good again.




A Link in the Chain 

Talk to just about any woman, and you’ll quickly find that she has a mother (or grandmother) story when it comes to body image. After all, our moms teach us what being a woman is all about, including the importance—or unimportance—of our appearance. “I think my mom hated her body,” says thirty-five-year-old Traci. “To her, appearance seemed to be everything. If someone popped in on us and her hair was in a scarf, she wouldn’t answer the door. She’d have us hide and be quiet.”

Traci tells me her mom’s example has definitely played itself out in her own life. “I’ve skipped parties because I didn’t feel good about myself,” she says. “And I didn’t tell the fitness instructors or personal trainers at the gym that I was working on my personal trainer certification because I’m still a little embarrassed that I don’t have a six-pack or superthin thighs. I didn’t want them to think, ‘Are you kidding? You, a personal trainer?’”

Traci’s certainly not alone in her experience. Whether your mother felt great about her body or hated everything about the way she looked, you can bet that her example played a powerful role in shaping how you feel about your body today. It’s no different when it comes to you and your daughter.

Nancy, age forty-one, knows all too well what it’s like to grow up with a mom who hates her body. Her mom dieted constantly and controlled what Nancy and her sister ate, too, for fear that they’d “get fat.” For years, Nancy watched her mother punish herself with four-hour workouts and a fasting program that sometimes had her eating only on weekends. During puberty, Nancy began to put on weight herself, and by her freshman year of high school, Nancy—who remembers wearing a size 8 or 10 then—was begging her mother to send her to a weight-loss camp that she’d found in the back of a teen magazine. Her mother agreed. “At that point in time, a little bit of chub and you were fat,” she says, reflecting on the fact that her mother would agree to send her to a weight-loss camp when she wore a size 8. “My mother was always on a diet; she was always measuring or watching. When I look at pictures of myself from high school now—I mean, I was overweight, but I wasn’t big by any stretch of the imagination. But I considered myself completely un-dateable, and I pinned all my self-esteem on somebody else’s opinion of me.” It was an opinion that Nancy carried with her for years.

Today, Nancy sees the absurdity in thinking that at a size 8 she was too big. She once questioned her mother about why she’d been so critical of her weight and controlling of what she ate. Her mother’s answer was simple: “You weren’t heavy then, but I wanted to keep you from getting heavy.”




Dealing with the Legacy You Inherited 

Understanding our role in shaping our daughters’ body image can be a painful process because we’re forced to examine our own body image legacy—particularly if that legacy wasn’t positive.

“I never realized how much power you have as a parent,” Carolyn, age forty-eight, tells me, recounting that more than any other lesson, her mother taught her that it was “bad” to be fat. “I never really got that until I had my own kid.” Today, Carolyn says she works hard to shield her twelve-year-old daughter, who struggles with her weight, from insensitive comments that the older generation of her family will sometimes make. “I’ve forbidden all discussion of her weight,” she says. “There’s no teasing, no pinching, no nothing.”

Many adult daughters have a moment of recognition in which they see a glimpse of the girl their mother once was. Sometimes it’s witnessing an exchange between your mom and your grandmother, and getting a truer sense of the dynamic your mother lived with as a daughter. Sometimes it’s hearing your mom share a painful memory from her own adolescence and suddenly knowing that the pain of that experience has colored her exchanges with you. Or it’s simply coming to understand the vulnerability that harsh self-criticism—or criticism of you—often masks. These moments of recognition can help to heal stormy mother-and-daughter relationships. They can also  give us a greater window into understanding the foundation of our own body image.

Taking on the Shape project was my attempt to get things moving in the right direction for Faith—and for me. I wanted her to see me commit to taking care of my body. I wanted her to see me healthy, strong, and proud of it, not miserable about everything my body wasn’t. But mostly, I wanted to reconcile my own feelings about my body so that I wouldn’t hand them off to her.

It’s not always easy; you can’t just snap your fingers and make habits you’ve lived with for years simply disappear. But it’s not as difficult as you might think, either. It’s about recognizing the moments when a subtle shift—a slightly different choice—will make all the difference to your daughter—and to you.




Fake It ’til You Make It 

We can’t control what we look like, but we can change our attitude about it.
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