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Introduction

Thinking yourself gorgeous is about how you feel about yourself - in other words: it’s about your self-esteem. So what is self-esteem, apart from being an annoying buzzword that perhaps your parents and teachers keep banging on about? Well, in a nutshell it’s a term that describes how you feel about yourself, both on the inside and out. It includes how you feel about your body: do you love your bits or loathe your looks? Your personality: are you kind and sensitive or downright mean and nasty? Your intelligence levels: are you a natural genius or an exam loser? Your talents: do you have heaps of them or none whatsoever? The more positive your estimation of yourself, the higher your esteem will be, but on the other hand, the more negative your estimation of yourself, the lower your confidence in yourself will be.

Of course, having good self-esteem and liking yourself ‘warts and all’ is not really as black and white as the above - or rather it shouldn’t be, because none of us is 100 per cent perfect or 100 per cent rubbish at anything (even if the latter sometimes feels that way). The problem is that when you’re hitting your teen years, life often feels negative in every way. So, if you’re someone who is wracked with self-doubt about everything from your looks to your abilities, and you feel that you’re not good enough, pretty enough or smart enough, then rest assured, you’re normal.

The problem is that low self-esteem is a multi-layered difficulty and one that not only makes us feel terrible about ourselves but also affects our choices and behaviours in the outside world. It can hold you back from being happy; it can stop you from doing what you want in life; it can make you be horrible to the people you love; and it can make you vulnerable around the people who you should tell to get lost. If you have low self-esteem it’s likely you also: 
• Put yourself down all the time.

• Find you are scared to try new things.

• Believe you don’t have any talents.

• Hold back for fear of messing up.

• Find you are too afraid to assert yourself.

• Often blame others for your problems.





It may seem unimportant to worry about how you feel, but in reality it’s essential, because the way you judge yourself now, and the behaviours you adopt to cope with this, set the stage for your adult life. That’s because if you feel unworthy and unimportant as a teen, it’s likely you’ll carry these feelings and behaviours into your grown-up life. By comparison, if you improve your self-esteem, it will help you to make good choices, limit risky behaviour, and generally look after yourself in every way possible, now and in the future. What’s more, it will protect you from feeling inadequate and unworthy, and also help you to stand up to peer pressure so that you can do what you believe is right.

Self-esteem is, of course, a massive umbrella term that includes confidence, body image and also self-belief, and, as a result, it’s affected by a variety of factors such as who you hang out with, what boys you like, the celebrities you admire and even who your parents are.

Television programmes, adverts, DVDs, films, music and magazines also all add to the mix, sending out images and ideas that are often virtually impossible to live up to (more on that later). On a logical level, it doesn’t take a genius to work out that it’s stupid to let our feelings about ourselves be affected by these things, but the truth is it’s impossible not to let the outside world affect our internal world.

This is where Think Yourself Gorgeous comes in. This is literally your guide to how to feel fantastic about who you are, right now. It’s about finding the great bits in you while fightingyour negative demons. It’s also about facing the practicalities of life as a teenage girl, such as how to deal with puberty, stand up to the cliques, battle mean girls and deal with the people that dominate your world and influence your thinking.

As daunting as the above seems, you can get to grips with low self-esteem and be happier and less anxious - and it’s easier than you think. Get there and you’ll like yourself a lot more, be a better friend, feel gorgeous - and, best of all, feel strong and more content with who you are. You’ll be able to stand up to people who make you feel bad and know that whatever others say to you, when it comes down to it you always know yourself best.

So, remind yourself as you work your way through this book that you’re tackling the hard stuff, the painful stuff and the annoying stuff because you deserve to feel gorgeous and wonderful and fabulous.

You deserve to be able to look in the mirror without going, ‘Yuck!’ and most of all you deserve to like who you are inside and out. Learn to like yourself in this way and I guarantee it will make you more gorgeous than you could ever imagine.
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Chapter One

Your Changing Body

Some girls love their bodies - and because they feel good about how they look, they ooze confidence. This comes across in everything they do. They are the ones who charge into communal changing rooms to try on clothes, confidently walk about in their underwear post-PE and wear whatever they want to without even considering whether it’s an adequate cover-up or not. They don’t suck in their stomachs at the swimming pool, they happily wear vest tops without worrying about boob spillage, and they don’t sigh loudly when they see what’s in fashion next season. And yes, although some of them have been lucky enough to grab all the long-and-lean genes, some of them haven’t.
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The fact is that some girls just love their bodies, no matter what other people think, and, as a result, their lives are a lot less complicated than our own. Of course, the majority of us don’t feel that way. Surveys show that by the age of 13 years over half of all teenage girls are dissatisfied with their bodies and how they look, a figure that reaches to over three-quarters of girls by the time they are 17 years old.

Look around you; do you really think that that many girls have a reason to feel this way? It’s unlikely isn’t it? In fact, do a quick straw poll of your friends and ask yourself the following:1. How many of your friends moan about their bodies, but you can’t see what their problem is?

2. How many friends complain about a body part that you think looks normal?

3. How many body bits do you feel dissatisfied with, although your friends can’t see that there is a problem?



If you’re someone who feels insecure and dissatisfied about how you look, it’s likely that you can write an essay on all the things wrong with you. Perhaps you’re annoyed that your tummy ripples rather than staying flat, or you are pretty revolted by everything from the shape of your breasts to the size of your bottom. If so, it’s likely you’re the person who struggles to get changed inside a towel after PE, and probably opts for a black all-in-one swimsuit instead of a bikini, claiming you like staying neck-deep in the water all day instead of having fun in the sun.

OK, I’ll admit it: I’ve been describing the teenage me in the section above, but I’ll bet it’s rung a few familiar bells with some of you out there. When I look back now I think, what a waste of effort: spending all day in the water until I had prune-like skin just because I was too afraid to walk about in a swimsuit in front of other people. The heartbreaking part of all this is that I wasn’t alone, because most of my friends were right there in the water with me, covering up and criticising their bodies in minute detail. Looking back I often wondered what they were on about, because to me they looked pretty good, but they were probably thinking the same about me.




It all changes so fast

The point here is that if you currently hate your body, you’re not alone. This is because when it comes to feeling gorgeous, most girls, especially during adolescence, have incredibly conflicting feelings about their bodies. It’s a horrible way to feel, especially if you think back just a few years and remember that you probably didn’t give that much thought to how you looked. So, what’s happened since then? Well, it’s likely that puberty has happened and it’s changed your body and your thinking overnight.

Puberty has a lot to answer for in the self-consciousness stakes. In many ways it’s like a big joke. As your body starts lengthening and widening, and sticking out, your emotions go haywire and you become extra-sensitive and extra-aware. Unfortunately, most of this awareness goes into comparing how badly we fare against other girls and women - and that’s not just your friends and the girls at school, but the thousands of images that we see every day, especially the ones of skinny and perfect-looking models, and celebrities.
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It’s not surprising when you think about it, because what we see not only influences how we feel but also how we behave. So, before you define yourself as too fat/too short/too tall, and so on, you need to ask yourself: how many times have you watched an advert aimed at your age group and been faced with a model who looked like a normal teenage girl - the type of girl who’s also hitting the awkward bit of puberty, and the kind of girl you’re friends with? The answer is probably never, which, when you think about it, is pretty strange in itself.

Worst still, alongside this overemphasis on how we look, comes a fixation with weight and the belief that being thin is better. Many girls believe that being thin is prettier and that thin girls will definitely be more successful. Small wonder, then, that so many girls feel inferior and inadequate. So, if you want to feel good about yourself, it’s vital to understand what’s happening to your body and mind, and to let go of your unrealistic expectations.

The starting point is to get to grips with the process of puberty - not just in terms of the biological changes, but also in terms of how the changes are going to make you feel about yourself, and how they will affect your self-esteem and your confidence levels.




What is puberty? 

Have you found that as your body changes so too have your feelings about your body, your abilities, your intelligence and your social skills? Do the changes of puberty make your body feel stronger or weaker? Do you feel wiser or less of a person? The chances are that whereas you’re wise enough to knowwhat’s happening to your body, the changes have left you feeling more than a little at odds with yourself. Perhaps, you’re wondering who you are and worrying why you feel so awkward and unsure about your looks and personality. Maybe your self-confidence has dropped off the scale and you’re no longer sure what’s so great about being you. You might even wonder what  the point of everything is anyway. If so, welcome to puberty! This may be the physical process that changes your body from a child’s one into an adult one, but it’s also the emotional process that will take you on a rollercoaster ride of highs and lows.
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When does it start?

For girls, puberty usually begins between the ages of 9 and 13, although sometimes it can be earlier and sometimes later, which can be a problem in itself if it’s happening to you. Early puberty is difficult to go through, because it can make you feel awkward and embarrassed. It can even make you feel an outsider among your friends, as your body starts to develop way ahead of everyone else’s. Although you will all obviously equal out in the end, hitting puberty early can feel like a lonely and miserable place to be in. This is partly because it can attract unwanted male attention way before you’re ready to deal with it and also because it can literally make you feel like you’re dealing with things alone.

Late puberty is also very difficult to handle, because it can make you feel unattractive and immature, and that all your friends have left you behind! In reality, though, no one’s laughing or looking at you, whether you start early or late, because the truth is that everyone’s too busyworrying about what’s happening to his or her own body. However, it can help to talk to someone  you trust about what’s happening to you and ask them to help you with small things that can help to make the transition less uncomfortable.
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Coping with the difficulties

Another problem with puberty is boys! This is because boys start puberty later than girls (between the ages of 10 and 15), which is why you might suddenly find that you are taller and bigger than most of the boys in your class - and at the mercy of their juvenile behaviour. The reality is that many boys just don’t know how to handle puberty, because they get even less information about it than girls do.
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So, how is a girl to handle all of this? Well, a good place to start is to understand - and to keep telling yourself - that how you look at the beginning or middle of puberty isn’t how you’re going to end up looking at the end of it. It’s not until you’re around 16 or 17 years old that puberty really stops and your true look and size is revealed. This is why you shouldn’t panic if you’re a head taller than every boy and girl at 13 years old, or if you’re as flat as a pancake at 15 years old.


Trying to see into the future

To get a rough idea of how you’re going to end up looking, take a look at the women in your family. Pictures of your mum, aunts and older sisters when they were teenagers, can give you a hint (notice I say ‘hint’ rather than an ’accurate profile‘) of how you might look, because you share some of the same genes. Genes are made up of DNA, which is passed to you by your parents in the womb. The genes carry information about how your body is going to grow and develop.

This doesn’t mean that you’re going to be a perfect copy of your mum, aunts and sisters, but more that if small breasts/ large breasts/long legs/an athletic build run in the family then there is a good chance you’ll have these too. One quick aside: the one area that you shouldn’t focus on too much is weight, because  this isn’t determined by genetic factors but external factors such as lifestyle and age (see Chapter Two for more on this). Also, if you’re a late or early starter, check when your mother started puberty, because most girls start around the same age that their mother’s did - again this is a genetic factor.




Self-esteem and puberty 

Several studies found that when hitting puberty, girls are likely to experience a crisis in confidence that sees their self-esteem plummet. Before finding out why this happens, find out where you are right now on the puberty and self-esteem scale.


Quiz: Is your self-esteem nose-diving because of puberty?

For the following questions tick the answer that seems closest for you, then add up your scores at the end:1. You win a snowboarding lesson, are you likely to give it a try? a. No way! You’re not falling over in front of strangers! (0)

b. No, you’re definitely not the sporty type. (5)

c. Yes, you’ll give anything a try. (10)



2. Your school’s having a fashion show and needs volunteers to model, are you signing up for it? a. No chance! You’re too fat to be a model and everyone will laugh. (0)

b. No, you know the girls who’ll be chosen, and it won’t be you. (5)

c. Fashion’s not your thing but you’re happy to give it a try as it sounds fun. (10)



3. You’re asked to join the swimming team. How do you feel? a. Over the moon that you’ve been asked. (10)

b. Horrified - you feel too overexposed in a swimming costume. (0)

c. Scared that you’re going to fail and let everyone down. (5)
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4. When you were eight years old were you: a. Braver than you are now? (0)

b. More popular than you are now? (5)

c. Sillier than you are now? (10)



5. How do you feel about eating in front of other people you don’t know? a. You hate it, so you never do it. (0)

b. You tend to censor what you eat, so that people don’t judge you for it. (5)

c. It doesn’t bother you at all. (10)






Scores

0-15 Nose-diving esteem

Your self-esteem has taken a serious nose-dive and it’s likely the start of puberty has made you feel vulnerable, exposed and on show to others. Perhaps someone is judging you harshly or perhaps you’re doing it to yourself, but the resulting effect is that it’s making you shrink inwards, and basically holding you back.

 



20-35 Wavering esteem

Your self-esteem has taken a battering and it’s wavering between being too low and being OK. What’s holding you back is the fear that people won’t like you if you show them the real you and that somehow you’re simply not good enough.

 



40-50 Strong self-esteem

Well done! You have a healthy self-esteem, you’re not too scared to try something new, and not too worried about what others think. You know what you like and you’re not afraid to stick to your guns, and be who you are.


Puberty can make you miserable

For most girls, misery and dissatisfaction with their body and who they are starts at puberty, because one of the first signs that puberty has arrived is a sudden spurt in growth, both in height  and weight, and the start of breast development. This means that whereas you might once have looked like everyone else you know, suddenly you’ll have breasts that are noticeable, and curves around your hips and thighs, caused by your body laying down fat. Apart from being alarming, these are difficult changes to come to terms with, especially if you liked they way you looked before, and you don’t feel ready to be this new person. All of this is made worse by internal and external factors such as:


How your hormones influence your thinking

During puberty your hormone levels surge and fall daily to accommodate the many bodily changes going on. This is why you may feel like crying one minute and laughing another. It’s a bit like having permanent PMS for three years (see Period Issues on page 25 below for more on this). It’s completely understandable why you swing rapidly from one emotion to another. The solution is to go with it: be nice to yourself (that is, give yourself a break for feeling this way) and sometimes just have a good cry so that you can feel better. The good news is that you are not going to feel this way forever.
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Puberty is such a public process

Another problem is that puberty is a very obvious and public process, and, as a result, you’ll feel sensitive to what others say and think about you. Although that’s totally understandable,  there is also a very annoying number of adults who will comment and say insensitive things like: ‘Goodness haven’t you got big?’, ‘Gosh, that’s a big spot’ and ’Should you be eating that?‘ - and then they wonder why you’re upset. The solution is to tell people that they are hurting your feelings and not let them get away with insensitive comments about your body. The reality is that adults really should know better, and if you don’t feel you can speak up, ask your mum to have a quiet word. If she’s the culprit, remind her how she used to feel, and tell her how the teasing is getting you down.


The changes of puberty are uncomfortable

Growing taller, having to deal with breasts when you had none before, and feeling that your body is doing things without your permission are just some of the reasons why you might feel at odds with your body. Clumsiness is also a by-product of this, especially if you have a growth spurt almost overnight. The solution is to take practical measures; for example, make sure you get measured for the correct bra size (for more on this see Breast Issues on page 18) and if you’re suffering from growing pains (these are totally real, as puberty makes your bones ache) see your GP for advice and help.


Puberty makes you tired

It’s funny, but when you were a baby and going through a growth spurt, the adults around you were likely to be sympathetic to your need to sleep, chill out and relax. It’s a shame they are not so sympathetic when you’re in your teens. The fact is that puberty is exhausting and tiring, which means you really do need more sleep and more downtime. Another reason you need more sleep is because the hormones associated with growth are secreted during sleep at higher levels than when you’re awake (which is why young babies sleep so much). So give yourself a break, and if your parents accuse you of being lazy, point out the above.


Puberty makes you doubt yourself

This is simply because up until now you’ve had about ten years or more to get used to your body, and know inside and out what  it can do, and what you’re good at. At puberty, even though you are still you, a changing body can make you feel vulnerable and insecure. This might make you start doubting your physical abilities, opting to avoid sport and being less active, because it makes you feel clumsy and exposed. The solution is to remember that everyone is going through the same thing, and if you don’t fancy the sports you used to do, try to find something that suits the new you instead. Why? Well, because studies show that girls who take part in sport (that’s ‘take part’, not necessarily ‘excel’ in it or win a medal) have more body confidence and higher self-esteem than those who sit on the sidelines every week pretending they have their period.




What to expect - the physical changes of puberty 

While you may know some of the changes to expect with puberty, you probably don’t know all of them and exactly why they happen. This section is designed to reveal all and at the same time help you to feel reassured by what’s happening so that you don’t feel freaked out, scared or worried.


Puberty and the fat factor


Puberty growth fact: during puberty your head, hands and feet are the first things to grow. Then your arms and legs grow, and finally your torso and shoulders catch up with the rest of your body.


Gaining weight for many girls is the main fear with puberty, but it’s an exaggerated one that is often fuelled by peer pressure and what we see on TV and in magazines. The truth is that during the four years that puberty lasts, you will become 25 per cent taller and this height growth is accompanied by an increase in weight. Weight gain is a perfectly normal part of puberty, because without it your body cannot grow taller, develop breasts, or trigger your first period.
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During puberty you’ll gain about 18kg (40lb), which sounds a huge amount, but the weight gain consists of muscle, bone and organs as well as fat. To get an idea of what this means, take a look at a seven- or eight-year-old and compare the difference in their size and body shape to a 15- or 16-year-old. You’ll see how the weight gain is about growth and not about getting fat.
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