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A note from the authors


We live in ever-changing times and sometimes life can be tough. We’re constantly being pulled in different directions and can struggle to cope with the pressure that we’re put under by external factors and, most importantly, by ourselves. With greater choice comes greater responsibility and occasionally this can be a breeding ground for insecurity, unhappiness and self-doubt. There are very few people (if any at all) who feel they operate perfectly in their work, relationships and life in general. Most of us could use some help now and then – a nudge to show us how to improve our self-esteem, to change our approach to life and to feel more content. All too often we can feel we don’t measure up, either to other people or to a mythical ideal we hold in our heads.


The This Book Will series aims to help you understand why you feel, think and behave the way you do and then gives you the tools to make positive changes. We’re not fans of complicated medical jargon so we’ve tried to make everything accessible, relevant and entertaining as we know you’ll want to see improvements as soon as possible. We draw on our professional experience and the latest research, using anecdotes and examples which we found helpful and hope you will too. Titles are split into particular subjects such as happiness, body image, mindfulness and stress, so you can focus on the areas you’d most like to address.


Our books are based on a Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) framework. CBT is an incredibly successful treatment for a wide variety of issues and we’re convinced it will help you to cope with whatever you’re facing.


Within all of our books you’ll regularly come across diagrams called mind maps. We use these to illustrate how your thoughts, behaviour, mood and body are all connected. Filling these in will break any problem down so it doesn’t seem overwhelming, while laying out options for making changes.


There are strategies and checklists throughout, to guide you through the practical steps of improving your body image and self-confidence. We’ll make it easy for these changes to become part of your routine because reading the theory is only going to get you so far. The only way to start feeling beautiful is to put everything you learn into practice, changing how you feel about yourself and how you experience your day-to-day life.


You can choose to feel better and live life differently and this book will show you how.


Good luck! Let us know how you get on by contacting us on our website: www.jessamyandjo.com.
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Introduction


You may have heard the phrase ‘beauty is in the eye of the beholder’ before and dismissed it as a well-meaning platitude to perk up someone feeling a bit insecure about their appearance. Well, what if you were the ‘beholder’ and the beauty in question was your own? In your own eyes, how do you measure up – do you consider yourself beautiful? How about reasonably good looking? Or average? Or even OK?


Chances are your answers are along the lines of: ‘Well, I might be if I lost X amount of weight/had a different nose/got rid of this scar/didn’t have acne.’


How you view yourself, how you see yourself physically, can affect your emotions, thoughts, behaviour and body. Needless to say, if your opinions are negative – if you don’t feel you’re up to scratch or believe you’re lacking physically in some way – it can shape your whole world. That’s not an exaggeration. Feeling insecure in your appearance can inhibit what you do, say, think and the choices you make.


Unfortunately, more and more people (both men and women) are feeling dissatisfied with how they look. Recent research found that 90 per cent of British women experience body image anxiety, 50 per cent of girls who smoke do so to suppress their appetites and 69 per cent of men ‘often’ wish they looked like someone else. These statistics should be shocking, but, sadly, they’re not. Chances are you picked up this book because you suffer from physical insecurities that affect your life or you know someone else who does. Which, in a way, is sort of good news. No, really, it is – because it means you’re not alone. Feeling low, insecure, angry, ashamed or embarrassed about how you look can be exceptionally lonely, but please be reassured that how you feel is a totally normal response to external and internal pressures. You’re not bad, wrong or weird for feeling the way you do. Knowing other people are going through the same thing won’t inspire any high-fives or merry jigs, but it should puncture the loneliness a bit.


Most of the views we hold about our appearance are unfair, unrealistic and unhelpful, but we’ve become so attached to them we consider them absolute truths. We are too ugly, fat, thin, scrawny, big, tall, short, hairy, bald or gangly. We dismiss anything that points to the contrary and only ever focus on totally nonsensical ‘evidence’ that backs up our views (‘She’s staring at the huge gap in my teeth’, ‘I didn’t get the job because I don’t look the part’).


This brings us to the second bit of good news: there are loads of ways to combat these negative impressions and to create a much healthier and realistic view of yourself. By challenging these thoughts, changing your behaviour and actively pursuing a healthier body image you’ll feel more confident, self-assured and happier with how you look and life in general. Which is where this book comes in.


Why choose this book?


If you want straightforward advice on how to feel happier and more confident in your appearance, then this is the book for you. There’s no airy-fairy gibberish or whimsical fancy, just practical strategies that are proven to work, explained in a simple and, hopefully, fairly entertaining way, with relatable real life examples.


It can be alarmingly easy to accept body image anxiety as a permanent fixture in your life, but that’s an awful plan. Believing you’re not attractive enough or that you have an inescapable physical flaw can be hugely debilitating because your body is with you forever – you can’t swap it or shape-shift like an alien. Everyone suffers from insecurities about their appearance sometimes – everyone. Yes, even that supermodel living next door. Having occasional worries is totally natural – it’s when those thoughts start to dictate your decisions that something needs to change. Learning to accept and, yes, even appreciate the body you’ve got will do wonders for your self-esteem and your confidence in other areas of your life too.


How it all works


This is a manual on how to battle body image demons and how to feel more beautiful. That means you’re actually going to have to try the strategies and techniques we suggest, investing time and energy into them. There’s no point skim-reading everything and thinking, ‘Well, I still hate my ears’. Of course you do! You’ll only alter ingrained thinking and behavioural patterns by actively trying to alter them.


We’ll be using a Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT) framework, which is explained in more detail in Chapter 2. Focused on problem-solving, it’s a brilliant and highly effective approach to dealing with any difficulties you may be experiencing in the here and now. It will allow you to break issues down in simple ways so they become less all-consuming and more manageable. The tools CBT will give you are for life, there’s no time limit, so you can use them whenever you need to.


How to get the most out of this book






	Read the chapters in numerical order as each one builds on the last. Once you’ve got the hang of it you’ll be able to dip in and out as you need


	Try all of the strategies rather than just picking and choosing (the strategies are all identified by [image: image]). They are proven to work – we’re not asking you to do them just for a laugh. You might be surprised at which ones work for you and which ones you’re good at. By trying them all you’ll be giving yourself a better chance at improving your body image long-term


	
Practise! Old habits are hard to break and many of the beliefs you have about how you look, and behaviours associated with those beliefs, have been built up over years and years. You’ll need to practise to ensure your new ways of thinking and acting become second nature. Some of what we recommend may be tough, uncomfortable or strange to you, but don’t be discouraged. Keep at it and you’ll soon see results


	Buy a new notebook and dedicate it to this book. We’ll be asking you to note things down or draw things out and this is an integral part of the process. Writing things down aids memory and makes things more ‘official’ in your own head. Also, it’ll be really motivational to flick through previous notes and see how far you’ve come








Feeling bad about how you look shouldn’t limit what you do in life or clog up all your headspace. You absolutely can and will feel more confident and happy with your appearance if you really invest time and energy in changing how you view yourself, no matter how long you’ve felt insecure or what’s happened to you in the past. Just by picking up this book you are making a positive statement of intent: I want to feel better, I want to accept myself and I will.
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Why Do We Hate the Way We Look?




Why are so many of us consumed by how we look? How do these thoughts affect our lives? This chapter examines the root causes of body image insecurities so you’re in a better place to start tackling them.






Uncomfortable in our skin


The Oxford English Dictionary defines ‘beautiful’ as ‘very attractive’ and ‘attractiveness’ as ‘pleasing or appealing to the senses’. But who or what decides whether you qualify? Let’s get this straight from the start – it is an unarguable fact that different people find different things beautiful and/or sexy. There is no ‘right’ way to look. What people are physically drawn to is shaped by their childhood, their cultural background, their friends and families, popular culture and their own personal desires. However, it is another unarguable fact that a general consensus can be formed within different countries, cultures and societal groups that says looking a certain way is desirable, be it short, tall, skinny, curvaceous, pale, dark, heavy, athletic, hairy or hairless. And these generally accepted beliefs fuel body image anxieties.


What is body image?


‘Body image’ refers to the beliefs you have about your physical appearance. It’s your internalised view of yourself – how you look to yourself and how you imagine you look to other people. It includes:






	How you perceive your body visually


	How you think and talk about your body


	Your sense of how other people view your body


	Your sense of your body in physical space (‘I’m taking up too much room’)


	Your level of connectedness to your body, i.e. whether you feel your body is a key part of ‘you’ (yourself as a person) or merely a vessel that gets you from A to B








Body image can be positive, negative or somewhere in the middle. It can also vary over time in response to a life event or a dramatic change in your physicality (for example, having a baby, becoming ill, having an accident, or putting on/losing lots of weight).


When you have a realistic perception of your body, you’re more likely to have a positive body image. When what you think you look like matches how you actually appear to others, your body image tends to be positive because you’re not harbouring unrealistic fixations on so-called ‘flaws’.


Do you have body image anxieties?


Ask yourself the following questions:






	Do I spend a great deal of time focused on one particular aspect of my appearance (‘I hate my big forehead’)?


	Do I feel this part of my body is flawed in some way and that it needs to change to become acceptable (‘I need to do lots of sit-ups to tone my flabby stomach’)?


	Do I make an effort to hide this ‘flaw’? Do I constantly think about how to improve it?


	Do others try to reassure me that I look fine (though I find it hard to believe them)?


	Have I considered surgery?








If you answered yes to any of the above questions, you may be experiencing body image problems. It’s important to keep in mind, though, that caring about how you look isn’t bad. It’s very rare to meet someone who couldn’t care less about their appearance. Looking after your body is a key part of feeling good about yourself both emotionally and physically. We all feel insecure about our appearance at times; it’s completely natural. However, it’s when this insecurity becomes permanent and all-consuming that things need to change.


Negative body image can inspire distorted perceptions of size, shape and ‘acceptability’, both subjectively (how you see yourself) and objectively (how you believe others see you). People with negative body image tend to feel their physical ‘flaws’ are a sign of personal failure and a symptom or cause of unhappiness in their life (‘Everything would be better if I was thin’). Their physical self is intrinsically tied up in self-worth and they can end up putting themselves down in all aspects of life because of it.


Here are common areas of fixation for people with body image issues:






	Facial features: nose, eyes, eyebrows, lashes, hair, ears, mouth, teeth or lips


	Face shape


	Weight: feeling you’re too fat or too thin


	Muscles/build: believing you’re too flabby, not toned enough, overly well-built or not well-built enough


	Skin: acne, spots, wrinkles, stretch-marks, moles or uneven complexion


	Hair: thinning or excessive hair on the head or body


	Genitals: you worry they’re too big, too small or the ‘wrong’ shape


	Particular areas of the body: stomach, breasts, buttocks, arms, legs, hands, feet, neck


	Body symmetry: feeling your body is unbalanced or lop-sided


	Scars on the face or body


	Height: believing you’re too short or too tall








Preoccupations with body image can affect your day-to-day life, leading to unhelpful and distressing behaviours that only exacerbate your fears, such as controlling your diet, using heavy make-up, constantly checking your reflection or defensive body language. (We explain these behaviours and how to combat them in Chapter 3.) All of these take up huge amounts of time and headspace, having an impact on:






	Family, social and romantic relationships: you avoid going out if you feel you don’t ‘look your best’; you compare yourself to friends and so feel insecure when you’re with them; worrying about your body distracts you from the outside world; you avoid starting new relationships through fear of judgement; you worry about appearing vain or superficial so don’t talk about your anxieties; you dismiss compliments; you believe people don’t or won’t understand your fears


	Work or study: time you spend worrying, checking, grooming eats into time that should be spent working/studying – everything takes longer


	Confidence: being constantly focused on your perceived physical defects can shatter your self-esteem, leaving you feeling low, anxious, ashamed, sexually inhibited or possibly even depressed


	Your wallet: you may spend lots of money on beauty treatments, clothes or cosmetic procedures


	Food and diet: food can play a huge role in your life, socially and personally. You may have your own personal rules for success and failure when it comes to diet (see Chapter 5)


	Exercise: you may exercise excessively, prioritising it over social events, punishing yourself if you mess up your fitness schedule. Alternatively, you may avoid exercise, but feel guilty or ashamed about this








We address all of these things in this book, with simple strategies to start changing negative thinking and behavioural patterns to more positive ones.




Body dysmorphia disorder (BDD)


BDD is a body image anxiety disorder characterised by intense preoccupation (or obsession) with a perceived flaw in appearance. Sufferers’ concerns about this flaw will drastically affect their life and can result in compulsive behaviours and routines (closely related to obsessive compulsive disorder/OCD) such as excessive use of mirrors, skin-picking, withdrawing socially, covering up flaws (with clothes, make-up or hands), spending hours getting ready to go out, changing outfits repeatedly and making constant comparisons with others. It can lead to depression, anxiety, shame, guilt and loneliness, misuse of alcohol and/or drugs, self-harm and even suicidal thoughts.


Approximately 1–2 per cent of the population will be experiencing BDD at any one time and it affects both men and women equally. However, it’s hard to track because sufferers don’t tend to seek help, not recognising it as a psychological problem, instead believing there really is something wrong with their body.


If you believe you might be suffering from BDD please see your GP as well as continuing with this book. The strategies we recommend will complement more specialist treatment.





Beauty is a social and cultural construct, meaning the parameters for physical attractiveness vary greatly according to the current era and trends. So, taking on board the fact we’re all different and are attracted to different things, why do so many of us dislike or, yes, even hate, the way we look?


What and who decides whether we’re beautiful?


Our visual culture


Trends come and go, but when the media, the fashion industry and advertisers latch onto a certain look, or when a celebrity comes along who captures the collective imagination, it affects us all. Now more than ever we live in a visual culture. Whereas in previous centuries you’d only be aware of the ‘beauty ideal’ if you had access to poetry, theatre or art, nowadays pictures of what’s deemed to be physically aspirational are unavoidable. Even if you hid in a cave for a month you’d inevitably find a tatty old gossip mag to flick through with snaps of ‘CELEBS LOOKING FABULOUS!’ splashed across the cover.


Advances in technology, instant access to the internet, advertising and social media ensure we spend our lives digesting countless images of what is considered currently ‘beautiful’ whether we want to or not: that guy looking moody on the perfume advert, the woman in a bikini pointing at the sunset, the kid with the blindingly white teeth eating a yoghurt. While we’ve become savvier about media manipulations, this doesn’t mean they don’t work their way under our skin. Yes, we can recognise when an image has been edited or ‘photoshopped’, but then you’re left asking why.


We’re also encouraged to live our own lives online via photographs and constant status updates on social media sites, which can aggravate existing feelings of insecurity.


Normalisation of plastic surgery


Lunchtime Lipo! Divorce Pick-Me-Up Nose Jobs! Through media stories, celebrity endorsements and TV make-over shows, plastic surgery has become normalised when it’s actually a pretty drastic method of ‘physical betterment’. It’s now viewed as a viable and affordable option for those with physical anxieties. While many surgeries do offer comprehensive psychological evaluations before allowing new patients to undergo treatment, sadly many places don’t. Many people desperately low in confidence and self-esteem are trying to ‘fix’ their insecurities through surgery, rather than investigating the far more important issue of why they feel the way they do about their body.


Fad diets


We discuss fad diets (and why they don’t work!) in depth in Chapter 5, but for now suffice to say that the very fact diets are so popular proves how they’re both driven by people’s desire to look different and at the same time perpetuate the self-doubt cycle. The more you focus negatively on your body, the worse you feel about it. You’re told that change is achievable and so if you can’t, or don’t, achieve it you feel like a failure and quickly turn to the next diet or ‘quick fix’. These patterns of thoughts and behaviour can turn into a vicious circle (see diagram).


[image: image]


Fictional heroes (television, film and books)


As a kid you no doubt rooted for the stunning princesses and charming princes over the ugly witches. In films, beautiful women and dashing heroes rule the day, while villains are often ugly or disfigured. Also, while things are gradually changing, accusations of ageism have been rife in the television and film industries for years, aggravating our fear of getting older – that we should avoid it or try to reverse it at all costs.


Childhood beliefs


If Barbie were life-sized she’d have a 76 per cent healthy body weight, that is, she’d be in hospital. Yet, why wouldn’t you believe Barbie’s perfect when she has such a great life and gorgeous man-friend, Ken? Why wouldn’t you associate beauty with good and ugly with evil when that’s what all the fairy tales say? Why wouldn’t you think fashion models and shop-front mannequins have ideal figures when they’re all over the high street? (Just so you know: if standard-sized mannequins were real women they’d be too thin to be able to bear children.)


When you grow up you accept what you’re told because you have no basis for comparison. Our beliefs and impressions of the world and our view of ourselves and others are formed and developed in childhood. These beliefs tend to be centred around ideas of self-worth, achievement, acceptance and lovability. At five years of age children begin to recognise judgements, right and wrong, what’s considered acceptable and what isn’t. By seven years of age, they begin to show body dissatisfaction. And then come the teenage years – a minefield of potential insecurities – when bodies change, develop and sexual attraction starts.


If your parents or friends had body image insecurities themselves and/or had a disordered relationship with food, this will have affected how you viewed appearance, food and mealtimes as you grew up. Similarly, if you were ever teased about your appearance it might have instigated beliefs that will have affected your adulthood self-esteem. One negative comment can haunt you for years: ‘She’s got a horrible double chin’, ‘His eyes are too close together’. These opinions can turn into facts in your mind (‘My double chin is horrible’, ‘My eyes do look weird’) and form the basis of beliefs you hold about yourself.


Self-deprecation and ‘fat talk’


Everything we’ve mentioned so far contributes to a belief that a certain way of looking is ‘good’ and another way of looking is ‘bad’. This can lead to an assumption that you should apologise for how you look – that you need to acknowledge your faults before anyone else can: ‘I shouldn’t have eaten that’ or ‘I can’t wear my hair up because of my ears’. People can also make excuses for other people’s appearance: ‘You wear a Large? Well, that’s only because you’ve got great boobs.’ This assumption that wearing a large size needs excusing in some way fuels the idea of a ‘thin ideal’, the same way that a compliment like, ‘You look great, have you lost weight?’ does, equating weight loss with success and attractiveness.


This is what’s called ‘fat talk’: statements made in conversation that reinforce unfair, unrealistic beauty ideals, inviting comparisons and aggravating body image anxieties. The Centre for Appearance Research (CAR) at University of the West of England found that after three minutes of ‘fat talk’, people’s body dissatisfaction increased significantly.


Survival of the fittest


When we lived in caves, wearing woolly mammoth-skin skirts, our prehistoric brains were focused on finding a mate, belonging to a community and ‘fitting in’. Losing the protection of your tribe was a life-or-death situation. We may have fancier homes and clothes nowadays, but those same concerns still drive us. Our fear of rejection and desire to belong fuels body image anxieties. It taps into our survival-of-the-fittest psyche, making us compare ourselves to others to see how we measure up.


Stress and unhappiness


Your appearance can become the focus of your attention if you’re feeling under pressure or are unhappy in other aspects of your life. If you’re emotionally distressed your body becomes an easy focus because it’s always there and you can control how you treat it. It’s easy to start thinking ‘Life would be better if I was more attractive’, but your quests for physical perfection won’t fix things, because you’re not dealing with the real underlying issue (i.e. a stressful job, a family problem, a disagreement with a friend or a health issue). As long as that problem remains you’ll just keep moving the goalposts regarding your appearance (‘I’ve lost half a stone and still feel rubbish – if I lose another half stone I’ll feel better’).


The thing we all forget about ‘attractiveness’


Appearance matters and there’s no point pretending it doesn’t. How you represent yourself physically is the first account of yourself you give when meeting new people. However, it’s not just your physical appearance that people are drawn to. We can get so caught up in how we look that we forget we’re a whole package. You could look like a Greek god or goddess, but if you’re rude and obnoxious you may tick the ‘visual’ attractiveness box, but you’ll get big fat crosses everywhere else.


Attractiveness incorporates all of the below as well as appearance:






	Manner (polite, shy, quiet, loud, out-going or introverted)


	Style (clothes, haircut, make-up, jewellery and tattoos)


	Confidence (whether you appear self-assured, happy within yourself)


	Character and personality


	Body language (defensive or ‘open’)


	Sense of humour


	Intelligence








In a culture fixated on looks, these things often get forgotten or relegated to the ‘less-important’ pile, but what you think about someone’s physical attractiveness changes as you get to know them. Someone who might not be considered ‘conventionally’ attractive can become incredibly so when you’re laughing at their thigh-slapping jokes. In the same way someone you wouldn’t normally fancy can inspire an all-encompassing infatuation when you realise how kind, generous and confident they are.


It’s human nature to want to be the best you can be and appearance plays a big part. People want to look their best and why shouldn’t they? However, when thoughts and worries about appearance take up all your headspace and curb your enjoyment of life, it’s time to take action. If your dreams for a better life centre on improving your appearance you’ll never fully appreciate what you have and what’s happening now.


Your life is being damaged not by your appearance, but by the way you feel about it. Research shows the way someone feels about their looks has a far greater effect on their quality of life than how they actually look. For example, you may feel the mole on your face is ruining your life when in reality no one else cares at all (no offence). Recognising this difference (how you look versus how you feel about how you look) is the first step to feeling more beautiful. Your body’s not holding you back; how you feel about it is. You can change unhelpful, destructive thoughts and behaviours so you feel happier, more content and at peace with your body and therefore life in general. Your appearance shouldn’t define who you are; the strategies in this book will ensure it doesn’t.



[image: image] Why do I want to feel beautiful?


In your notebook write down your answers to this question. (Writing down your answers is crucial. It’s all too easy to think, ‘I’ll just remember them’ – you won’t. Give these answers the attention they deserve.)


Here are some ideas to help you consider your motivations. I want to feel beautiful because:






	I want to feel more confident socially/at work/in my relationship


	I want to feel good about myself and within myself


	I want to feel more energetic rather than lethargic and sluggish


	I want to feel happier


	I want to accept myself and stop feeling that I need to change


	I want a healthy sex life/I don’t want to be scared of sex


	I want to stop going on diets/obsessing over food


	I want to stop comparing myself to everyone else


	I want to stop feeling I’m not good enough


	I want to feel excited about life


	I want to wear clothes I like, rather than ones I feel I should wear


	I want to be less self-conscious


	
I want to feel more in control


	I want to do all the things I keep putting off through insecurity








Once you’ve completed your list type it up and print it out, pin it on the fridge, stick it to your mirror or on the inside cover of this book! The more places you have it the better. Set a time to read it every day. Put a reminder on your phone or write it in your diary so you don’t forget. Read it whenever you’re struggling with self-critical or negative thoughts or when you fall back into old habits.


*


Review: This strategy is key to fighting fears or insecurities that may appear during the course of this book. You’re doing something new and battling thoughts, beliefs and behaviours that have been entrenched for years. Sometimes you may want to give up and go back to where you feel ‘safe’– hating your weight/nose/legs or going on another diet. Whenever you feel that way, look at this list and remind yourself why you’re doing this and all the things you have to gain by feeling good about yourself.




Thoughts to take away


✓  Your looks do not define you


✓  Fostering a healthier body image by challenging negative thoughts and behaviours will make you feel more confident in all aspects of your life


✓  Writing down your reasons for wanting to feel beautiful will motivate you whenever you slip into old, unhelpful patterns
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