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    Introduction


    by Dr. Sara Forman


    You’re not a little kid anymore. When you look in the mirror, you probably see a new person, someone who’s taller, bigger, with a face that’s starting to look more like an adult’s than a child’s. And the changes you’re experiencing on the inside may be even more intense than the ones you see in the mirror. Your emotions are changing, your attitudes are changing, and even the way you think is changing. Your friends are probably more important to you than they used to be, and you no longer expect your parents to make all your decisions for you. You may be asking more questions and posing more challenges to the adults in your life. You might experiment with new identities—new ways of dressing, hairstyles, ways of talking—as you try to determine just who you really are. Your body is maturing sexually, giving you a whole new set of confusing and exciting feelings. Sorting out what is right and wrong for you may seem overwhelming.


    Growth and development during adolescence is a multifaceted process involving every aspect of your being. It all happens so fast that it can be confusing and distressing. But this stage of your life is entirely normal. Every adult in your life made it through adolescence—and you will too.


    But what exactly is adolescence? According to the American Heritage Dictionary, adolescence is “the period of physical and psychological development from the onset of puberty to adulthood.” What does this really mean?


    In essence, adolescence is the time in our lives when the needs of childhood give way to the responsibilities of adulthood. According to psychologist Erik Erikson, these years are a time of separation and individuation. In other words, you are separating from your parents, becoming an individual in your own right. These are the years when you begin to make decisions on your own. You are becoming more self-reliant and less dependent on family members.


    When medical professionals look at what’s happening physically—what they refer to as the biological model—they define the teen years as a period of hormonal transformation toward sexual maturity, as well as a time of peak growth, second only to the growth during the months of infancy. This physical transformation from childhood to adulthood takes place under the influence of society’s norms and social pressures; at the same time your body is changing, the people around you are expecting new things from you. This is what makes adolescence such a unique and challenging time.


    Being a teenager in North America today is exciting yet stressful. For those who work with teens, whether by parenting them, educating them, or providing services to them, adolescence can be challenging as well. Youth are struggling with many messages from society and the media about how they should behave and who they should be. “Am I normal?” and “How do I fit in?” are often questions with which teens wrestle. They are facing decisions about their health such as how to take care of their bodies, whether to use drugs and alcohol, or whether to have sex.


    This series of books on adolescents’ health issues provides teens, their parents, their teachers, and all those who work with them accurate information and the tools to keep them safe and healthy. The topics include information about:


    
      •   normal growth


      •   social pressures


      •   emotional issues


      •   specific diseases to which adolescents are prone


      •   stressors facing youth today


      •   sexuality

    


    The series is a dynamic set of books, which can be shared by youth and the adults who care for them. By providing this information to educate in these areas, these books will help build a foundation for readers so they can begin to work on improving the health and well-being of youth today.
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    Will Everyone Who Likes Their Looks Please Stand Up?


    The radio announcer’s too-cheery voice blared in Jason’s ear. Jason groaned, rolled over, and smacked the clock radio until it fell silent. With one arm bent to shield his eyes from the morning glare, Jason searched in the blankets with his other hand. Finding what he was looking for, he grasped the remote control, turned on the television, and gathered his strength to roll out of bed.


    From the flickering screen, another too-cheery person spoke. The Fitness King of morning television was smilingly guiding his viewers through their “No Pain, No Gain” workout. His muscles bulged, rippled, and glistened as he moved effortlessly on the rowing machine. Jason pulled a pair of sweat pants over his skinny legs but didn’t let his eyes stray from the television screen. He’d only been awake for two minutes, but already Jason felt terrible.


    In the bathroom, Jason brushed his teeth then made a few faces in the mirror. Stepping back, he looked at his chest from different angles. Dissatisfied with what he saw, he flexed his muscles then frowned. His day was getting worse by the moment.


    Back in his bedroom, Jason finished dressing while a commercial flashed across the television screen. “Hate the way you look?” a strong voice boomed. “Tired of those skinny legs and flabby arms? Feel like you don’t have what it takes? Sick of never having a date? You need a total makeover, and we’ll show you how. For a limited time only, for the low price of $39.99, you can get the look women really want.”


    Feeling worse than ever, Jason turned the television off. He thought the commercial was right. He did need a total makeover, and maybe today he would start. Maybe today he would begin lifting weights, running, eating right, and getting new clothes. Maybe then he’d become the person he truly wanted to be.


    Think for a moment about the following statistics. According to studies done by the National Eating Disorders Association, 80 percent of women say they are dissatisfied with their bodies. Similarly, 80 percent of ten-year-old children are afraid of being fat. Unhappiness with one’s body appears to affect younger children as well. A shocking 42 percent of first and third graders want to be thinner. Statistics like these make a striking statement. They say that an awful lot of people in North America dislike their bodies and wish they could change the way they look.
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      Many teens are dissatisfied with their bodies.

    


    Jason is not alone in being unhappy with his looks. Who among us wouldn’t like to change something about the way we look? In North American culture, beauty is highly valued, and if you are like most people, there are probably parts of your body that you wish could be “better.” Perhaps you would like a less-prominent nose or fuller lips. Maybe you wish your muscles were firmer and your shoulders wider. You might give just about anything to have slightly bigger breasts and slightly smaller hips. If you’re like many people, you’re willing to try any and every salve, ointment, and cream to make your skin clear and any diet to lose a little weight.
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        Males as well as females often worry about their physical size and appearance.

      

    


    Wanting to have a beautiful body is a perfectly normal desire, and making improvements to your body can be both physically and emotionally healthy. Liking the way you look can help you feel happy, confident, and outgoing. When you feel good about yourself, you walk taller and smile more. When you don’t like the way you look, you may feel less confident or even wish that you could hide.


    Feeling confident about oneself is incredibly important to a person’s self-esteem and ability to succeed, and feeling good about one’s physical body can play an important role in building that confidence. However, huge numbers of people today have DISTORTED views of what a “good” body is. Many people can’t feel happy about their bodies because they have an unrealistic view of beauty. Especially in your teen years, when there is so much pressure to look good, it can be surprisingly easy to go too far in the quest for the “perfect” body or look. Many teens set UNATTAINABLE beauty goals. They expect too much from their own bodies and demand too much of others’ bodies. As we will soon see, the results of going too far in our quests for beauty can be damaging and irreversible. For many young people, the way they look becomes an OBSESSION, and unhappiness about the way they look causes low self-esteem and despair.


    So if you are a young person who is unhappy with your appearance, what should you do? Perhaps discomfort with your appearance is spilling over into other areas of your life and inhibiting your ability to succeed physically, emotionally, intellectually, or socially. Perhaps you think a makeover, a new you, will make all the difference in the world. Maybe you think that changing your looks will change your life. If this sounds like you, then there are some important things you should consider before taking radical steps to change your appearance.


    What Is a Maheover—and What Do People Really Want from One?


    In North America, makeovers mean big money. Entire industries are based on the idea of makeovers. The average grocery store carries thousands of products that promise to make your skin softer, your hair shinier, your muscles bigger, your thighs firmer, and more. Sitting side-by-side with those products are thousands of books and magazines that promise to reveal the secret of how you can get the perfect body. And who are all these products and publications meant for? Who are these companies advertising for and trying to woo? If you are a teen in North America, then a large number of these products are meant for you. Makeovers are a multi-billion dollar industry, and to the people who stand to make money from this industry, teenagers who feel insecure about their looks and have a little money to spend are the CASH COW.
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      Many products promise to deliver the perfect body—whatever that is!

    


    
      
        THINK YOU’RE NOT IMAGE CONCERNED?


        Try this: Keep track of the time you devote to image in a day. How much time do you spend in front of the mirror? How many times do you fix your hair? How many commercials do you see that advertise beauty-enhancing products? How many magazines do you read that discuss beauty? Now compare the amount of time you spent focused on image to the amount of time you devoted to things like hobbies, homework, or time spent with your family.

      

    


    Why are teens such a promising market for the makeover industry? Because the physical and emotional changes that most people go through in their teen years often cause people to feel self-conscious and uncomfortable with their bodies. This discomfort with ourselves pushes us to seek remedies (often on the grocery-store shelves) for our awkward selves. For example, in your teen years, you are probably making more of an effort to alter or improve your body than you did when you were younger. As a kid, you ran and played games for fun without thinking about the health benefits of this exercise. Now you might run and play sports for the health, fitness, and toned physique the exercise brings. When you were younger, you wore clothes to cover your body and keep you warm. Now you may spend your mornings wondering what outfit will flatter your body’s “good” points and hide your body’s “bad” points. Once an outfit is chosen, you may spend the rest of your morning gelling your hair or putting on makeup. As a teen, how your body looks and feels and what other people think of your body is more important than it is for young kids. Add to this mix the cocktail of HORMONES raging through your body and the TUMULTUOUS emotions they can cause, and you have a recipe for self-esteem disaster.


    Feeling awkward in or dissatisfied with your changing body may leave you wishing you could have a total makeover. But what does the word “makeover” mean to you? When a person says she wants a makeover, does she simply want to improve the way she looks and feels, or does she want something more? When people use the word makeover, they don’t usually mean a simple improvement to the way they look. They usually mean that they want a whole new look, something completely different from what they had before. Many people cannot be satisfied with subtle improvements to their bodies. They want their bodies to be reborn with hard muscles, slim hips, runway-model looks, and movie-star hair. Many people who say they want makeovers don’t want to look like better versions of themselves. They want to look like a whole new person. But where does this desire come from? Why do we feel driven to have makeovers? Why are the improvements that come with good health not enough? Do we really dislike ourselves so much that we need to completely wipe away the old self in order to get a new one?


    Body Image: What It Is and How You Got It


    Every person has something known as a body image, and this body image plays an important part in that person’s life. Your body image is the foundation for how you regard your physical appearance and has a close relationship to how you feel about yourself. Let’s take a closer look at body image, what it is, and how it is formed.
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        Your body image depends only partially on the image you see when you look in the mirror.
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