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Body Image Basics
Definition: “Body image consists of your personal relationship with your body—encompassing your
perceptions, beliefs, thoughts, feelings, and actions that pertain to your physical appearance.” Cash, T. F.
(2008). The body image workbook: An eight-step program for learning to like your looks. Oakland, CA: New Harbinger Publications.

◦ Thus, interventions to improve body image focus on thoughts, feelings, and behaviors.
◦ Interventions can include metaphor, positive affirmations, mindfulness, media literacy, fat acceptance

Positive Body Image is

◦ having a peaceful relationship with your body
◦ body neutrality

Positive Body Image is not (necessarily)
◦ perfect
◦ #bodypositivity
◦ body love

The Academy for Eating Disorders lists the treatment of body image as an equally important as weight
restoration for full recovery from eating disorders. AED Report. (2016). Eating disorders: A guide to medical care. Academy for Eating
Disorders.
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Fundamental Areas of Healing
1
Exposures

2
Increase media
literacy

3
Fat acceptance

4
More than a
body

5
Empowerment
through activism

6
Positive body
image heritage

Exposures
(SIMILAR TO ERP FOR OCD)
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Beauty Aids
Each layer we use to enhance our beauty increases our
distance from others.
Vulnerability is key to positive body image.
Find a balance of self-care between not caring for body and
vanity/insecurity.
Limit body checking. Set a timer to limit how long you will
spend getting ready.
Wear the first outfit you try on.

Body Image Challenges
Practice going without some part of your appearance done
up the way you normally do it
For example:
◦
◦
◦
◦

no make up
wearing tighter clothes or shorter clothes
going without shapers or spanx
wearing hair a certain way

Start in a safer environment, then work up to being in public
Can be done as a group activity or individually
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Show Up
Commit to going to places and events that you have avoided in the past
Feel the fear and do it anyway
Fake it ‘til you make it
◦ Acting confident in your body will help lead you toward true confidence. “Acting” is a choice to practice
confidence.

Get comfortable with being unpolished

Compassion over Comparison
Vimalakanthan, K., Kelly, A. C., & Trac, S. (2018). From competition to compassion: A caregiving
approach to intervening with appearance comparisons. Body Image, 25, 148-162.
Tested effects of 3 conditions on body dissatisfaction, restrained eating, and ED comparisons
over a 48 hour period:
◦ Caregiving
◦ "In this compassionate mindset, shift away from seeing this person as a competitor, or someone who looks better than you, but
instead focus on the fact that you are both human beings....“
◦ “May you be well.” “May you be happy.” “May you be free from suffering.”

◦ Competition
◦ Making downward comparisons by identifying domains other than appearance in which you are better than this person

◦ Control (distraction)
◦ Counting backwards in threes from 50
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Compassion over Comparison
Results:
“For women with higher levels of social comparison orientation, the caregiving intervention led
to lower body dissatisfaction, restrained eating, and eating disorder-related comparison
orientation….”
However, those who are less oriented toward comparing themselves to others, the competition
condition was more beneficial. This could be because of the novelty of the idea, or that making
comparisons is a less harmful process for this group. Even so, we don’t know long-term effects
of comparison, and those would most likely be harmful.
This is the first study to demonstrate that cultivating compassion for other may benefit one’s
own body image and eating disorder-related behavior.

Body Scans and
Body Mindfulness
Starting in a comfortable position and breathing deeply,
imagine your body in your mind’s eye, paying attention
to each part of your body and sensations—hot/cold, light
pressure/firm pressure, pain/no pain, tense/relaxed.
Work your way from head to toe (vice versa).
Look at your body in the mirror, dressed down to your
comfort level. Practice looking at each part of your body,
noting its appearance without judgment, focusing on
function.
You can make up your own or check out ALSANA’s Body
Embrace program and Kristin Neff’s Compassionate Body
Scan
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Media Literacy

Media Literacy
Media literacy is the ability to ACCESS, ANALYZE, EVALUATE, CREATE, and ACT using all forms of
communication.
Strong evidence that media literacy can prevent eating disorders and disordered eating.
◦ Smolak, L., & Levine, I. R. (2006). The prevention of eating problems and eating disorders theory, research and practice. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum
Associates.

Use the following questions to deconstruct ads or commercials.
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Media Literacy
Questions
Specifically for
Body Image

https://mediasmarts.ca/body-image/media-education-and-body-image

Unattainable Ideals of Beauty
PHOTOSHOPPING

PLASTIC SURGERY
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Is it sexual
objectification
or not?
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Social Media Studies
Hogue, J. V., & Mills, J. S. (2019). The effects of active social media engagement with peers on
body image in young women. Body Image, 28, 1-5.
◦ Interacting with an attractive peer on Facebook and Instagram for at total of 10 minutes had worse
body image afterward.
◦ Peers within 5 year younger or 5 years older are the most influential on body image
◦ Those interacting with family members had no change in body image.

Mills, J. S., Musto, S., Williams, L., & Tiggemann, M. (2018). “Selfie” harm: Effects on mood and
body image in young women. Body Image, 27, 86-92.
◦ Posting selfies (of face) to social media caused women to feel more anxious, less confident, and had
worse body image. This was true for those who could retake and retouch their selfies and those who
did not edit their selfie before posting.
◦ Frequently taking selfies could be considered a body checking behavior.

Curate Social Media
Throw out magazines
Stop watching harmful TV shows
Give feedback on ads that pop up
Stop following accounts that are disrespectful about bodies and challenge your progress in recovery
◦
◦
◦
◦
◦

Thinspiration or glamorizing the thin ideal
Fitspiration or extreme exercise
Fat Talk
Diet or “lifestyle change” or selling products to change your appearance
Objectification and sexual objectification

Do follow accounts that promote body respect and positive body image
Pay attention to what you post on your own social media—does it focus on appearance or
experiences?
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Fat Acceptance

Weight Stigma
(Fatism)
Discrimination based on weight is as common as
discrimination based on race and age, and more prevalent
than that based on sexual identity, disabilities, and
religious beliefs.
Latner, J.D.; O'Brien, K.S.; Durso, L.E.; Brinkman, L.A.; MacDonald, T., Weighing obesity
stigma: The relative strength of different forms of bias, International Journal of Obesity 32
(2008) 1145–1152.
Puhl, R.M.; Moss-Racusin, C.A.; Schwartz, M.B., Internalization of weight bias: Implications for
binge eating and emotional well-being, Obesity (Silver Spring) 15 (1) (2007) 19–23.
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Decreasing Fat
Phobia
Get comfortable with“Fat”—preferred
by HAES and NAAFA
◦ Bacon, L., & Amphramor, L. (2014). Body
respect: What conventional health books
get wrong, leave out, and just plain fail to
understand about weight. Dallas, TX:
BenBella Books.

Challenging one’s own discriminatory
or stereotypical beliefs about fat
bodies increases body image.
(Because often the body image issue
has roots in the fear of fat).

Raegan
Chastain
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Haley MorrisCafiero
What thoughts come to mind about
the woman in this picture?
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FAT QUIZ—T or F?
1.

You can have fat on your body without having fat in your arteries.

2.

You can have fat in your arteries, without having very much fat on your body.

3.

Thigh and hip fat are associated with lower rates of cardiovascular disease and diabetes,
especially in women.

4.

People who are “overweight” but who do not diet have less risk of cardiovascular disease,
diabetes, and other conditions associated with obesity than people who engage in yo-yo dieting.

5.

"Overweight" people live longer than "normal-sized" people.

6.

"Overweight" adults who exercise are healthier than thin people who do not exercise.

7.

The health problems associated with obesity may result from dieting.

8.

No study has ever shown that weight loss extends life.

9.

Most people regain the weight they lose even if they continue their diet and exercise programs
because of their biological make-up.

More Than a Body
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So…What?
When having a bad body image day, or when clients “feel fat”, it’s not about their body. It’s
about whatever is going on underneath.
◦
◦
◦
◦

Recognize body image insecurity
Identify underlying emotions and/or relationship problems and/or current stressors
Connect to core issues
With this information, what’s going on beneath the surface that’s manifesting as poor body image?

Like a house
Sometimes people believe that having a better house would
change their behavior. “If I just had a bigger kitchen, I would
cook more.” “If I had a more stylish house, I would host more
parties.” “If I had a washer and dryer by my bedroom, I
would do more laundry.”
It’s possible to cook more, host more parties, and keep up
with laundry in your current house.
Just we can improve our lives without having a better house,
we can find happiness in our current body.
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My body is a…
Home
Gift
Wonder of nature
Brain bag
Container of my magic
Loyal Companion
Subcutaneous landscape
Instrument, not an ornament

Wholeness Pie
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Wholeness Over
Physical Health

The King’s Dog,
Anita Johnson
Metaphor
From Anita Johnston’s chapter in
Maine, M., McGilley, B., & Bunnell,
D. (Eds.). (2010). Treatment of
Eating Disorders: Bridging the
Research-Practice Gap. Elsevier:
New York.
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The King’s Dog Processing
Who is the…
◦
◦
◦
◦

Dog
King
Baby
Wolf

Takeaways
◦
◦
◦
◦
◦
◦

The ED is a predator.
My body needs time to heal and requires patience and love
My body is my most faithful companion
I thought my body was the enemy, but it was the ED.
It’s no one’s fault that the ED snuck in.
Things are always what they seem.

Empowerment Through
Activism
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The next step involves active creative, well-planned efforts to translate the knowledge gained
from a critical consciousness into activism toward offensive media and into advocacy of
healthier messages. Learning how to create and use media, as well as how to “read” them,
builds and reinforces advocacy skills involving research, problem-solving, assertion, and
communication, as well as expanding the enjoyment and appreciation of media. These are the
same “life skills” repeatedly found to play an important role in the long-term prevention of
substance abuse (Botvin, 2000). (Maine)
Maine, Margo. Treatment of Eating Disorders. Academic Press, 20100908. VitalBook file.
Maine, M., McGilley, B., & Bunnell, D. (Eds.). (2010). Treatment of Eating Disorders: Bridging the
Research-Practice Gap. Elsevier: New York.

Support and Boycott
#mediawelike

#notbuyingit

Aerie

Go Daddy

Darling Magazine

Carl’s Junior

Diversity in media

Victoria’s Secret
Fashion and Celebrity magazines
Diet products

***What would you add?
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Positive Body Image
Heritage

Positive Body
Image Heritage
Heritage (ˈher-ə-tij): something
transmitted or acquired from a
predecessor: legacy, inheritance
We can inherit positive body image
from our parents.
We can be the difference and pass on
positive body image to our children.
We can also spread our positive body
image influence to others through our
example and words.
This is my own concept.
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Body Image
Genogram
1. How does their body look?
2. What thoughts/feelings do they
have about their own body?
3. What do they think about your
body?

Focus on What
Matters
• Write down the 5 people you
admire most
• List the admirable qualities these
people demonstrate.
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Self of Therapist
Be comfortable in your own skin

◦ Mostly positive body image
◦ As a woman in this western society, it’s normal to have insecurities. The important thing is to move past those insecurities without allowing it
to change your direction. Live your life!
◦ ME: Insecurities about being attractive enough to present, but not too skinny or beautiful so that people will take my message seriously.
◦ Be vulnerable with your clients—do body image challenges at work.

Activist

◦ Boycott
◦ Support and sponsor
◦ Media literate

Counter-cultural
◦
◦
◦
◦

No fat-talk
No weigh
No dieting
Fat positive

Practice what you preach
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