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Foreword

The Body Image Fix has enabled girls and 
young women UK-wide to talk together 
about their lived experiences of body image 
issues and to share their major concerns 
and proposed solutions with an audience 
of professionals and decision-makers who 
have a special interest in that area. It's an 
issue that I care passionately about and I 
was delighted to co-host, with campaigner 
and actress Melissa Johns, a flagship 
event which marked the culmination of 
workshops with over 300 young people 
across Scotland, Northern Ireland, Wales 
and England. It was a public event with a 
difference because it was the young people 
who took centre stage as the experts. We 
set the agenda and decided what was said.
 
A host of professionals from five key areas 
came to listen to us; policymakers and 
frontline workers from health services, 
education, the media, homes and 
workplaces had the chance to hear our 
personal stories and learn from them. Using 
examples from our own lived experiences, 
we recommended changes that need to be 
made to improve life for future generations. 
Now this report sets out all of our work 
and we ask you to read it, learn from what 
we have said and help us spread social 
change.

It was important to me to share my views 
because I've experienced all sorts of body 
images issues, thinking I wasn't good 
enough for myself or anybody else. I don't 
want anyone to feel like I've felt in the 
past. Many young people with body image 
issues don't get the chance to speak out 
like this, so I want to help them by getting 
my voice heard. 

My body image issues began when I was 
a teenager. Every day I would look in the 
mirror, not with pride but with disgust. I felt 
like I was fat, ugly and worthless. I became 
completely obsessed with losing weight 
because in my head being thinner meant I 
would be happier. I ended up developing 
anorexia and bulimia and I became afraid, 
alone and depressed. I was looking for 
a perfect ideal - like the people I saw in 
magazines - but you can't live up to that 
because it's not real.  

I realised I had to fight to get better. I'm 
back to a healthy weight now and I've 
learned to accept my body type. I found 
ways to keep my mind busy and a new 
purpose. I built my confidence and it made 
me feel alive again. I want to inspire the 
next generation to think positively because 
I don't think many people do. We compare 
ourselves to those we see on the streets, in 
the media, or on Instagram. We're always 
looking to be somebody else and I want 
people to accept themselves, their lives 
and their bodies.

During the Body Image Fix event in central 
London, I heard other young people 
with body image issues talk about how 
they'd been affected. They discussed 
how a lack of diversity in the media and 
casual talk of dieting at home can give 
confusing messages and said that they 
had experienced problems because of a 
disconnect between physical and mental 
health services. They suggested a more 
holistic approach to healthcare and more 
positive role models in the media. 

Personally I'd like to see positive body 
image more widely promoted across 
society for young people. One of the 
solutions we came up with was having 
a disclaimer on photoshopped images 
in magazines, so that we aren't trying to 
live up to something that doesn't exist.  I 
want to inspire other young people to 
feel positive and confident about their 
appearance.

If you work in the areas of health, 
education, media or support people at 
home or in their workplaces, please use 
and share this report. Take our voices into 
account and help us to bring about the 
changes we're asking for. 

By Shannon Finan, 24, Coventry

Shannon Finan



5GIRLS 'FIXING' BODY IMAGE ISSUES

Executive Summary
More than 300 girls and young women 
aged 16 to 25 across the UK have stood up 
to be counted; they have spoken candidly 
about their lived experiences of body image 
and self-esteem issues because they want 
to help others. They are optimistic and 
ambitious about their own futures but they 
have identified pressures which are peculiar 
to young people in 2018 and they see a 
need for us all to understand more about 
what they are going through if we are to 
help future generations.

This report accompanies a dedicated 
microsite fixers.org.uk/fixingbodyimage
which houses new interactive content, films 
and other multi-media tools, as an open-
source dedicated digital space, enabling 
everyone to benefit from the work of young 
people who have become Fixers, to work 
on issues of body image and self-esteem. 
We hope you will help us share the content 
and evidence to a wide audience ensuring 
reach into education and health networks, 
across public, private and voluntary 
sectors.

In relation to education, and particularly 
time at secondary school, the girls and 
young women who took part are calling 
for changes to help them achieve better 
results in the classroom but also be better 
prepared for further education and adult 
life in work. They particularly cite a need 
to hone their creativity before entering 
employment and say that overly draconian 
rules, especially in relation to dress codes 
in schools, are a key obstacle. Further, 
they are calling for mental wellbeing to be 
better addressed early in primary school 
classrooms and more specialist support 
on hand so that they can become better 
equipped to cope with the scrutiny and 
pressures of life permanently online. What 
is more, the #metoo generation is calling 
for a shift in emphasis, as they see it, from 
pressure on girls to be demure to males 
showing more restraint and respect. 

When it comes to accessing healthcare, 
little has moved on in five years, it seems, 
since Fixers' last wide-ranging evidence 
gathering from young people on mental 
health. In 2018, a comprehensive refresh 
of mental health training for all medical 
professionals is still as essential as ever as 

girls and young women across every region 
of the UK describe widespread failures in 
treatment, understanding and compassion. 
They are calling for holistic, tailor-made 
approaches to their care which encompass 
alternative therapies and allow essential 
early interventions.

Life for girls and young women at home, 
socialising with friends and dating is a 
complex world where body image and 
self-esteem issues are impacting on 
their physical and emotional wellbeing. 
In much of their contributions, there are 
themes which can be said to have been 
identified by generation upon generation 
before them. But in a context of rising 
mental health conditions being diagnosed 
and a recognition of the importance of 
good mental health, their testimonies are 
important in understanding the pressures 
which are peculiar to girls and young 
women in 2018. Specifically, they want 
support and advice for parents to manage 
their own body image issues and not 
imprint them on the next generation.

Life online and its impact on the body 
image and self-esteem of girls and 
young women is a significant chapter 
in which they call for celebrities and all 
media channels to take responsibility for 
the damaging 'unattainable aesthetic' 
being peddled all day, every day; they 
describe The Kardashians as a by-word 
for body negativity. The importance of the 
recommendations here are underlined by 
girls saying we cannot yet possibly know 
how new media is impacting on their 
mental health.
 
Finally, their first forays into employment 
are highlighting environments which are, at 
best,  ambivalent to their concerns around 
body image and, at worst, outright hostile. 
They cite examples of sexual discrimination 
and harassment and call for employers, 
trade unions and regulators to give serious 
consideration to their ideas for change 
to culture and practice at work which will 
support younger employees in the future.

Names have been changed but this report 
is an authentic snapshot of what girls are 
saying today. They ask you to use their 
recommendations.

http://fixers.org.uk/fixingbodyimage
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             Body image wasn’t talked about at 
school. I didn’t learn how to love myself, 
but we learned maths.  We couldn’t talk on 
an emotional scale - it was too curriculum 
heavy. I’m still learning to love myself at 24. 
 
“ “

DRESS AND APPEARANCE

Girls and young women across the UK are 
concerned that school uniforms and dress 
codes are stifling their identities and killing 
their self-expression and point out they 
would be better prepared for college life, A 
levels and employment if they could stretch 
their creativity muscles from a younger age.

There were some who pointed out 
that uniforms made school life a more 
democratic and settled experience by 
relieving the pressure to choose what to 
wear, but by far the majority called for more 
flexibility and choice around clothes and 
make-up which would allow them to feel 
more comfortable in education, especially 
during secondary school years.

This majority pointed out that they still 
compared themselves to each other in 
'badly fitting' and costly uniforms and that 
girls growing up in the #metoo world felt 
'sexualised' by teachers who imposed 
'gender based' uniform policies in often 
draconian ways. Across all regions of the 
UK, they reported indignation at being told 
that how they dress is a distraction to male 
students and teachers and suggested a 
better approach would be to get to the root 
of the problem and educate boys on how to 
better behave and show greater respect.

They suggested that wearing a uniform 
could feel 'like wearing someone elses' 
clothes' and a more relaxed approach to 
appearance would lead to greater levels 
of comfort, concentration and improved 
results.

Finally they pointed to double standards 
which allowed staff to wear the very things 
they were not and felt they would be more 
willing to accept rules if they were common 
to staff and students.

SCHOOL DRESS CODES ARE KILLING 
OUR CREATIVITY

Girls and young women are concerned 
their identities are being stifled by having to 
adhere to strict uniform codes and this is 
impeding their ability to develop creatively.

"At my school there was a really strict 
uniform policy. It made me feel really fat 
and self-conscious. It was like wearing 
someone else's clothes. I think make-up 
can be positive - it can be artistic. It can 
be an expression of who you are. It makes 
you feel comfortable as yourself." Heather, 
Glasgow

"The education system has dress codes. 
At school a girl can't wear a skirt shorter 
than her knees or jewellery or tight trousers 
because it'll distract the boys. Being 

GIRLS’  
BODY IMAGE

Education

Imogen, Coventry



7GIRLS 'FIXING' BODY IMAGE ISSUES

taught that you have to wear a uniform is 
preventing young people from freedom of 
expression. When A Levels and University 
hit you're told you need to think creatively 
and express yourself. Young people don't 
have any idea how they're supposed 
to do that because they had to wear a 
uniform.  You can't challenge the teachers, 
so at work you can't challenge your boss 
because you don't know how to. If you're 
at work and there's something wrong 
you're just a bystander and you do nothing 
about it."  Aisha, Halifax

"At school a boy was sent home for 
shaving his hair and a girl was sent home 
for dyeing her hair. I know the idea is that 
when you go to work you have to follow the 
rules. But I don't think it's the same. I think 
you can be more yourself when you go to 
work. So I don't get it." Leigh, Macclesfield

"We didn't roll up our skirts to impress 
anybody at all they were just too long and 
looked ugly. One of my friends was always 
self-conscious about her skin so she would 
always wear make-up to school. The 
science teacher used to tell her to take it off 
all the time. So she used to skip that class 
completely and hide in the toilets. How is 
that good for learning? If we have a second 
piercing so what? It doesn't affect our 
learning." Elise, Manchester

"You can't have different coloured hair or 
piercings at school. It makes you feel less 
confident because you can't be who you 
are." Jackie, Swansea

"I had bright green hair. I went to work 
and my boss was fine with it. At school, 
they wouldn't be. It doesn't make sense. 
They used to give us make-up wipes if we 
went to school with make-up on." Helene, 
Macclesfield

"Even when you're wearing school uniform 
you can still look at a girl and think 'she 
looks really nice in her school uniform and 
I look like a frumpy loser.' People always, 
always compare themselves to other 
people. It's just how we work." Sophie, 
Canterbury

"At college you can be yourself as you 
are allowed to wear what you want. At 
school, it's like you have to be the same 
as everyone else so you can't express who 
you are. By sending you home for having 
different hair or wearing make-up that 
disrupts your education not the other way 
round." Sally, Wakefield

"We're going into jobs where your boss is 
saying that they want creative ideas, but 
right through education you've been told 
'you can't wear that because it's not what 
we want." Colleen, Howarth

"They come up with rules about hair colour 
and other things because they think it 
will affect how the school looks. It won't 
affect your exam results. Guys wore their 
trousers so low you could see their pants 
but that didn't seem to matter. If your skirt 
was too short, it really did matter." Georgia, 
Macclesfield

DON'T SEXUALISE US WITH 
DRACONIAN RULES

Girls and young women have reported 
feeling sexualised by draconian ways in 
which uniform policies are imposed and 
feel the emphasis needs to change away 
from their appearance and onto male 
attitudes.

"Our teachers demand our skirts cover our 
knees. They seem to see skirts as sexual 
and a 'distraction' to boys. It's like they're 
saying we are dressing 'provocatively'." 
Olivia, Portstewart

"SLT (school leadership team) in my school 
would be walking around in their yellow 
jackets forcing people to take off their 
make-up or making sure they had the right 
uniform." Poppy, Wakefield

"Some of the rules that schools have 
about skirt lengths is silly. In our school 
it had to be 5cm from your knee, which 
was ridiculous. When you're in year 7 you 
just do it, but as you move up to year 9 
onwards you start to care more about 
what you look like and it gets annoying. I 
remember one time in class one of the male 
teachers got us all to stand up and unroll 
our skirts to make them longer because he 
said it was making him feel uncomfortable. 
It was really weird because him saying 
that made us all feel uncomfortable." Elise, 
Manchester

"At my school, teachers used a colour card 
to see if you had too much make-up on - 
but that made it like a public humiliation." 
Maggie, Glasgow

"A lot of teachers were distracted by short 
skirts but that's their problem. We shouldn't 
have to wear trousers, you should have a 
better mind-set." Becca, Canterbury

GIRLS’  BODY  IMAGE  IN  EDUCATION
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"At my school one of the teachers actually 
went around taking photographs of 
trousers that were too tight. I thought that 
was a bit creepy." Molly, Wakefield

"I think it should be more about educating 
the boys on how not to look at women 
because they're completely sexualising 
them." Phoebe, York

"At school, they used to make you bend 
over to see if your skirt was too short." 
Suzy, Macclesfield

"Girls weren't even allowed to take 
their jumpers off at my school." Chloe, 
Macclesfield

"One day a friend of mine came into school 
with earrings on and she got told off, but 
a boy came in with a teardrop tattoo on 
his face and absolutely nothing happened. 
Even in P.E the girls had to wear the full 
uniform while the boys were allowed to 
wear joggers." Louise, Manchester

"Feeling comfortable in yourself can have 
massive effects on concentration and 
attitude and confidence. We should be 
allowed to wear uniforms in a way that 
makes us feel comfortable." Meraid, 
Birmingham

"Teachers say 'make-up distracts boys', as 
if their behaviour is our fault. It feels like a 
blame mentality directed at girls." Rianna, 
Portstewart

BE OUR ROLE MODELS

Girls and young women would like to see 
more equality in dress codes which apply 
equally to school staff as themselves.

"At high school, I found it unfair that the 
teacher could express herself with a 
piercing but I had to take mine out. They 
could wear make-up and have their nails 
done. But they wanted us to all look the 
same. If there are going to be rules, they 
should be the same for everyone." Malinda, 
Crewe

"Some of our teachers wear short skirts. 
But nothing is said about that." Vicky, 
Portstewart

"They even got us to roll up our sleeves 
to see that we were not wearing any 
bracelets. This was a real issue for girls 
who were self-harming because it was 
really embarrassing." Lisa, Manchester

RECOMMENDATIONS:

Greater flexibility in school dress codes 
would allow creativity to flourish, 
improved concentration and better 
prepare them for life beyond school 
corridors. This would address their 
concerns that their identities are being 
stifled, and they still compare themselves to 
each other and compete over appearance 
while wearing school 'badly fitting' and 
costly uniforms.

Don't sexualise us; educate boys and 
men on how to behave around girls and 
women. Girls report feeling sexualised by 
draconian ways in which uniform policies 
are imposed and feel the emphasis needs 
to change.

New shared dress codes which students 
and staff draw up and sign up to. They 
say girls would more happily accept 
policies if school staff were better role 
models in their appearance.

BODY IMAGE PRESSURE, BULLYING 
AND MENTAL WELLBEING

Girls and young women are putting 
themselves under scrutiny and pressure 
from primary school - and as young as five 
years old - to look good and fit in. They told 
us they are not prepared for puberty and, 
most sobering, that 'everyone wants to be 
someone else.' 

To address this they call for a shift from 
'old cultures' where mental wellbeing is 
not addressed in education, in favour of 
academic attainment - as one, they say, 
cannot thrive without the other. They 
envisage self-esteem workshops would 
help them cope with the pressure of 
body image issues they are experiencing 
which could be delivered by mental health 
professionals. These, they see, as being 
an essential addition to traditional PSHE 
classes which, in their experience, have 
concentrated too heavily on academic and 
practical skills as well as safety messages 
around sex and drugs and are also 
delivered 'once in a blue moon'.

They are calling on educationalists to 
recognise that the 21st Century blight 
of body image issues begins in school, 
although not necessarily caused by school, 
and can last into young adulthood. They 
regard teachers as under-qualified to deal 
with the issue and ill equipped to manage 
the resulting bullying issues.



9GIRLS 'FIXING' BODY IMAGE ISSUES

To offer support on 'today's issues' and 
help them help themselves, girls and 
young women ask for an integral focus of 
teacher training and ongoing professional 
development to be on students'  self-
esteem and emotional wellbeing. This, they 
hope, will allow teachers and school staff 
to feel better prepared to deal with body 
image issues and challenge stereotypes 
early in education.

In addition, they say specialist support 
which is currently on offer in education is 
scarce and they would like to see greater 
investment in counsellors, student welfare 
officers and school nurses. This specialist 
support needs to be present, available 
and accessible and they are calling for text 
and phone access across the education 
sector to become consistent best practice. 
They also recommend practical, low-cost 
solutions to include posters in highly visible 
places like toilets, therapy drop-in sessions 
and external specialists with experience 
of coping with body image issues to give 
talks.

EVERYONE WANTS TO BE SOMEONE 
ELSE

Girls and young women are calling for 
discussions which will help them cope with 
the scrutiny and pressure they are putting 
themselves under regarding body image 
from a young age.

"School was really forced and fake. It 
makes you feel like you have to make 
yourself look amazing every day." Jeanie, 
Glasgow

"At school, you had posh girls, chavs, 
emos etc. It all depended what group 
you were in. Other girls try to knock your 
confidence - they judge how you look or, if 
you're confident, then they just call you a 
slag." Joanna, Inverness

"Everyone wants to be someone else." Zoe, 
Feltham

"Schools do not understand that body 
image issues can start as young as five. We 
are aware of our bodies and of how other 
people look; your brain is already starting 
to make these links. In schools they are 
teaching kids about healthy eating. I ate 
cake and custard every day at school and I 
was not obese. Kids are no longer allowed 
to be kids and eat cake and custard every 
day.' Rosie, Durham

"It's both guys and girls judging you - but 
girls are more about trends and fashions 
so being judged for what you wear or how 
you look is more important to girls." Lucy, 
Swansea

"Even at primary school you start to think 
about your body shape and get an idea 
of what you should look like." Heather, 
Glasgow

"I've had massive issues with eating but 
because I'm not super thin people thought I 
was fine and brushed it off. People need to 
know that stereotypes are not ok." Corinna, 
Monmouth

"Girls are very judgey about each other... 
fat or slim. It's not a problem created by 
boys." Leigh, Macclesfield

"We need self-esteem workshops and 
mental health talks." Jude, Portstewart

"I went to an all-white school in South 
Wales where I was the only black person.  
I straightened my hair until it broke off.  
If body positivity was in my head from 
a young age I think it would have been 
better." Scarlett, Abercarn

"I think body image should be taken more 
seriously as a subject in general. I think 
people just think of it as being insecure, but 
it can affect you and makes you feel like 
you're out of control, so you do resort to 
desperate measures to gain control. It can 
lead to severe health complications, eating 
disorders and suicide and a lot of mental 
health issues are escalated with it." Kim, 
Canterbury

"People do not understand the scrutiny we 
put ourselves under." Bryony, Stockton

"It [body image] can be anything. You might 
be concerned about your hair but someone 
else is concerned about their weight. 
Everyone has their own issue." Mandie, 
Feltham

"Some people at school were quite 
competitive about how they looked; whose 
eyeliner was more freaky, that sort of 
thing. Girls don't support each other. They 
compete." Maisie, Macclesfield

OUR ISSUES START IN EDUCATION

Girls and young women recognise teachers 
are hugely influential in their lives and 
they are concerned that they are not well 

GIRLS’  BODY  IMAGE  IN  EDUCATION
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prepared to support students' mental 
health concerns. They would like to see 
ongoing training for school staff so they 
can help girls and young women develop 
an armoury of coping mechanisms.

"We have PSE lessons once in a blue 
moon but everyone forgets about it by 
the next day. I think they need to be a bit 
more regulated so people remember what 
happens. Discussions about different types 
of sexualities and people with different 
bodies like transgender people and people 
who are asexual could help. I think if people 
understood it more I wouldn't have been 
bullied as much for being non binary or 
asexual - I wouldn't have been asked what 
genitals I have at least. There was stuff that 
went on with me during puberty that I didn't 
know would happen that wasn't mentioned 
during my sex education lessons." Petra, 
Swansea 

"If you study sport there is this stereotypical 
view on how people should look. You have 
to be in good shape. This can put bigger 
people off from even considering studying 
this subject." Yvonne, Macclesfield

"In school kids were nasty about my 
lazy eye so when I turned 16 I had an 
operation to fix it. I was told [medically] I 
didn't need it, there was nothing wrong. 
It never bothered me in primary school 
but in secondary school people started 
pointing it out and it became an issue. So I 
had the operation to make it better." Jane, 
Newcastle

"I do not remember a time at school when 
I was not bullied (because of how I looked). 
I was pushed out of my chair on a number 
of occasions and the kids would say I fell. 
Teachers never supported me." Darcie, 
Portsmouth

"My body issues started in education. It is 
not because of education but that is where 
it started. I was bullied in secondary school; 
remarks were said to me about being fat 
and people used to mistake me for a boy. 
School was hard. I never felt like I fitted in 
anywhere. Schools do not encourage you 
to be who you are and they do not talk 
about these issues." Kristy, Reading

"School is where my eating disorder came 
from. I was bullied throughout school. I 
never knew why. I needed to find some 
kind of control and losing weight became 
control." Rosie, Durham

"I had an afro growing up and people used 
to laugh at it and say it looked like broccoli. 
The teachers wouldn't say anything, maybe 
because they didn't know how to address 
such an issue without being offensive. For 
a long time I felt like I wasn't heard, and 
even now I feel like that. Even when I had 
teachers who were compassionate and 
good who would try to advise me, they 
were always so fearful... You're told you 
can't hug or touch someone so they're 
scared." Shona, Liverpool

"Self-harm is everywhere and the teachers 
don't even realise it's serious." Sarah, 
Plymouth

"Even though we don't want to say it, at 
one point self-harm was a fashion trend, I 
know somebody who told me, 'I tried it and 
it wasn't for me.' I was doing it every single 
day but I didn't get help because I didn't 
want people to think I was doing it for a 
fashion trend. I wanted people to notice 
but I didn't want anyone to ask me about 
it. I know teachers saw it and didn't say 
anything. If people asked, I'd make-up a 
really bad lie. It was obviously a lie and not 
very believable but that was it. That was 
enough to stop the conversation." Helene, 
Macclesfield

"We got weighed in primary school. There 
were teachers in that room. It felt weird. I 
don't know why we had to be weighed and 
our height measured. I don't think it was 
really necessary to do that. I was 10 or 11 
years old and it has stuck with me until 
now. There wasn't an option to say no. I 
remember feeling awkward about my size. 
I'd see girls in dresses and think 'I'd look 
fat in that.' I used to look at pretty girls and 
get really upset." Malinda, Crewe

"I had a friend who had her ears pinned 
back at 10 years old. She'd been bullied 
and it did stop after her operation. For a 
10 year old to have surgery to look better 
is on the boundary of what's acceptable/
unacceptable." Dawn, Newcastle

"I was bullied through high school and 
really struggled with it. It wasn't until I was 
23 that I got over the body image issues I 
had because of the bullying. It carries on 
with you for so long and holds you back 
from doing so many things." Colleen, 
Howarth

"I think we need more awareness of school 
nurses. In our school we do have one but 
no one knows where it is or who we speak 
to." Phoebe, York
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"Encouraging training for teachers around 
the topic of self-esteem, wellbeing and 
overall mental state in all students within 
schools. Teachers don't always have 
enough time to talk so having someone 
from the outside to talk to would be easier 
and take away the worry of other people 
being involved." Harriet, Carshalton

"Teachers wouldn't let you go pee even 
when you're on your period so girls would 
bleed through their uniform.  A friend got a 
detention for taking her bag (with pads in) 
to the toilet with her." Alexe, Swansea

"You get taught about puberty and sex 
education, I think body image should be 
in there too. It's important, it's real stuff 
because it affects your self-esteem and 
that can affect everything else. If you don't 
fit in, it can affect your learning." Malinda, 
Crewe

SUPPORT SERVICES ARE TOO FEW 
AND FAR BETWEEN

School nurses and counsellors continue 
to be high on the list of priorities for girls 
and young people. While they may have 
had access to such support staff in their 
education, they are concerned that there is 
insufficient investment to ensure they are 
effective in supporting students with body 
image and self-esteem issues.

"No-one knew she existed [the school 
nurse] so they obviously didn't go... at 
college the counsellor can be contacted 
over the phone or by text. It's more discreet 
and accessible." Astral, Macclesfield

"There was a six month waiting list for a 
counsellor at my school.  I waited, had 
two weeks of sessions, then the head of 
year, who hardly knows me, went behind 
my back to tell the counsellor I was ok 
and should stop coming because it was 
interfering with my lesson time." Corinna, 
Monmouth

"There are specialists at school to talk to 
but they are always busy and it makes 
it difficult to seek help. You would never 
know there was a student welfare officer. 
Texting might be a more discreet way of 
doing it." Kat, Macclesfield

"Teachers have so many people coming up 
to them to voice opinions; it's hard for them 
because they don't really know whose 
opinion to take. They're here to teach, they 

don't really see their job as being here 
to counsel. How can they help us when 
they don't really understand?" Maisie, 
Macclesfield

"We have therapy training drop in sessions; 
Monday you can go along if you want 
to talk about autism and Wednesday is 
self-harm and mental health. You can go 
in and speak to other kids in the school 
about it. It's a good way of doing it. You 
get to know people and they feel stronger 
for being a group. It's all anonymous too 
so your teachers don't find out. They 
gossip and tell each other. Unless a teacher 
has experienced it, they won't really 
understand." Chia, Plymouth

"We had a school nurse at our school, but 
as time went on, she started coming in less 
and less. In the end she would only come 
into school if you were pregnant." Lisa, 
Manchester

"We did have counsellors at school, but we 
didn't know how to get to them. I asked to 
see a counsellor, the head of year said she 
would get back to me, but I never heard a 
single thing back for the rest of the year." 
Scarlett, Abercarn

"I'm concerned about the student to 
counsellor ratio. My college does have a 
counsellor but they work one day a week 
and they've got about 9,000 students. 
There's not enough time for that counsellor 
to see every student that needs the 
services." Molly, Wakefield

RECOMMENDATIONS:

Regular and consistent PSHE classes 
to tackle body image and self-esteem 
alongside practical, academic and safety 
issues. Girls and young women are calling 
for discussions which will help them cope 
with the scrutiny and pressure they are 
putting themselves under regarding body 
image from a young age.

Teacher training to include compulsory 
self-esteem and wellbeing modules. They 
see teachers as hugely influential in their 
lives but currently under qualified to help 
them build their own coping mechanisms.

Specialist support in schools, colleges 
and universities which is present 
available and accessible. They may have 
had access to school counsellors or nurses 
in theory but report they were not actually 
available to be seen.

GIRLS’  BODY  IMAGE  IN  EDUCATION
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Girls and young women are still facing such 
delays to treatment for eating disorders 
and other body image related health 
conditions, that their health and wellbeing 
is described by them as under threat. Care 
is still so disjointed that once again, they 
are reiterating a critical need for holistic 
approaches and tailored treatment plans 
to overcome the persistence of health 
professionals relying on arbitrary physical 
criteria to assess conditions.

Waiting lists are too long so girls and young 
women are repeating calls made five years 
ago for alternative therapies and support 
groups to fill the void. If mental health 
professionals and support workers had a 
greater presence in schools they suggest 
more preventative work could be done to 
ease the pressure on the overstretched 
NHS. 

In addition, girls and young women are 
concerned about the relationships they 
build, or more accurately don't build, 
with 'remote and dismissive' health care 
professionals as they 'rarely see the same 
person twice', find them hard to engage 
and pinpoint a lack of compassion in their 
care. To address these concerns, they call 
for a greater focus on a consistent care 
team for individuals and counsellor drop-
ins at GP surgeries.

Overall, they identify a persistent focus on 
physical health and blindness to mental 
health and say only a wholesale review of 
training and development will address this 
failure.

I AM ILL ENOUGH

Girls and young women told us they are 
receiving unsatisfactory disjointed care 
and that assessment of their body image 
conditions too often focuses on arbitrary 
physical criteria such as BMI.

"When I was struggling with my eating 
disorder, I could have got help much 
sooner, but I had to be a certain weight 
before doctors will even do anything. This 
is very counterproductive. I know people 
who've got worse because they were 
refused help initially as they were not ill 
enough." Lisa, Manchester

"I had a really bad eating disorder when I 
was younger. But they wouldn't help me 
until I was a certain weight - as if they were 
encouraging me to lose weight!" Carla, 
Glasgow

"Waiting times are too long. I had an 
assessment but needed to wait, when I 
was then seen I had to wait even longer 
[for future appointments]. In total it took 
one year to get the help I needed." Claire, 
Newcastle

There was supposed to be 
more funding for mental health 
services, but we’re just not seeing it. “

“

GIRLS’  
BODY IMAGE

HEALTHCARE

Louise, Manchester
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"We'd like options for alternatives while on 
waiting lists." Una, Portstewart

"Make people aware of options outside of 
the medical services, rather than get stuck 
in a horrible cycle. Other therapies like 
pets as therapy, eco therapy, mindfulness, 
art.  There's so much more but people are 
not aware of the possibilities." Corinna, 
Monmouth

"You can go to a doctor and they just refer 
you to CAMHS; by the time they see you it 
can be a real crisis." Marisa, Plymouth

"There should be more support groups for 
young people. We need more preventative 
measures to stop people getting to crisis 
point in the first place." Astral, Macclesfield

"I was anorexic for six years and I went to 
the doctor's for help but they said I was 
okay. I nearly died three years ago from 
my eating disorder. I was in and out of 
hospital for about four and a half years. 
The NHS saved my life but the GPs were 
useless. I couldn't walk for seven months 
and I was tube-fed. If my GP had listened 
to what I said I wouldn't have got to that 
place, but because they didn't listen it drew 
me further into my anorexia. Even though 
my weight restored I still suffer every day 
mentally. BMI means nothing." Gemma, 
Leeds

"There should be campaigns to highlight 
the positive role of counselling.  There's 
a stigma that it doesn't work." Alexe, 
Swansea

"My cousin went to a GP because of not 
eating properly. The doctor said he didn't 
understand why she had come in because 
she didn't look underweight. People want 
help but they're not getting it." Elise, 
Manchester

"There are too many people on the waiting 
list and not enough professionals. Even 
just a group like this would help." Jenny, 
Wrexham

"Eating disorders are a mental illness 
however for some ludicrous reason the 
health services do not understand that and 
will judge you on weight. It does not matter 
what your body looks like." Rosie, Durham

YOU'RE MISSING THE POINT 

Girls and young women report that 
healthcare professionals they see struggle 
to see beyond physical health and are 
highlighting a need for further work on 
mental health training within the NHS.

"The school nurse just sat me down and 
gave me a patronising talk about breathing 
exercises but didn't address how I was 
feeling about my body." Heather, Glasgow

"When I was anorexic I went to see a 
dietician and they told me about the 
different things I should be eating. They 
were missing the point. I knew what I 
should be eating but I couldn't do it. They 
should understand that." Gemma, Leeds 

"As soon as I got better in terms of eating, 
they were like 'you're better so you don't 
need to be here'. But I was still mentally not 
okay." Phoebe, Leeds

"There's a difference between striving to 
be healthy and striving to be skinny." Clio, 
Glasgow

"There needs to be more consideration of 
someone's age or the reasons for seeking 
to change the way they look before they go 
under the knife." Lorna, Inverness

"Personally I had someone who said to 
me 'you don't look like an anxious person' 
and I think they had it in their heads that an 
anxious person had to look a certain way 
but that's not the case." Jeneen, Newcastle

"Doctors need more training and guidance. 
People who support us as patients need to 
support themselves." Imogen, Coventry

"I think there's a culture in the NHS that 
doesn't understand different cultures and 
body image expectations... I think they are 
only comfortable with physical ailments." 
Mariam, Glasgow

"Body image issues just get put down 
to your age or your hormones." Maisie, 
Macclesfield

"You can get medical help for a physical 
condition but if it's emotional you are likely 
to have to find your own path to pay for it 
privately if you want or need psychological 
help." Sadie, Newcastle

GIRLS’  BODY  IMAGE  IN  HEALTHCARE
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TELLING THE STORY OVER AND OVER 
AGAIN

Girls and young women describe poor 
relationships with healthcare providers and 
inconsistency of access which they say 
needs to be addressed.

"There's a conveyor belt attitude and you're 
chucked out at the end." Imogen, Coventry

"Having to see a different doctor each time 
so always repeating the story, that's really 
not good enough. Having an assigned 
family doctor would be good and the same 
person at CAMHS." Pip, Plymouth

"It's really awkward going to the doctor 
- and they're usually men!" Caitlin, 
Portstewart

"CAMHS is pretty shit. I had a one or two 
hour assessment at CAMHS for various 
issues including body image only to be 
told they couldn't help me and they were 
going to refer me to a counselling service. 
I liked the counsellor but as soon as I 
had one good week, he said I was ready 
to go off on my own. He told me that if I 
needed anything, I had his number and I 
should text him. The next week was the 
worst of my life and I texted him to say 
I wasn't coping. I never heard anything 
back. When I turned 18 and went back to 
the doctor, they said I had been to CAMHS 
and counselling and they didn't know 
what else to do with me. So they put me 
on medication. I was referred to an adult 
counsellor but they never got back to me." 
Helene, Macclesfield

"I won't go to the doctors anymore 
because they will just throw pills at me." 
Yasmin, Macclesfield

"There are no female doctors at my local 
surgery. I have to be referred which is such 
a hassle, I just don't bother going." Una, 
Portstewart

"Counsellors warn you that if you say 
anything that suggests you're at danger, 
they will refer to a doctor. So you just don't 
say it. You hold back." Meg, Macclesfield

"Counsellors have worked with me, but 
I've had to start at the beginning each time 
because there was no continuity." Corinna, 
Monmouth

"I think professionals take issues like 
depression seriously - but this [body image] 
they just say 'oh, she'll get over it'." Henny, 
Swansea

"Doctors need to show empathy and not be 
judgemental. It's not good to treat young 
people as if they are being stupid." Jeneen, 
Newcastle

"I got to the point where I was taking 
medication which was giving me the 
symptoms that I was going to them for. I 
read the back of the packet and the doctor 
said I wasn't supposed to do that, I was 
just supposed to take it." Shona, Liverpool

"I really clicked with my counsellor, but it 
was limited to 18 weeks. After then it cut off 
and you had nothing." Suzy, Macclesfield

"The waiting lists in my surgery were 
really bad and my doctor basically 
said 'I have had enough, I'm going to 
counsel you myself'. She's not a qualified 
counsellor and doesn't have a clue in 
that sense and it's actually taking up time 
for somebody else. I am booking up 20 
minute appointments and someone else 
could have had that. I think they should 
have counsellor drop-ins in GP surgeries. 
It's better to see somebody than not see 
someone and present yourself in A&E." 
Jamuna, Canterbury

RECOMMENDATIONS:

Holistic and tailor-made care plans 
encompassing a variety of alternative 
therapies to be introduced allowing 
earlier interventions. This will, girls and 
young women say, address disjointed 
care they have been receiving, fill the void 
of waiting times and help overcome a 
focus on arbitrary physical criteria when 
assessing issues relating to their body 
image.

A comprehensive refresh of mental 
health training and development for 
all medical professionals must be 
implemented. This is the only answer to 
persistent failings in addressing mental 
health issues in favour of more obvious 
physical conditions.

A focus on compassion and consistency 
of access to the same health care 
provider in CAMHS and GP surgeries. 
Girls and young women describe poor 
relationships with health care providers and 
inconsistency of access.
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All parents and those carrying out 
parental roles need to develop a greater 
understanding of what it means to have a 
healthy body image and learn to appreciate 
the serious consequences body negativity 
and low self-esteem can have on a young 
person's mental health. Mothers, girls 
are saying, should recognise and avoid 
behaviours which impress their own body 
image insecurities on their children, while 
fathers and other male role models should 
not pursue stereotypical gender roles and 
avoid being insensitive and critical. They 
should learn to express themselves and 
listen. This should be tackled with support 
and advice for parents from the health 
sector, local authorities and charities.

Older generations are accused of closed-
minded attitudes to the body image 
adjustments girls and young women often 
want to make, namely piercings, tattoos 
and hair dye. To address this, girls are 
putting themselves forward as able to 
converse more with older generations, and 
to share thinking on body positivity and 
diversity.

Girls are often their own worst enemy when 
it comes to criticising, judging and putting 
pressure on each other in relation to body 
image and this can leave them socially 
anxious and isolated. So girls who took 

part in The Body Image Fix consider more 
peer-led body image campaigns would 
reach out to younger audiences and help 
change attitudes.

Dating, for girls and young women, has 
become more complex in the social media 
age where they instinctively see their 
lives in terms of posts on newsfeeds and 
compare their lives to others'. They report 
setting alarms to get up ahead of their 
partners waking, so they can apply make-
up and coping with perceptions which 
boys may have of them after watching 
pornography. They call for their parents and 
mentors to help them learn inner strength 
and resilience to cope and spot body 
image issues early.

Lastly, girls who took part from across 
the UK and from many walks of life 
gave an interesting insight into cultural 
issues and their impact on body image 
and self-esteem and called for parental 
advice and support to encompass greater 
understanding on multi-cultural pressures.

DON'T LABEL US AS AWKWARD 
TEENAGERS!

Girls and young women would like their 
parents and carers to get the support they 
need to address their own body image 
issues so as not to refer them on to other 
generations.

Us millennials are seen as a narcissistic 
generation, because we place too much focus 

on ourselves. I think there needs to be more of a blend 
between the generations. We can help educate older people 
by talking, starting more conversations about this.“

“

GIRLS’  
BODY IMAGE

HOME

Scarlett, Abercarn
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"Parents shouldn't impress their 
insecurities on their children - they should 
be more aware of what they do and say. 
They impact on the way you see your body 
- if your mum is always dieting, then you're 
going to be more aware of your weight and 
body shape." Roisin, Portstewart

"Nowadays, everybody is so different; 
different sexualities, different bodies. 
Things like that are not really understood by 
parents." Sue, Crewe

"I have spoken to my mum about my 
gender dysphoria before. We have tried 
talking to other people about it but I still 
suffer from it and the most I can do is cover 
mirrors when I can. My stepfather is a 
bricklayer and he's made it pretty clear that 
he doesn't understand that I am non binary 
but he's very supportive and does what he 
can to let me know he loves me very much. 
I don't really talk about my body issues with 
my brother. I tried to let him know that he's 
great the way he is and these muscular 
guys he sees in Google searches are totally 
fake." Petra, Swansea

"I grew up with my mum always thinking 
she wasn't pretty. She would always 
say her nose was too big and that's all I 
would hear. I now have body dysmorphic 
disorder and I've wanted a nose job since 
I was seven years of age. It's important 
for parents to say the right things because 
you are a reflection of them." Georgia, 
Macclesfield

"It's hard on your family because they 
don't always understand - you're battling 
on two fronts. On one against your own 
body image and on the other against their 
expectations." Cath, Inverness

"I talk to my mum about everything. My 
sister was bullied and her boyfriend made 
her feel guilty about eating certain foods. 
She's dealt with that so I feel like I can 
discuss anything with her. My older sister 
is gorgeous, really pretty, but she still sees 
herself as being ugly. When she tells me 
this I'm like 'if you're ugly then what am I?'" 
Amelia, Macclesfield

"My mum is okay with what I choose to 
wear. She'll say 'oh that's nice'. My dad 
will say 'what are you wearing?! You're 
not going out looking like that'." Jackie, 
Swansea

"There probably is professional help 
available, but parents don't know it's 
there." Yvonne, Macclesfield

"Trying to regulate or change your diet at 
home is really difficult - my parents would 
not approve of me cutting down on meat." 
Mia, Portstewart

"Parents need to be cautious about what 
they do around children. I would watch my 
mum weigh herself and listen to her talk 
about her 'summer body' - it all creates an 
ideal. Also, people do not comment on how 
smart someone is. They comment on how 
beautiful they are." Robyn, Norwich

"It's hard to speak to anyone about the 
way I feel about myself. I'm constantly 
compared to my siblings rather than the 
focus being on me and my problems 
unique to me. I'd rather not tell others 
and deal with it on my own." Astral, 
Macclesfield

"Parents can be going through issues and 
we do not know it. There is not a magic 
spell that makes body image issues go 
away." Emma, Sittingbourne

"My little sister is already conscious of her 
body image and she's eight." Zoe, Feltham
 
"The way I've been brought up makes it 
difficult to talk about body image. There's 
a big emphasis on looking 'healthy'." Izzy, 
Macclesfield

"My dad makes me feel self-conscious 
about my body sometimes. I know it's 
what dads do, but he'll sometimes say 
I shouldn't go out dressed like that etc. 
Also my mum has been on diets when 
I was growing up so my views on body 
image were affected by that. I remember 
sometimes finding Slimming World bars 
in my bag for lunch, not because I wanted 
them, just that's what was in the house. I 
admire my younger sister because she just 
doesn't care what people think. She wore 
a jump suit to her prom with gold trainers. 
She is her own person and I think having 
people like that close to you can be a big 
help." Louise, Manchester

GIRLS’  BODY  IMAGE  AT  HOME
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"We grew up seeing our mum struggle 
with body image. Having family members 
who also have body image issues is very 
impacting. It can affect how you see 
yourself when you grow up with that. It's 
better not to focus so much on physical 
beauty. Being called beautiful or pretty is 
nice but I would much rather be told that 
I am smart or funny, or a nice person so 
you know that you're your own person and 
you're not just your looks. I have always 
compared myself to my sister because 
she's always been the naturally skinny one, 
she's always had the perfect figure but if I 
sniff a bit of chocolate cake I put on half a 
stone. I wanted to be like her, but as we got 
older she's started doing the same thing to 
me. She's comparing herself to me and I'm 
comparing myself to her and it's just one 
big mess. She even bought a pair of sports 
shorts to make her bum look bigger; they 
came and they had extra padding in them. 
She was 15 at the time." Kim, Canterbury

"Parents do not understand issues about 
body image we're going through. I was told 
by my family that I looked like a hooker 
in a short skirt. I took no notice. It was a 
waste of breath them complaining." Maisie, 
Macclesfield

"Parental awareness of what it's like to be 
a teenager and dealing with body image 
needs to be better. There needs to be 
more guidance available to parents so 
we can have open conversations." Emily, 
Newcastle  

"Growing up with a school nurse as a 
mum she told me that healthy eating and 
nutrition is important but not everyone 
has that and people are brought up with 
conversations around the home about 
buying Weight Watchers food." Phoebe, 
York

DON'T BE NARCISSISTIC MILLENNIALS

Girls and young women would like an 
open dialogue from a young age with 
their parents about body negativity and 
positivity.

"We need awareness through the 
generations.  My mum doesn't get body 
positivity, she wasn't taught it by her 
mum.  I'm going to have a totally different 
relationship with my kids.  It was so hard to 
express to her how to talk about my body." 
Imogen, Coventry

"I feel insecure when I have normal hair 
and more confident when I have brightly 
coloured hair. My family don't get that. 
My dad is like, 'why are you doing that to 
yourself?' My Nan says, 'you've ruined your 
hair.'" Helene, Macclesfield

"My grandmother would straight up tell me 
to my face 'you've put on weight'." Mia, 
Portstewart

"Usually I prefer to be covered up. But I 
found a bodysuit I quite liked. I got called a 
slag by my mum." Yasmin, Macclesfield

"There is financial pressure from older 
family about what/why you are spending 
your money on certain clothes/make-
up. Parents frown upon the amount you 
spend on make-up. They also can have 
old fashioned views about females having 
tattoos or piercings." Emily, Workington

"It's a generational difference. For older 
people, hair has to be natural." Meg, 
Macclesfield

"Nans are the worst for commenting on 
your weight - whether you've lost it or 
gained it. It just kind of comes out."  Jade, 
Canterbury

"When I dyed my hair bright blonde, my 
mum just said I was ruining my hair and 
she hated my bright lipstick. Her face just 
dropped. I felt so down. I had to change 
my whole image because I got constant 
complaints." Nithee, Macclesfield

LET'S NOT BE SO 'JUDGEY'

Girls and young women recognise they 
can be their own worst enemies when it 
comes to judgement and criticism of each 
other and they suggest more peer-led body 
confidence campaigns could help.

 "Girls don't like other girls having 
confidence - girls could rule the world if we 
didn't stab each other in the back." Lorna, 
Inverness

"Your friends are always telling you, 'don't 
wear that, it doesn't suit you.' But it just 
makes you feel like nothing suits." Rayna, 
Glasgow
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"I'm expected to wear short and revealing 
clothes if I'm going to a house party. That 
makes me feel really uncomfortable and 
image conscious and sometimes I don't go 
to a party because I get so worried about 
how I look or what people will say." Frankie, 
Portstewart

"My body image has sometimes made 
it difficult to go out and socialise. I was 
diagnosed with dysmorphia from an early 
age and this really stopped me being out 
going and social." Georgia, Macclesfield

"Give someone a compliment but not on 
their appearance but on who they are." 
Rosie, Durham 

"When I was going through bad times 
with an eating disorder I would obviously 
start skipping meals and I noticed one 
of my friends started copying what I was 
doing, which was quite worrying." Lisa, 
Manchester

"I think girls should empower each other 
rather than judge each other. Girls need to 
learn it's ok to be who you are." Yasmin, 
Macclesfield

"If I'm in a good place, I'll wear what I like. 
If I'm in a low place I will overthink what 
I'm going to wear and probably end up not 
going out." Helene, Macclesfield

"I tend to tailor how I dress to who I am 
going out with. I am transgender so it really 
depends how close the friends are. It also 
depends on where I am going. I might take 
a change of clothes with me so I feel safer." 
Natalie, Crewe

MY LIFE NEEDS TO BE INSTA-FRIENDLY

Dating and socialising in a social media 
age is creating huge pressures for girls and 
young women and they recognised they 
need to develop stronger resilience in this 
area to protect their body image and self-
esteem.

"One of my friends actually wakes up early 
to do make-up and then goes back to sleep 
with her boyfriend so he doesn't see her 
without make-up. He encourages her to 
wear it as well, which is really not good." 
Elise, Manchester

"You are constantly in fear of how your 
body will be seen. Whether it's attractive or 
not." Carla, Glasgow

"Lads watch porn. They are probably 
thinking you're going to be one of those 
women. Then you're just all short and 
dumpy and like, 'Alright?!' Vanessa, Crewe

"If you go on dating apps, you're opening 
yourself up to exposure and vulnerability. 
I made a conscious effort to take away 
all the filters and just be myself with all its 
weirdness and quirkiness - because what's 
the point in not being yourself?" Heather, 
Glasgow

"Getting a match on Tinder feels good. It 
gives you a boost of self-confidence - but 
it's only very brief." Eleanor, Glasgow

"I wear a headscarf and no make-up 
because I want someone to love me for 
who I am, not because of a temporary 
fashionable look." Rayna, Glasgow

"If you're not comfortable with yourself, 
then it's harder to be comfortable with 
others." Deirdre, Inverness

"It's not the body for me, it's the face that 
causes the most anxiety. I won't let a guy 
see my face without make-up on a first 
date or meeting. I have to slowly wear less 
make-up over time to ease him into it - I 
once slept in my make-up so my boyfriend 
wouldn't see me without it." Jackie, 
Swansea

"I don't trust dating apps. I don't trust that 
the profile pics are a true reflection of the 
actual person."  Lucy, Swansea

"When you first start seeing someone you 
make a big effort. You don't want them to 
get bored. That then becomes a pressure. 
I don't like taking make-up off in front of 
anyone. I don't like how I look without 
make-up. It's a pressure from yourself 
on yourself. And pressure from society. 
You think you have to look a certain way." 
Helene, Macclesfield

"When you're dating, people judge whether 
you look right together, if one is skinnier or 
fatter than the other. It's dehumanising." 
Georgia, Macclesfield

GIRLS’  BODY  IMAGE  AT  HOME
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"You hear parents who have been together 
a long time saying you didn't look like that 
20 years ago. I don't want that to happen 
to me." Maisie, Macclesfield

"Everything on Tinder is based on how 
you look. It makes dating feel a bit scary." 
Becca, Canterbury

"I feel like Facebook profile pictures are 
very important for many people and they 
portray an unrealistic representation 
of themselves. Tinder takes the whole 
personal element away. You might be 
scrolling through and someone might look 
nice, but then not even turn out like that 
in real life. Also, there are like these make-
up apps available now that make you look 
better. By the time you're finished editing a 
picture it's a completely different person." 
Sharon, Wakefield 

"You change the way you look for a 
boyfriend. People spend £20 on make-
up only to please that person." Gaby, 
Plymouth

COPING WITH CULTURE

Girls and young women would welcome 
more advice and support to better 
understand and cope with cultural 
pressures. 

"In the culture I come from, in Africa, 
'chubby' is good. But in the UK, you are 
bombarded with images and messages to 
be skinny." Adara, Glasgow

"My parents want me to get laser surgery 
on my face - to make me more attractive 
for an arranged marriage." Rayna, Glasgow

"If you're out, you get grabbed." Rianna, 
Portstewart

"Wolf whistling is offensive. It's a complete 
lack of respect, no matter what you're 
wearing." Leigh, Macclesfield

"Can you imagine if a girl walked up to 
a guy and smacked his arse?" Maisie, 
Macclesfield

"My Granddad is from Pakistan and gold 
is very much part of the culture. All my 
mum's sisters had gold bands on and gold 
earrings in from a very young age and they 
had to because it was a sign of being well 
off, a good family and going far in life. My 
mum has always carried that through. She 
always has gold hoops in because that's 
how she's been brought up. It's a cultural 
thing." Kim, Canterbury

"My cousin's wife is Thai and when 
she came over to visit she insisted on 
getting double eyelid surgery. It was 
such a big thing for her because she felt 
uncomfortable." Clare, Canterbury

"I feel like there's a lot of comparison at 
home. I think it's the same for a lot of 
people in Asian culture. I went out on 
adventures and I was called masculine 
growing up. There were all girls in my 
house and playing rugby was hard because 
it was a more active game and my dad 
didn't understand. He's still unsure of the 
idea and says he doesn't want me doing 
it because I might get injured. When boys 
get injured they are told to get back. Men 
should be told it's okay to have emotions 
and women that it's okay to toughen up 
a bit. Women hold the reputation of the 
family, they can't just go out and do what 
they want and not get judged." Aisha, 
Halifax

"I've had family members tell me not to eat 
things because I won't fit into clothes for 
weddings." Rayen, Leeds
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"Growing up I was very tomboyish. I 
noticed that boys' clothes lasted longer 
than mine. In my culture you're told you 
just have to look pretty and be prepared to 
get married. There were social norms and 
I had to look good and watch my weight." 
Shona, Liverpool

"My dad is from Central America, he is 
not accepting of mental health issues, 
they need educating throughout." Laura, 
Birmingham

"I live in a closed minded community 
in Wales. My dad is from a traditional 
Nigerian family where the women do all the 
housework and childcare.  But my mum 
didn't want me to grow up in that so she 
divorced him and brought me up very open 
minded." Scarlett, Abercarn

RECOMMENDATIONS:

Support and advice for parents to 
learn to manage their own body image 
issues so as not to imprint their own 
mental health issues and insecurities 
on children to be delivered by the NHS, 
local authorities and public health 
nurses and third sector. This will allow 
open dialogue from a young age for girls 
and young women, help them not to copy 
unhealthy examples of behaviour from their 
parents.

Girls and young women to start and 
continue body positive dialogue with 
older generations. This, they hope, will 
help them become a new generation of 
future parents who can instil body positivity 
across society.

More peer-led body image campaigns 
would reach out to younger audiences 
and help change attitudes. There is a 
hope this would address judgemental 
issues which young people can impose 
on each other and can impact on their 
emotional wellbeing.

Parents and care-givers to help girls 
and young women learn inner strength 
and resilience to spot signs to low self-
esteem and negative body image issues. 
This, they say, will help them cope with 
dating and socialising in a social media 
age.

Parental advice and support to 
encompass greater understanding on 
multi-cultural pressures. This could be 
delivered, girls suggested, by charities and 
through support networks.

GIRLS’  BODY  IMAGE  AT  HOME
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Young people's body image and self-
esteem is being catastrophically damaged 
by an all pervading 'unattainable aesthetic' 
which is peddled across all forms of 
media, girls and young women say. At 
every workshop, across the whole UK, The 
Kardashians and the media empire around 
the US family were cited - unprompted 
- as a by-word for poor role models who 
are harming body image expectations. 
So girls are calling for celebrities to take 
responsibility and become positive role 
models who will help shift the media 
landscape to one where 'normal' can be 
'normalised'. 

As a generation which prizes authenticity, 
they are also highly concerned about image 
manipulation adding to unrealistic body 
image goals and say they don't know what 
is real and what is fake anymore. They are 
calling for clear indications where an image 
has been 'photoshopped' or airbrushed 
in some way with suggestions for a 
mandatory watermark or disclaimer which 
is regulated industry wide.

Young people who took part also say 
they are being swamped with confusing 
messages around healthy and unhealthy 
weights. On the one hand the fashion 
industry continues to be dominated 
by 'stick thin' models who appear 

undernourished and yet are promoted as 
the epitome of beauty. On the other hand 
there is also now an ideal for a 'slim-thick' 
shape which is curvier. And lastly, while 
there is consensus that 'fat shaming' is 
wrong, they do not seem clear on where 
the right to being the shape you want to 
be falls into the category of an unhealthy 
weight and obesity. To address this, they 
call for better education through campaigns 
on healthy and unhealthy weights and the 
fashion industry use of healthy models to 
be regulated.

The media is responsible for objectifying 
women and for employing 'fat-shaming' 
tactics to dress up opportunities to fill news 
sites with pictures of female celebrities. 
In addition, one case study has described 
Channel 4's The Undateables as 'freak 
show entertainment'. 

Further, they report being bombarded 
with celebrity endorsed adverts for weight 
loss and cosmetic surgery products and 
are calling for more robust regulation of 
the industry. This they hope will curb the 
onslaught of ads they are exposed to for 
diet pills, surgery on everything from lips, 
eyelids and breasts, waist trainers and 
whiter teeth.

Don’t do squats to get Kim 
Kardashian’s bum. It’s not real. 

Love your own bum! We’ve got to spot what’s 
fake. You’ve got to remember that celebrities 
have make-up crews following them around.“

“

GIRLS’  
BODY IMAGE

MEDIA

Malinda, Crewe
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Lastly, but perhaps most significantly, girls 
and young women shared their experiences 
of how social media is impacting on their 
body image and self-esteem. It has a 
loud voice in their internal monologue as 
they constantly imagine how others see 
their lives through the lens of Instagram 
and other platforms. Descriptions ranged 
from 'demoralising and toxic', through 
'creepy and bullying' to 'competitive, fake 
and judgemental' - and yet most say they 
cannot be without social media and can't 
bring themselves to delete their accounts. 
They are calling for support to improve their 
coping mechanisms starting at home with 
their parents and through at school as they 
say no-one can yet know how damaging to 
self-esteem social media actually is.

UNATTAINABLE AESTHETIC

Girls and young women are concerned 
about constant exposure to images and 
narratives in the media which encourage 
them to seek 'perfection' and they would 
like to see more celebrities leading the way 
on body positive campaigns.

"Celebrities need to take more 
responsibility, for example put up the 
before and after photo to be transparent 
about the real person and the airbrushed 
person." Sharon, Workington

"Unattainable body image is a big problem 
because it feeds people's insecurities and 
sets them up to fail - which just makes 
things worse." Mariam, Glasgow

"There has been a positive but small shift in 
public attitudes to how we see body image 
and how we view 'beauty', but there is still 
a long way to go." Eleanor, Glasgow

"We need to normalise more realistic body 
expectations." Rianna, Portstewart

"Many people our age look up to the 
celebrities they see online and feel 
they need to look like that or there is 
something wrong with themselves." Astral, 
Macclesfield

"It's toxic the relationship between what 
the media say and how young people feel 
pressure to look a certain way. Celebrities 
need to be talking more openly about their 

own problems and what they struggle 
with about their body images. The media 
need to change the way they tackle and 
represent body image." Jane, Newcastle

"Wanting to look like celebrities is an 
unrealistic lifestyle for a young person to 
want to focus on. It's hard for us, we're not 
fully developed yet and also we don't have 
the time to be in the gym all day to get that 
body." Jenna, Wakefield

"Celebrities on social media pretend so 
much that you don't know what's true, or 
not, anymore." Carrie, Swansea

"I consider celebrity role models those 
ones that won't risk anything to conform on 
body image. Like Gigi Hadid, she's never 
going to do something unhealthy. I think 
social media actually helps you see more 
of a celebrity's hang ups and flaws. You get 
a look inside their lives. It's more realistic 
than the glossy magazines. They're not 
always perfect on snapchat. They're just 
like us." Bethany, Crewe

THE KARDASHIANS

Without prompting, girls and young women 
at every workshop across the UK cited The 
Kardashians as having a negative impact 
on their body image and self-esteem.

"I think there's a lot of pressure to have a 
body that is unrealistic and unattainable. I 
personally felt that I needed to have a body 
like Kim Kardashian. It wasn't healthy." 
Tara, Birmingham

"The Kardashians are a constant part of 
celebrity culture now and sometimes daily 
life for young girls. The image they present 
is so false yet it's very attractive to people 
who have unrealistic ideas about the sort 
of body they can have. It's very damaging." 
Rayna, Glasgow

"When people see things like the 
Kardashians, they see surgery as the 
solution. But it's such a disappointment in 
reality because it never meets expectations 
and doesn't address the underlying causes 
of low self-esteem." Jackie, Swansea

"The Kardashians portray an unrealistic 
image and it makes people feel unworthy 
about themselves. Recently they published 
a photo of themselves with their weights 

GIRLS’  BODY  IMAGE  AND  THE  MEDIA
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next to each Kardashian. Young people 
then use that as a guide and compare 
themselves against it." Sharon, Workington

"The Kardashians have a lot to answer 
for. My little sister and her friends are 
obsessed. Girls need to know to know they 
have got make-up crews following them 
all the time, they've had surgery. Nobody's 
butt looks like that without surgery." Meg, 
Crewe

"The Kardashians aren't showing who they 
actually are or how they actually look - it's 
all filtered and fake." Henny, Swansea

"I feel like the Kardashians are a big thing 
at the moment and loads of people want to 
look like that, even though no one looks like 
that naturally." Suzy, Macclesfield

"The Kardashians, they have these tiny 
waists, curvy bums and it's not realistic but 
that's how people feel they need to look. 
My friend has got a waist trainer now to 
make her waist smaller but they are really 
unsafe. It's to get this smaller waist and 
curvier shape." Emily, Newcastle

"You compare yourself to their looks and 
their lives. I have times when I just don't 
want to look at it. It can make you feel 
worse about yourself because you're 
constantly looking at other people." Becca, 
Canterbury

WE DON'T KNOW WHAT'S REAL AND 
WHAT IS FAKE

"I think filters have had a massive impact 
on your sense of who you are and who 
other people are. It's really easy to make a 
good photo on instagram. You can make 
your life look really amazing, like you're rich 
and abroad. Really you're sat in Crewe. 
Then people get apps for fake likes and 
followers. It makes you ask yourself, 'what 
am I doing wrong?' When you see all these 
people getting all these likes." Bethan, 
Crewe

"You're presented with a perfect picture 
and it's been photoshopped to the hilt, but 
there's nothing to say that. I think we need 
to put disclaimers on photographs. There 
are disclaimers on mascara adverts saying 
that they are wearing lash extensions, there 
should be the same on photographs saying 
'this model has been photoshopped'." 
Colleen, Howarth

"Social media is creating more and more 
issues for body image. We do not know 
what the real is and what the fake is 
anymore." Rosie, Durham

"There really needs to be less 
photoshopping. Brands need to promote 
natural beauty and realistic bodies." Claire, 
Portstewart

"In France I think you're not allowed to use 
photoshopped images in the media. I think 
we should have that here. I don't really 
understand the need for photo-shopping 
a model's photo. If they don't like the 
models, why hire them? People are being 
misinformed." Chia, Plymouth

"Even plus-sized models are air brushed 
in magazines, so it just defeats the point." 
Hayley, Portstewart

CONFUSING - BODY POSITIVE V 
NEGATIVE

"I think we should be better informed 
about healthy and unhealthy body weights. 
There was this bigger girl online and she 
responded to hate comments by being 
really positive. There was a row because 
people were saying we shouldn't be saying 
she is healthy when she is not. People said 
others should stop praising her because it 
is not actually healthy to be that size." Chia, 
Plymouth

"There's nothing wrong with being skinny 
or big - but the recent trends of celebrities 
emphasising 'big' parts of their bodies 
sends out confusing signals." Lucy, 
Swansea

"Social media goes through fashion 
phases, for example currently, slim-thick is 
fashionable right now and a lot of the time 
this is unrealistic." Donna, Carshalton

"Some people feel too fat and others feel 
too skinny. When you say 'body image' 
people assume it's about weight loss but 
it's across the board. On Instagram you 
have got all these curvy women and I follow 
so many because they are so beautiful. 
Other people look at skinny girls and say 
'they're so perfect'. You get compliments 
for things you don't appreciate. I get 
compliments for my weight but I'd rather be 
curvy. Just because you're skinny it doesn't 
mean you can't be body shamed. When 
I'm at home my family will tell me I'm too 
skinny, then the next minute I'm told I've 
got the perfect body." Poppy, Canterbury
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"Stop looking up to people who have had 
work done or photoshopped their images.  
Also however don't shame those that do. 
Body shaming of celebrities makes people 
with normal bodies feel even worse." 
Carlie, Carshalton 

"Models should have to have a doctor's 
note for the catwalk to say they are of a 
healthy weight. I think they already have 
this rule in France." Chia, Plymouth

"It's the people who shame other people 
for their weight or size but use Insta or 
Snapchat filters themselves." Annie May, 
Portstewart

"We all know we need to be more positive 
and stop the inner monologue of doom but 
if you say something positive about yourself 
you get labelled as vain. Girls comment on 
their flaws online quickly almost to beat 
anyone else to it." Corinna, Monmouth

"I feel like now there are more curvy shapes 
but because of that skinny people are being 
dragged down and body shamed." Jane, 
Newcastle

EMBRACE DIVERSITY - NOT FAT 
SHAMING

Girls would like to see media organisations 
take responsibility for a more diverse 
portrayal of bodies and images.

GIRLS’  BODY  IMAGE  AND  THE  MEDIA
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"In the acting world, there's hardly ever 
bigger people in lead roles. They're nearly 
almost all of the time the comedy act in 
films, never the love interest. Because fat is 
funny apparently!" Meg, Crewe

"The media also shame celebrities, which 
isn't good. They will compare two pictures 
of someone and say how much weight 
they've put on. It's awful." Jenna, Wakefield

"Even TV adverts have filters now. Children 
are watching TV and grow up wanting to be 
like a Barbie doll." Georgia, Macclesfield

"I didn't see positive representations of 
black women when I was younger. I would 
go on Pinterest trying to find pictures of 
black women's hair and there was nothing, 
I had to scroll and scroll. When you're on 
social media you're seeing all this negative 
stuff. I have stopped going on social media 
unless I find something that's positive or 
other people that look like me so I can 
feel more positive about myself." Shona, 
Liverpool

"How must people feel when they realise 
they only got accepted to go on Naked 
Attraction because they have a certain 
attribute. On 'Dating in the Dark', I saw 
people who had the most amazing 
connection drop each other as soon as 
they saw what they looked like. The world 
shouldn't work like that. I believe real love 
is blind." Meg, Macclesfield

"I never saw a plus-sized actress who 
wasn't just the funny friend, who never gets 
the guy.  She's always a side character so 
that's what I became." Alexe, Swansea

"Representation in the media really matters. 
Growing up I was the only person of colour 
for miles. I wanted to fit in with everyone 
else. I wanted straight hair. I wanted to fit 
in with my white friends. Two years ago 
I started watching a TV show around a 
black family. She wore her hair normal and I 
looked up to her so much; I thought I could 
do that. It made me so much happier. I can 
be who I am." Scarlett, Abercarn

"Magazines focus on celebrity's image - is 
she pregnant or just fat? - and it objectifies 
women and reduces them to a mere image 
rather than being a human." Carla, Glasgow

"You know how they shame people in 
magazines? How they are shamed for 
putting on weight? That's what the media 
does in my eyes. Shame women." Annie 
May, Portstewart

"You see these 12 year olds acting like 
20 year olds. The media has changed the 
way they think about their body image. 
Hannah Montana and High School Musical 
make people want to come across older." 
Malinda, Crewe

"There's also things like 'who wore it best' 
and they show two celebrities wearing the 
same dress. It's teaching children to pin 
people up against each other and it's just 
not healthy." Becca, Canterbury

"Mainstream media seems to have a 
conventional idea of what it means to be 
feminine. I don't feel represented." Molly, 
Wakefield

"Currently the nature of the tabloids is that 
on one page you'll have a picture of a sexy 
model in a bikini and on another you've got 
someone being body shamed. It makes it 
really confusing." Phoebe, York

"Mannequins are just size zero, one size 
fits all - but it doesn't in real life." Adara, 
Glasgow

"I want the media to be legislated on 
fairer representation on body image, then 
tougher consequences if they do not 
follow the legislation. We need to get it into 
Parliament and say we want this now." 
Rayen, Leeds

"Models need to be more representative 
of how women and girls actually are. They 
should try selling to us based on how we 
are rather than how they think we ought to 
be." Carla, Glasgow

"Plus-sized models are not representative 
of what actual plus-sized women look like." 
Yvonne, Macclesfield

"In music and music videos, women are 
talked about and shown as sexual objects." 
Rianna, Portstewart
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I started campaigning with Fixers in 
February 2017 and my project focused 
on disability discrimination and the daily 
challenges I faced as a result of my 
disability. As a wheelchair user I found that 
there is a lack of acceptance in society and 
I wanted to change the public's perception 
and make them see people as individuals. I 
appeared on ITV with my Fixers project and 
received really positive feedback - I would 
do it all again if I could!

This year I was approached by the Channel 
4 programme 'The Undateables' via my 
personal Instagram account. My first 
thoughts were 'why are they contacting 
me? Am I undateable?' The invitation 
immediately made me feel degraded. The 
purpose behind my online presence is 
to encourage a healthy understanding of 
disability and raise a positive awareness 
around the issue. My disability does not 
limit my life, especially not my dating life, 
and I do not believe it should be glorified, 
or seen as 'inspirational'. 

I felt like I was being offered the opportunity 
to be a contestant on a glorified freak 
show for other people's entertainment - 
everything I was trying to campaign against 
in my Fixers campaign. It's shocking that 
Channel 4 think it is appropriate to contact 
young, sometimes vulnerable, individuals in 
this way. I felt used and hurt.

Those of us who grow up with a 
disability can be very self-conscious and 
unconfident. I wonder what kind of effect 
this show has on young people with 
disabilities who possibly already feel like 
an outcast - what message are Channel 4 
really conveying? 

There is a real issue with the title of the 
program and a rename should definitely 
be considered.  The term 'un' being 
extremely negative and humiliating - we are 
all important (and dateable) regardless of 
whether we have a disability. 

We have entertainment shows like First 
Dates and Take Me Out which are diverse 
and all inclusive.  There is no need for a 
program like The Undateables, people with 
disabilities should not be shoehorned into a 
box for other people's amusement. 

A spokesperson for the show said:  
"When looking for contributors for this 
much-commended show, the production 
team follow strict protocols and only 
approach experts, charities and individuals 
who have told their stories in the public 
domain through social media activity or 
with organisations. We never make any 
assumptions about an individual's status 
or their personal situation but rather we 
hope they will help us spread the word in 
reaching out to people who may like to 
take part. In the on-screen title sequence 
the 'un' falls from the word 'undateable' 
leaving 'dateables' to reaffirm that everyone 
deserves love no matter who you are and 
that everyone can date and is dateable. 
Those who have previously appeared in 
the series have spoken overwhelmingly 
in support of the programme and have 
found it a really positive, life-changing 
experience."

GIRLS’  BODY  IMAGE  AND  THE  MEDIA
Case Study - Kat Pemberton
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ADVERTISING

Girls and young women do not think 
their social media news feeds should be 
peppered with adverts for cosmetic surgery 
and weight loss pills.

"The problem with body image I see in 
my 10 year old niece seeing diet ads from 
celebrities on Instagram and asking me if 
she was fat." Imogen, Coventry

"We're being bombarded by weight loss 
adverts and celebrities endorsing costly 
supplements and promoting eating 
disorders." Eve, Portstewart

"Adverts and photos are heavily edited, 
everything is over sexualised and they 
have very specific standards they look for." 
Sharon, Workington

"I've seen weight loss pills advertised on 
my social media feeds. When you see 
ads on social media it's almost like an 
endorsement of that product or lifestyle 
so I think social media companies have a 
responsibility to think carefully about what 
is promoted on their feeds - if it harms 
people then it shouldn't be allowed." Clio, 
Glasgow

"We're constantly bombarded with these 
images of women who it will take you 
ages to look like and it's not very realistic. 
It's always 'you should change this about 
yourself to get better abs or change this to 
get whiter teeth'." Meg, Macclesfield

"Images of plastic surgery and how people 
are getting things like 'double eyelids' 
done, they're constantly in your face." Zoe, 
Feltham 

"Big lips are a big issue. White people like 
Kylie Jenner are popularising the look. As 
a black woman I know how certain body 
types and features are objectified and the 
impact this has on how you see yourself." 
Sally, Feltham

"Plastic surgery is your own choice, but 
what's really unhelpful is when celebrities 
have it and then deny having it. What this 
does is it makes young girls in particular 
try to achieve this unattainable aesthetic, 
which is really harmful." Elise, Manchester 

"Celebs are selling things that aren't 
necessarily achievable. The pearly white 
teeth ads for example - it's unrealistic." 
Emily, Newcastle

"Girls think about having surgery a lot, 
but they don't think about what might go 
wrong." Marcella, Plymouth

"So many adverts are out there for diet 
pills and boob jobs. They should not be in 
adverts. What should be in adverts is about 
loving yourself." Robyn, Norwich

CHASING LIKES

Girls and young women know that 'chasing 
likes' is not a healthy way to live their lives 
but they sometimes don't know how to 
stop.

"The internet is affecting our body image 
in ways we can't yet know. We're our own 
worst enemies. We don't have to be on 
there but we chose to. I know it's a fake life 
to chase likes but when you get 40 likes 
it makes you feel good. We need better 
coping mechanisms because it's not going 
away and it will always affect body image." 
Helene, Macclesfield

"Getting more likes does boost my 
confidence but I know it's for all the wrong 
reasons. I know it's about validation." Meg, 
Crewe

"There's a lot of pressure about how you 
look online. It's so fake. Everyone is getting 
surgery to look a certain way." Marcella, 
Plymouth

"I even know how many likes I had a year 
ago, compared to today... Social media 
has made it normal to judge. All these 
celebrities that girls look at... they're on pills 
or having surgery... and girls want to look 
like that." Leigh, Macclesfield

"Even on Tinder when people post 
different pictures to say different things 
about themselves. Pictures to show you 
have friends, pictures to show you're 
good looking, pictures to show you have 
a good personality. It's too much." Elise, 
Manchester

"You don't want someone to scroll through 
social media and think 'oh she's not nice.' 
Girls our age can be really bitchy." Ocean, 
Swansea
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"Tinder is all wrong. You're judging people 
only by their looks and not getting to know 
their personality. Boys judge you by if 
you're pretty and have got boobs." Nithee, 
Macclesfield

"You feel isolated if you don't have it and 
everyone looks at you a bit differently. If 
someone doesn't have a certain social 
media account everyone seems a bit taken 
aback and shocked, like it's a thing and 
a way of living. They think you can't live 
without having all of them." Abi, Canterbury

"Social media is so competitive. It's like 
'look how pretty I am, you're not as pretty 
as me'." Sophie, Canterbury

"I had AskFM and even though it was 
horrible, I couldn't delete it. I wanted to 
know what people were saying." Paula, 
Macclesfield

"People like to get 'likes'. It encourages 
people to filter pics and it creates 
unrealistic image expectations." Sian, 
Swansea

"It's all about 'likes', it's not about anything 
substantive... people 'like' stuff they don't 
even actually like, they're just strolling 
through." Yasmin, Macclesfield

"Instagram allows people to judge other 
people purely on their looks, weight, what 
sort of food they eat... they can see every 
part of your life." Roisin, Portstewart

"Social media really puts pressure on girls 
to look and be a certain way. It's like you 
have to perform." Jackie, Swansea

"When people talk about others on 
snapchat but cross out the name - that's 
really hurtful." Yvonne, Macclesfield

RECOMMENDATIONS:

Celebrities must take responsibility 
for being body positive role models 
to help young people normalise body 
shapes and ease the pressure to achieve 
an unattainable appearance. More 
campaigns for better education on what 
constitutes a healthy or unhealthy weight 
and body shape.

Models should have a doctor regularly 
sign them off as a healthy weight before 
being allowed to work on shoots and 
catwalk shows. Girls and young women 
are concerned it is time for the modelling 
and fashion industries to be better 
regulated with regards to underweight 
models.

Media organisations to commit to 
highlighting women's achievements 
and promoting diversity in body image 
to encompass age, shape, weight, style 
and ethnicity. Girls would like to see media 
organisations take responsibility for a more 
diverse portrayal of bodies and images.

A reduction in celebrity endorsed 
adverts aimed at girls and young women 
for cosmetic surgery and weight loss 
pills through industry regulation and 
celebrities refraining from promotion. 
Girls and young women do not think 
their social media news feeds should be 
peppered with adverts for cosmetic surgery 
and weight loss pills.

Support to improve coping mechanisms 
to deal with the pressures of social 
media on their body image and self-
esteem from their parents and in 
education. Girls and young women know 
that 'chasing likes' is not a healthy way to 
live their lives but they sometimes don't 
know how to stop.

GIRLS’  BODY  IMAGE  AND  THE  MEDIA
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Girls and young women are being hired - or 
not hired - on appearance and are calling 
for recourse to employment law if they are 
unfairly treated due to body image issues. 

Once in work they are finding uniforms 
too revealing or unflattering to give them 
confidence and they describe gender-
based double standards in that they see 
themselves singled out for their appearance 
in a way male colleagues are not. High 
levels of conformity expected around their 
appearance, they say, are exacerbating 
self-esteem issues and making the 
workplace a daunting proposition for a 
young woman to be in. To address this, 
they are calling for employers to give more 
consideration to attire and to adopt more 
flexible policies which will help young 
female staff to be more confident and 
productive.

Worryingly, amongst the girls and young 
women who participated, there were 
multiple descriptions of feeling powerless 
as they were objectified at work and, in 
the most serious cases, subjected to 
sexual harassment. They call on employers 
to support them in work by starting 
conversations around these issues early in 
their careers so they better understand their 
rights and responsibilities.

Overall, they call on managers and 
employers to build better relationships with 
them with open discussions and greater 
understanding around body image and 
self-esteem issues so they can build work 
environments that are conducive to being 
an independent, confident woman and an 
employee. 

The recommendations they make in this 
chapter seek to make the workplace 
a more open, welcoming and safer 
environment for young women in terms of 
body image. They want employers to listen 
to their concerns and act accordingly. 

EMPLOY ME, NOT MY BODY

Girls and young women do not wish to 
be employed or rejected for jobs based 
on their appearance alone and would 
like to see a strengthened recourse to 
employment law.

"I am not traditionally feminine looking and 
have had a real struggle trying to find a job. 
When I do get interviews, I walk in and they 
take one look at me and I see their faces 
change and I just know I'm not going to 
get it. One person looked at me like I could 
have been a piece of gum on their shoe." 
Molly, Wakefield

I’m a lifeguard and I was told 
that I had to wear shorts and I’m 

quite conscious of my legs. All the boys 
get to wear tracksuit bottoms. I was just 
told that girls have to wear shorts that’s it.“

“

Elise, Manchester

GIRLS’  
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"Some jobs you have to send a picture in 
when you are applying - for a job where 
your looks mean nothing. Why do they 
want a picture of you? It reinstates the fact 
that image is so important and it should not 
be." Rosie, Durham

"I worked in a small café in a small town 
where we were hired on appearance.  The 
boss (female) told a 14 year old to go home 
and put on make-up because she looked 
bad." Laura, Aberystwyth

"My friend said she wasn't going to apply 
for a waitressing job. I asked why and 
she said 'I'm not pretty enough'." Carla, 
Glasgow

"People employ people based on the way 
they look for sure. It's not right. If you work 
in some shops, they separate people. If 
you're not that good looking in their eyes 
then you're put in the back and not on the 
shop floor. If you're not tanned, tall, blonde 
or a muscly guy they you are not going to 
be hired to be on show and show off their 
clothes. My friend was taken into a meeting 
to be told she had to wear make-up and 
make herself more presentable. It made her 
feel bad about herself." Bethany, Crewe

"Some fashion high street brands will only 
employ attractive people and openly say 
so." Yvonne, Macclesfield

"There needs to be changes to the general 
mind-set of what you have to look like 
to apply and get certain jobs." Emily, 
Newcastle Tees

I HAVE TO WEAR THIS?

Girls and young women would like to 
see greater consideration given to rules 
around attire and appearance in their 
workplaces as they say flexibility and 
understanding would help their confidence 
and productivity in the long term.

"There was a girl at work who couldn't 
fasten her shirt because she was too big 
and she got sacked for wearing the wrong 
uniform." Vanessa, Crewe

"In the beauty industry, we get told to wear 
make-up, your hair has to be a certain way, 
you have to be dressed a certain way." 
Deirdre, Inverness

"One time I worked at Bella Italia and I had 
to wear an apron and skinny trousers. It 

was alright if you were slim. I told my mum 
I felt so horrible in it, I genuinely didn't want 
to go in. But I didn't let it stop me. Why do 
they not think about different body types 
when they're coming up with uniforms?" 
Malinda, Crewe

"The Tesco uniform is so unflattering. 
Everybody has to wear the same thing 
but it only looks decent on certain people, 
certain sizes. Not on me. It looks like a 
sack." Helene, Macclesfield

"There are a lot of arguments at work. I 
have to wear a padded bra to cover up 
a nipple piercing when a male colleague 
with nipple piercings doesn't." Corinna, 
Monmouth

"I'm tall so it's hard to wear a skirt that 
doesn't look short. I get told to wear a 
longer one; I think the boys and men should 
be told not to look." Tarryn, Wrexham

"A friend of mine was sent home as her 
heels were not high enough.  She quit 
and reported them. Employers need to 
be more mindful of uniforms and different 
shapes and sizes. Even a bra shouldn't be 
mandatory." Alexe, Swansea

I'M NOT A SEX OBJECT

It is clear that more needs to be done 
by employers to protect girls and young 
women, especially in their first jobs, from 
sexualisation, sexism and harassment in 
the workplace. 

"I was waitressing and customers asked to 
be served by me instead of this other girl 
because they said she wasn't pretty. It was 
horrible." Vanessa, Crewe

"I was treated like an object working in a 
bar. Customers would make comments, 
objectify me or touch me. It was shit." 
Kirsty, Macclesfield

"I work in a bar and the girls who are willing 
to let people walk over them will get more 
tips. 'Tits for tips' is the little motto there 
and it's disgusting but it's true. Those 
girls will be better off financially than me 
because they're more willing to do that." 
Lila, Canterbury

"I teach plumbing and I'm constantly 
being told I'm not a 'real woman' and I'm 
not feminine enough or that I must be a 
lesbian. Bullying and body image issues 
don't seem to be recognised in work. Once 
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you get to that work stage it's like they 
don't exist. I think it would be really helpful, 
being frontline, to be provided with mental 
health training and body image training. I 
have researched that and provided it for my 
students but why are we not given that? I 
want students to have good wellbeing in 
my classroom, because you're going to do 
better if you're comfortable with yourself." 
Colleen, Howarth

"If you wear make-up, then you open 
yourself up to sexualisation and 
objectification. If you choose not to wear 
it then you break uniform codes and 
risk being disciplined. I felt like I started 
to dress a certain way at work to avoid 
sexualised comments from co-workers or 
customers." Heather, Glasgow

"Sometimes work uniforms can be a little 
too revealing." Sian, Swansea

"I work in Subway, lots of builders come 
in and I get cat called, touched over the 
counter, called 'sugar tits'. The boss said 
it was ok because I'm pretty." Corinna, 
Monmouth

"Working in a bar, I got all sorts of 
comments from customers on my body, 
touching me inappropriately, offering me 
coke. It messed me up so much." Meg, 
Macclesfield

LET'S TALK

Girls and young women who are working 
would like to build better relations with 
their employers and managers so they can 
have open discussions around body image 
concerns which would bolster a happier 
workforce.

"Employers don't care about how you're 
feeling or your self-esteem."  Cath, 
Inverness

"Our boss just wouldn't really care about 
anyone's insecurities about their body 
image." Jackie, Swansea

"I worked for Boots. They really respect you 
and have a really positive attitude towards 
body image - if you're not comfortable 
wearing loads of make-up, they won't 
pressure you." Polly, Macclesfield

"My boss couldn't understand I needed 
the day off due to a mental health issue 
because she couldn't hear or see the 
problem.  I got given a very hard time even 
though it was my only day off in a year.  I'm 
not comfortable talking to my boss at all, 
the relationship is not present." Corinna, 
Monmouth

"I work in a big Tesco store. We don't really 
see our store manager. He won't speak to 
us. He thinks the younger people are lazy 
and don't work." Helene, Macclesfield

RECOMMENDATIONS: 

Employment law to include body image 
as a protected characteristic. They do 
not wish to be employed or not based 
on appearance and need recourse to 
employment law.

Employers to be more flexible with 
dress codes and uniforms. Greater 
consideration given to attire and 
appearance would help their confidence 
and productivity.

More done to tackle sexualisation, 
sexism and harassment in the 
workplace. Girls and young women need 
to better understand their rights and 
responsibilities at work.

More understanding and empathy from 
employers about body image issues. This 
would improve relationships with young 
female staff can make with their managers 
and employers.
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Conclusion
Girls and young women across the UK are 
asking us all to understand more when it 
comes to body image; this isn't just about 
how they look, but has its roots firmly in 
how they feel and is impacting on their 
mental health and emotional wellbeing.

They are calling on teachers and employers 
to be open to dialogue and flexibility on 
how they dress, how they wear their hair, 
make-up and jewellery. This, they say will 
help them stretch themselves creatively, 
allowing them to become more confident, 
more comfortable and higher achievers. 
They need their managers and employers 
to consider the sexual harassment and 
discrimination girls and young women can 
face at work and help them ensure they 
find routes to becoming confident adult 
employees. They also ask older generations 
in their families to be open to conversations 
and greater understanding on body 
'enhancements' like tattoos and piercings 
and for parents, particularly mothers, to 
get more support to resolve their own body 
image issues so fewer are imprinted on the 
next generation.

They say emotional and mental wellbeing 
needs to be better addressed in PSHE 
classes from primary school upwards 
because of the enormous scrutiny of 
life permanently online and that greater 
investment needs to be made in staff who 
can support them emotionally because 
over-stretched school counsellors and 
nurses are neither visible nor accessible. 
Some talk of one part-time counsellor for 
9,000 students and others that school 
nurses only see you if you become 
pregnant. In addition, the focus of school 
rules around attire has weighed too 
heavily on them as females because of 
a perception that their appearance is a 
distraction to boys. It's time, they say, that 
boys and young men learnt greater restraint 
and respect with regards to their body 
image.

Reflecting on accessing healthcare, the 
girls and young women we spoke to say a 
wholesale refresh of mental health training, 
ongoing development and strategy is the 
only answer if they and future generations 
are going to receive the treatments they 
need in good time and tailored to their 
individual needs. They say they desperately 
need tailor-made treatment plans which 

encompass a whole range of alternative 
therapies which they can access quickly 
as well as medical interventions which they 
recognise may involve waiting lists.

And finally, celebrities and the media 
need to take responsibility for curbing 
the pressure girls and young women are 
putting themselves under when scrutinising 
themselves against a daily barrage of 
images which promote 'unattainable 
perfection'. They want to see industry 
regulation of photoshopped images with 
watermarks showing they have been 
altered so that they can learn to recognise 
and filter out enhanced images.

With this work, girls and young women 
who took part hope to stimulate discussion 
and learning around the female sense 
of personal identity, self-esteem, body 
image, emotional wellbeing and associated 
mental health issues. They are putting 
themselves centre stage so their authentic 
voices can be heard and, they hope, an 
environment created in which more people 
can have greater understanding, start new 
discussions and identify the issues around 
female self-esteem and body image which 
need to be aired in open debate. 

The School and Public Health Nurses 
Association will support a drive to share 
these recommendations with health and 
education networks in a bid to refresh 
outdated attitudes on self-esteem and 
body image.

We will endeavour to engage the wider 
public in these issues and solutions by 
using a wide range of digital and traditional 
media to create greater understanding and 
empathy.

And we ask you to listen actively to the 
messages which are relevant to you both 
in your personal and professional lives 
and seek to empower a new generation to 
create the social and cultural changes they 
have identified as being needed.
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