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Foreword
The body image fix enabled boys 
and young men to speak openly 
about their lived experiences with 
body image. Together we shared our 
concerns and discussed solutions 
which we hope will help future 
generations navigate the often tricky 
path through this complicated topic.

The event took place in London, and 
was unique because it was us, the 
young people, who took centre stage 
as the experts. We set the agenda 
and decided what was said.

The discussion was split into five 
key areas; home, health, education, 
media and work. In the afternoon 
professionals from these key areas 
came to listen to us; policymakers 
and frontline workers from health 
services, schools, 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 we know need to be made 
to improve life for future generations. 
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 for me to share my 
views because I was badly bullied in 
secondary school and this led to me 
suffering with severe anxiety – at one 
point it was so bad I was too scared 
to leave my own house.

I feel really strongly that young 
people in every school across the 
country should be taught to celebrate 
people's differences instead of being 
discriminatory over them. If we all 
accepted people for who they are, 
regardless of gender, colour, race or 
religion then perhaps our lives would 
be happier.

Personally, I would like to see 
positive body image promoted in 
schools, colleges and youth groups. 
One of the solutions we came 
up with was support and training 
for teachers, ideally delivered by 
young people who have a real lived 
experience of body image issues. I 
want to inspire other young people to 
feel confident about themselves and 
to stand up for what they believe.

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

By Craig Hadwin, 25, from Liverpool 
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Executive Summary
A handful of boys and young men 
across the country aged between 
16 and 25 have spoken candidly 
about their lived experience of 
body image.

This report accompanies a 
dedicated microsite  
fixers.org.uk/fixingbodyimage 
which houses new interactive 
content, films and other multi-
media tools. This site is 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.

The top recommendations 
coming out of this report are:

1. Parents to stop projecting 
their expectations on to their 
children and instead allow them 
to embrace their individuality. 

2. Teachers to receive up to date 
training on body image and help 
children celebrate difference. 

3. To challenge gender 
stereotypes in the workplace.

Names have been changed 
but this report is an authentic 
snapshot of what boys are saying 
today. They ask you to use their 
recommendations and help them 
bring about change.
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Education
Historically body image and the 
classroom has been associated 
with young women battling eating 
disorders and pressures to look 
perfect.

However, it is clear boys and 
young men are also deeply 
affected by these pressures.

From a very young age children 
notice difference, and if left 
unchecked this can lead to 
devastating consequences. 
The young men involved in the 
workshops spoke about how they 
felt growing up feeling different 
to their peers, and how the 
language used by adults and their 
peers shaped the way they saw 
themselves.

'I didn't have a good time at 
school. The impact on my 
education, the impact on my life 
because of my hair, because of 
my clothes, because of my skin 
colour, because of my nose – 

anything about me – I was told 
constantly growing up that it was 
bad or wasn't nice.' Lucas

They talked about a lack of 
openness in the classroom, 
and bullying about looks going 
unchecked, and called for 
discussions around embracing 
individuality to be a part of 
education.

'If something ignorant was 
shouted out in class, about how 
someone looks, then I'd like the 
teacher to actually challenge it.' 
Will

'I think from a young age we 
should be taught to embrace that 
everyone is different but that it is 
a positive thing.' Fred

Although teachers came under 
fire for not challenging the 
bullies, it was also acknowledged 
the impossible task they have 
keeping abreast of the latest 



issues. To counter this the young 
men are calling for better, up-to-
date training to ensure teachers 
are best equipped to tackle 
discussions around body image.

They believe themselves to 
be best placed to deliver this 
training, as only through lived 
experience can you really know 
where the pitfalls are and how 
they can be changed.

'The teachers can barely keep up, 
teachers clearly do need training 
in all sorts of areas. Body image 
is one of those.' Jason

'I feel like there's a lot of teacher 
blaming. As to what the students 
say, I feel like there should be 
more awareness of body image 

issues amongst students as well. 
Students need to be more aware 
of it and, although teachers are 
there to prevent bullying, it is the 
students who are actually saying 
these horrible things about each 
other.' David

RECOMMENDATIONS

Support and training for 
teachers. Delivered by young 
people with lived experience.

Teach children about difference. 
Start the conversations in primary 
school and focus on the positives.

7
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Home
Before children are even born, 
their parents are pressing 
expectations on to them. Their 
desires to have a boy over a girl, 
or vice versa. How they dress 
these tiny babies, the gendered 
language they use around them 
and the career expectations 
weighted on to them can be 
hugely damaging to the mental 
health of young boys.

The young men taking part in 
the workshops talked about 
becoming a product of their 
parents' expectations, and the toll 
this can take on their self-esteem. 
In an ideal world they want their 
home lives to be stripped bare 
of the connotations of being a 
man, and allowed the freedom to 
discover who they are within the 
safety and support of their wider 
family.

'My mum wanted me to look 
a certain way, so I became a 
product of her expectations. It 
ultimately makes you question 
and doubt yourself a lot and living 

up to those expectations is really 
difficult.' Lucas

'I was always nervous to get my 
hair cut or to try on new clothes 
because I was really nervous 
about what people would say. I'd 
get loads of questions from my 
parents about why I had chosen 
to look a certain way.' Jason

'One thing my dad would do 
is compare me to the next-
door neighbour's kid. He would 
constantly be telling me to be 
like someone else as if who I was 
wasn't good enough.' Will

The boys and young men taking 
part in this research also felt 
strongly about the language used 
at home to describe body image. 
They want to encourage parents 
to consider everything they say in 
the context of a teenager with low 
self-esteem and then question 
whether they would still say it at 
all.



Phrases such as 'puppy fat' and 
'stick thin' can be damaging to 
young people already struggling 
with their body image. Instead, 
they want parents to be honest 
yet kind.

'One of the main problems at 
home is parents criticising how 
you look as you grow up.' Will

'When you're growing up you get 
comments about puppy fat and 
your parents will tell you you're 
putting on weight. When that 
chubbiness doesn't go when 
you're older, they pinpoint on it 
and that really affects your body 
image quite badly.' Max

They hope that by parents not 
impressing their expectations on 
to them, and choosing language 
carefully, they will create a home 
environment where young men 

are free, and encouraged to be, 
individual and unique.

'You need to stick to who you are, 
what is unique about you.' Jason

'You need to own who you are 
and how you look. Embrace it and 
ask that they accept you for who 
you are.' Lucas

RECOMMENDATIONS

A more open and honest 
dialogue between parents and 
children.

Parents to stop projecting 
their expectations on to young 
children. This includes peer 
comparison.

Allow children to embrace who 
they are.

9
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Media
The perils and perks of social 
media are well documented 
nationally, and the young men 
taking part in the workshops had 
views similar to hundreds of other 
young people Fixers has worked 
with.

They talked about there being 
no 'safe place' when it comes 
to Facebook, Instagram and 
Snapchat. Not only does the 
bullying continue outside the 
school gates, there is also an 
unrealistic portrayal of life through 
filters, coupled with heavy editing 
and staging of photos. The 
young men we spoke to called 
for primary aged children to be 
taught how to use social media 
safely and for the media giants 
to update their terms of use to 
stop underage children becoming 
addicted.

'There's no safe space on social 
media. If the bullies can't get you 
in school they will get you outside 
of school, via social media. In 

person I could deal with it, but 
behind a screen it was harder to 
stand up to them because they 
hid behind a smart phone. Once 
it's out there it's out there.' Jason

'Social media platforms need to 
update the way they do things. 
They need to have some sort of 
proper age verification that will 
keep underage kids off it.' David

Interestingly the young men 
believed their parents were guilty 
of fanning the flames when it 
came to social media. They 
described the competitive world 
of parents boasting about their 
child's achievements on social 
media, and the pressure this 
placed on them as teenagers to 
be the best.

They are calling for parents to 
help them practice sensible 
use, where they give a truthful 
portrayal of their lives, and 
support them to carve their own 
path through the unrealistic posts.



'I think the problem is social 
media has become competitive. 
Weirdly, parents use it to show 
off. Kids are used on social media 
to compete with other people 
in their social group... but kids 
learn behaviour and if you've 
got parents who are constantly 
competitive, comparing their 
lifestyles to others, then their kids 
are going to do it too.' Max

'We're just trying to be someone 
else and it's not possible to 
achieve.' Will

Finally, the young men touched 
upon a lack of trust in mainstream 
media, citing print media as not 
sharing young people's views and 
magazines lacking in authenticity. 
They want to see big brands and 
TV shows celebrating difference 
by showing people of all size and 
colour in their natural form.

'When I come across something 
negative on social media, instead 
of feeding it and getting absorbed 
by it, I just delete it. It's that easy.' 
Lucas

RECOMMENDATIONS

Education for young people on 
safer ways to use social media.

More diversity in media of body 
shapes and sizes.

Parents to stop using social 
media as a bragging tool for 
their kids.

11
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Health
Boys and young men feel 
doctors and nurses are making 
sweeping assumptions based 
on what they see in often very 
short consultations. They shared 
experiences of outdated medical 
mind-sets having a harmful 
impact on their diagnosis and 
subsequent treatment, and 
are calling for doctors to stop 
prescribing, take a step back, and 
offer a more holistic approach to 
treatment.

They also believe the focus 
of medical professionals is 
too frequently on the external 
problems presenting on the day, 
rather than the root causes or 
emotional issues that all too 
often sit at the heart of a young 
person's problems.

Young men want to be signposted 
to support groups, rather than be 
instantly medicated. They also 
want to be given freedom to try 
different treatments, instead of 
settle for the first idea.

'Actually listening and 
understanding the person and 
making sure it is right for them 
is where they're going wrong. 
You've got the medical model, 
which is looking at the problem 
and finding the cure or solution, 
or the social model which is about 
listening, understanding and 
making sure what you want is the 
right decision for you.' Jason

'Is fixing myself outwardly going 
to make me happy? I've learned 
to listen to other people's stories 
and I've learned to listen to 
myself as well and not be told 
by a doctor what I should and 
shouldn't be doing.' Lucas

Coupled with all this, there was 
a feeling amongst the group they 
knew what was best for their 
bodies. Yet doctors were not 
giving them the time to explore 
alternative therapies, or suggest 
a different treatment path. The 
young men described feelings 



of unease at being expected 
to instantly adopt the medic's 
opinion.

'There are quite a lot of 
misconceptions and stereotypes 
still about the way you look 
and the size you are. My 
understanding is doctors are too 
quick to find a problem in terms 
of body image. In my experience 
they also don't prescribe you the 
best course of treatment straight 
away.' Jason

'The approach a lot of doctors 
seem to have is that they'll listen 
to you for five minutes, make a list 
in their head and then it's just trial 
and error. They'll tell you to try 
something and then come back. 
A lot of the time it's not do-able 
now.' Mo

RECOMMENDATIONS

A more holistic approach to 
treatments.

Signposting to a wider support 
network, to include support 
groups and peer mentoring.

More training for health 
professionals.
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Work
All the boys and young men who 
contributed to this piece of work 
felt strongly about the gendered 
stereotypes they had experienced 
in the workplace. From a young 
age, these men felt conditioned 
to fulfil certain roles or to train 
for particular jobs. They talked 
with interest about the incredible 
steps taken to ensure women 
are represented across the entire 
spectrum of work, yet ironically 
men still feel pressured to take 
jobs in industries typically seen as 
masculine.

Despite this, there was a 
confidence among these young 
men to enter typically female 
workplaces and to challenge 
these outdated stereotypes.

They believed in frank 
conversations with line managers 
about where their skills were best 
suited, which was potentially 
different from where their face 
dictated.

'I don't think men or different 
genders should be put off just 
because it's female dominated. 
Be who you want to be and do 
whatever you want to do, don't let 
anyone stop you just because it's 
female dominated.' Jason

'There are stereotypes which 
seem bizarre now. Feminism 
has become big, which is great, 
girls can obviously do these jobs 
and the same jobs as men, but it 
doesn't seem like it has happened 
the other way round to the same 
extent. If it has evolved the other 
way round then it should this way 
round as well.' Mo

The young men also discussed 
the racial side to employment. 
Some of the men admitted to 
changing the name on their CV 
to a more English sounding one, 
with visible results. Others owned 
up to be hired to tick a diversity 
box.



'I was told by my manager I was 
hired because they needed to tick 
the diversity list and I was mixed 
race and transgender. It's what 
happens with companies and that 
is the reality of it.' Lucas

'It's gender based, sexuality 
based, racial based, religious 
based as well as my name. When 
it comes to job applications I use 
my preferred name. When I have 
used my actual name there is a 
lot of stigma.' Will

'I feel like I got rejected for a lot 
of jobs because of how I looked.' 
Fred

RECOMMENDATIONS

Telling managers where you 
would prefer to work and what 
you are capable of.

Young people to use 
their voices to challenge 
stereotypes.

15
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Conclusion
Boys and young men 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 
its impact on their mental and 
emotional wellbeing.

In education the young men are 
calling for teachers to help young 
children learn about difference. 
They believe the colour of your 
skin or hair, the way you dress 
or how you speak should be 
celebrated, not exploited as a 
weakness. 

They want teachers to receive up-
to-date training on body image 
issues, so they are best equipped 
to deal with the challenges and 
discussions about it.

At home, the boys and young 
men discussed the huge pressure 
and expectations steeped on 
them by parents. Living up to 
these can take a massive toll on 
their self-esteem, so they are 
calling for parents and guardians 
to cast aside their preconceptions 
and support their young boys in 
their discovery of who they are. 
They are also asking parents to 
consider the language they use 
around children and to be aware 

of the damaging consequences of 
using words such as 'puppy fat' 
and 'stick thin' around youngsters 
already suffering from low self-
esteem.

Social media was discussed in 
great depth by the young men. 
The want to see primary aged 
children taught how to use it 
safely and for the media giants 
to develop protective software 
to ensure young children are 
not able to start accounts and 
therefore be exposed to online 
abuse.

The boys also saw their parents 
as part of the problem, using 
social media to boast about their 
children's achievements. The 
pressure this then puts on the 
young people to look good and 
be the best can be stifling, so 
they are urging parents to help 
them practice sensible social 
media use.

When it came to the medical 
profession, the young men 
believed a lot of doctors were too 
quick to prescribe medication 
when often a more holistic 
approach could have worked. 
They want doctors to focus on 
the root cause of their issues, 
rather than obsess over the 
external symptoms. 
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On the topic of work, the men 
discussed the outdated gender 
stereotypes still applied to men in 
the workplace. They argued huge 
positive steps have been taken 
to make jobs more accessible 
to women, but there was still a 
stigma attached to men being 
employed in areas such as caring 
and cleaning. 

They are calling for employers 
to place them in positions which 
exploit their strengths and skills, 
not positions their gender dictates 
they should be in.

We will endeavour to engage 
policy makers and the wider 
public on these issues and 
solutions by using the power 
of digital and traditional media. 
But we ask you to listen to the 
messages these young men are 
giving and use them in your lives 
to empower a new generation.

Together we can create the social 
and cultural changes they believe 
are needed.
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This report has been compiled by 
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