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Body Image 

What is body image? 

Body image is the thoughts and feelings that we have about our bodies 1, 2. For instance, someone who 

often has thoughts like “I’m too fat”, “I need to change the way I look” and feels sad or distressed when 

thinking about their appearance might be described as having a negative body image. A person with 

positive body image accepts and admires their body and might think positively about the function of their 

body; e.g., “I am happy with my body because it lets me walk and run”. People with positive body image 

can also reject the pressure from society to have an ideal body type 2.A common misunderstanding is that 

body image is a person’s appearance itself; however, body image refers to what’s going on in our minds, 

rather than how we look on the outside. 

What do we know about body image for boys? 

40-50% of 6-12-year-olds, and 40-70% of adolescents report being unhappy with the way that they look 3, 4. 

Body image in boys is an area that has not been researched as much as body image in girls, however we do 

know that there are some differences between genders. Girls who are unhappy with their bodies tend to 

want to be thinner or leaner. Boys who are unhappy with their bodies are more likely to want to be more 

muscular, although there are some boys who also say they would like to be thinner. On average, body 

image tends to be worse among girls, but poor body image is related to a lower quality of life regardless of 

gender 5.  

What determines whether we have a positive or a negative body image? 

There are usually a few factors that determine whether we have a positive or negative body image. That is, 

there is not usually just one thing that may cause us to feel better or worse about our appearance. Some 

influences on negative body image are biological – for instance, BMI 6, early puberty, and our genes (which 

can influence our personality). Other influences come from our environment; for instance, media or social 

media, our peer group, appearance teasing, pressure from other people to look a particular way, and 

appearance conversations 4. It is often a combination of these things that will affect how we feel about 

ourselves.  

 

 



Why is it important to have a positive body image? 

Being dissatisfied with our bodies is linked to a number of consequences for our mental and physical 

health. Some of these are disordered eating behaviours 7, use of steroids and weight gain supplements, 

misuse of drugs and alcohol, and using smoking as an appetite suppressant 7, low mood, poor self-esteem 

8, and absences from school 9. Not everyone with poor body image will have many or all of these 

consequences, but we know that overall, having poor body image is likely to have a negative impact.  

Some people may mistakenly think that feeling bad about how we look might help motivate healthy eating 

and fitness. This is not true – overall, people who are dissatisfied with their bodies are less likely to engage 

in healthy behaviours. 

What can I do to promote a healthy body image? 

Here are a few do’s and don’ts for helping your child have a healthy body image10: 

DO 

• Model healthy behaviours by speaking about your body in a positive way 

• Accept different sizes and shapes of bodies 

• Praise your child, and others, for their abilities and personality, rather than their appearance 

• Have regular family meals where possible. Mealtimes should be a relaxing environment. 

• Build resilience and help your child deal with any negative comments about their appearance 

• Ask for help from a health or mental health professional if you’re concerned about your child’s 

eating habits or body image. 

DON’T 

• Criticise your own or others’ appearance 

• Criticise your child’s appearance, or allow others to say negative things about their appearance 

• Diet, or encourage your child to diet 

• Label foods as “good” or “bad” – “every day” or “sometimes” are more helpful 

• Suggest that being more muscular/thinner/eating differently would make your child more likeable 

• Focus on exercise as a means to lose weight or build muscle; instead, promote exercise as a way to 

stay mentally and physically healthy 

• Use food as a reward 

 

 



What should I do if I am concerned about my child’s body image? 

It is helpful to consult a health professional or mental health professional if you’re concerned about your 

child’s body image. Some general practitioners, psychologists, counsellors, and dietitians can provide 

information on eating and body image.  

Other Resources 

The Embrace Hub 

www.theembracehub.com  

Body image explained – The Butterfly Foundation 

https://butterfly.org.au/body-image/body-image-explained/ 

Guys and body image - ReachOut 

https://au.reachout.com/articles/guys-and-body-image 

 

Professional Support  

Your GP 

A mental health professional – for instance, a psychologist with experience in body image and eating 

disorders – you can search here: https://www.psychology.org.au/Find-a-Psychologist 

A dietitian – you can find a local Accredited Practising Dietitian here: 

https://dietitiansaustralia.org.au/find-an-apd/ 

The Butterfly Foundation - http://butterfly.org.au/ 

National helpline: 1800 33 4673 (8am-midnight, 7 days a week) 

Kids Helpline -  (general helpline for people aged 5-25, open 24 hours):  1800 55 180

http://www.theembracehub.com/
https://butterfly.org.au/body-image/body-image-explained/
https://au.reachout.com/articles/guys-and-body-image
https://www.psychology.org.au/Find-a-Psychologist
https://dietitiansaustralia.org.au/find-an-apd/
http://butterfly.org.au/
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