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Only 2 percent of women describe themselves as beautiful.

63 percent of women surveyed strongly agree that society expects women to enhance their physical attractiveness.

45 percent of all women feel women who are more beautiful have greater opportunities in life.

68 percent of women strongly agree that the media and advertising set an unrealistic standard of beauty that most women can’t ever achieve.

76 percent wish female beauty was portrayed in the media as being made up of more than just physical attractiveness.

75 percent of women say they wish the media did a better job of portraying women of diverse physical attractiveness, including age, shape, and size.

Source: 2004 Dove Study, “Only Two Percent of Women Describe Themselves As Beautiful: New Global Study Uncovers Desire for Broader Definition of Beauty.”








Introduction




“I hate myself!”

I cried to my mother.

“I’m fat, I’m ugly, I’m stupid, and I feel totally disgusting!” I was only ten years old and in the fourth grade, and already suffering, but this was the first time I could recall revealing my worries about my appearance to anyone.

I shared my prepubescent misery with my family on a flight from Los Angeles to Sun Valley, Idaho, where we were headed for a weekend getaway. I didn’t want to go on the trip because I had my first lengthy report due for school, and I was totally nervous about it. This was the first time I had a homework assignment that completely overwhelmed me. The dreaded fourteen-page “Nobel Report” struck fear in the hearts of kids in the lower grades, who knew that when they reached fourth grade they would finally be assigned this project. My brain was on overload. I was tired, feeling insecure, and downright mad about having to go on the trip. By the time our plane took off, I was headed for a full-on meltdown.

Clearly, how I looked on the outside was only part of the issue when it came to how I was feeling on the inside. I used my frustration to vent all of the pent-up unfamiliar feelings I was having about myself. I was terrified of my fourth grade teacher, and I was doing awful in school for the first time. I was being challenged in my classes in ways I had never been before. Whenever I raised my hand to ask a question about something that confused me, I could hear the other kids in my class, mostly the boys, snicker and call me names.

“How could she not know that?” I’d hear one boy say while another would cough out the word stupid.

My reaction to their comments was to fake a sudden understanding of the lesson that had been confusing me and hope the teacher would just move on.

Now, for those of you who don’t know my parents, my mother, Maria Shriver, comes from a very powerful and competitive family. She has been successful throughout her life as a top TV journalist and bestselling author, and is currently first lady of California. Of course, my father is Arnold Schwarzenegger, the governor of California and bodybuilding champion, and yes, he was the Terminator! He is also a former Mr. Universe and Mr. Olympia, two titles he earned as a champion bodybuilder. But to me, they’re just “Mom” and “Dad.” Despite their fame and success, I grew up in a pretty normal home, dealing with issues that all families contend with. Sometimes we disagreed with one another, but our home life was always filled with love, compassion, and understanding.

My mom was especially concerned about us growing up in Los Angeles because she didn’t want us to become spoiled Hollywood kids. Given our unique family circumstances, she worked hard to give us as normal an upbringing as possible, teaching us to be good kids, to respect them as parents, to show respect to others, to be grateful, polite, appreciative, and educated about money, to stay down-to-earth, and to give back to our community.

Looking back, I can genuinely say that I am truly grateful that my parents sheltered us from the public eye. This may sound like an easy task, but it was probably the hardest thing they had to figure out as parents—how to give their kids a normal childhood even though they were always in the spotlight. And the fact that we all had a very recognizable last name didn’t make their job any easier.

Both of my parents grew up feeling very confident, with a strong sense of self-worth, gifts they were doing their best to pass on to my three younger siblings and me. A self-defeating attitude, pity parties, and self-loathing aren’t a part of their worlds, and it wasn’t how they were raising their children.

Whenever I told my mom I didn’t feel smart, she assured me that I was a bright and intelligent girl. If I told her I felt ugly, she’d tell me I was beautiful. When I told her I was miserable, she’d remind me how blessed I am. My mom had a way of knowing how to turn my negative statements into positive ones, something I had yet to learn. I knew she said things like that to comfort me, but it didn’t always make me feel better because, well, let’s face it, she is my mom. She’s supposed to say those things to me, right? I actually believed it was her responsibility to tell me stuff like I am beautiful when I feel unattractive or that I am not fat when I think I am. I thought all moms did and said things like that to get their daughters through the awkward years. After all, they were once young like us too. But I realize now that not all mothers say these things to their daughters, and it is a big deal.

When my younger sister, Christina, and I were babies, my mother constantly reminded us that we had to be more in life than just a pretty face. My father took a videotape of us sitting in our high chairs saying aloud, “I’m beautiful, smart, nice, and kind . . .” over and over with hand motions to go along with it. It’s a little embarrassing to look at now, but it was the start of building our self-confidence and self-esteem.

With that kind of support and positive reinforcement growing up, it may seem strange that I was suddenly feeling so much doubt and insecurity. Admittedly, I consider fourth grade to be one of my “chubby” years as a kid. I felt overweight, and looking back at old pictures of myself, I can honestly say I wasn’t fat, but I certainly felt that way.

Up until then, I was always pencil thin. Without warning and with little awareness that it was happening, my body had changed. I was no longer the skinny little girl I had always been. In fact, the changes were so unexpected that I thought something must be wrong because I was inexplicably gaining weight.

I wasn’t eating any differently than I used to.

I wasn’t going through puberty . . . yet.

My body just changed, which I wasn’t ready or properly prepared to face.

As we reached our cruising altitude on the flight to Idaho that day, I was now all out sobbing. Instead of comforting me, my mom took out a pad of paper and a pen. She drew a line down the center of the paper and wrote “Likes” and “Don’t Likes” at the top of each column. She asked me to list all of the things I liked about myself and then the things I didn’t. I had to really stop and think about the things I liked.

I paused.

And then I yelled, “I don’t like anything!” My sobs turned into uncontrollable weeping—you know the kind of crying where you can’t catch a breath.

“I hate myself and I feel ugly all the time.” I could barely get the words out of my mouth.

My mom continued to calmly walk me through a series of questions, focusing on all of my assets instead of my perceived flaws.

“Do you like your hair or hate your hair?” Mom asked.

“I like my hair, I guess,” I replied in between breathless gasps and streaming tears.

“Do you like your eyes or hate your eyes?”

“I like those too,” I said.

She made me write each of these attributes in the “Likes” column. One by one, we made a list of all the things I actually felt good about instead of what made me feel insecure. It was obvious there was more bothering me than just my looks. I was just too young to articulate all of the conflict I was feeling at the time.

After I calmed down, I was able to explain to my mother that I was angry because I didn’t think I was as smart as the other kids in school. The classes in my school were divided up into slow, average, and advanced groups. When it came to math, I was in the slow class. This distinction and separation from most of my friends was eating away at my self-esteem. It made me feel isolated and “different.” Looking back, I now realize the system our school implemented wasn’t in the students’ best interests, but at the time, it solidified my self-belief that I was not smart—and that really hurt.

I explained to my mother that math was the class I felt worst about. I told her how the teacher made me feel like a complete idiot for not understanding the problems.

“I was never very good at math, Katherine, but that didn’t make me stupid or stop me from achieving my goals. You’re not stupid, honey, you’re really smart,” my mother reassuringly said. “I became successful without being perfect at math, and you can too.”

By the time the pilot announced we were landing, I remarkably realized that there were a lot more “Likes” about myself than “Dislikes” on the lists my mom and I had made during the flight. I felt better about myself than I had in months and actually began to look forward to a couple of days away from the pressures of school and life, not to mention spending some quality time skiing with my family.

Despite my mom’s effort to show me I wasn’t any of those negative things I was feeling, those old self-doubts reappeared shortly after we returned to Los Angeles. When I went back to school, my temporary feeling of being at ease disappeared and my old feelings of insecurity returned. Old habits are hard to break, even in the fourth grade. And once you’ve accepted those beliefs to be the truth, they are easy to indulge in and become reinforced. I spent the next several years of my life fighting my constant self-doubt. I felt like I was losing my mind.

Was I depressed?

No.

Was there something horribly wrong?

Not that I could put my finger on.

So why was I feeling this way?

It turns out that I was a typical struggling preteen.

Most of my feelings were completely and totally age appropriate and normal. Of course, I now know that all girls struggle with the onset of adolescence, but at the time I really thought I was the only girl in the entire world who felt bad about herself. And as I got older, my problems only seemed to get harder to handle, especially the perception I had of my weight and, in turn, my body image.

By the time I entered seventh grade, all the rules had changed. I found the new atmosphere even more challenging. There were a lot more kids in middle school, the classes were held on a different campus than the lower school classes, and we were the awkward “new” kids on campus trying to find our way.

It was hard to make new friends, especially because there were a lot more kids who recognized my very distinctive last name.

“Are you Arnold’s daughter?” they’d say, as if it were some big deal. It wasn’t to me, but then again, not everyone’s dad was the Terminator, right? It was awkward to study American history and read a whole chapter on my mother’s family. My heritage was something that I couldn’t escape, and it made me terribly self-conscious and insecure.

As I got older, I was adamant about keeping the friends I knew from elementary school, the kids who liked me for me, because I was worried the new kids in middle and high school only wanted to be friends because of who my parents are. This was something I worried about, perhaps unnecessarily so, at least until I discovered boys. That’s when it became obvious who was interested in me and who was more interested in my dad.

A few short days into middle school, I was faced with my first official body image dilemma in our physical education class. Because I attended private school, all of the kids were required to wear uniforms for PE. I vividly remember all of us girls standing in the locker room, gym clothes in hand, nearly frozen, waiting to see who would be the first to undress. Some girls just took off their clothes and changed while others headed straight to the bathroom stalls to have privacy. For the first time in my life, I was really nervous about what the other girls would think—or worse, possibly say out loud—when they saw my body. I slowly removed my pants so I could quickly slip on my gym shorts, hoping and praying no one was looking. Despite my best Houdini-esque quick change, I felt as if a thousand sets of eyes were watching me as I undressed, making mental notes of everything wrong with my body. It was painfully awkward.

I remember hearing some older girls in the locker room at school that year staring in the mirror and talking about their bodies.

“I hate my legs,” one said.

“What are you talking about? Your legs are perfect. Have you seen how big my hips are?” another commented.

“Ugh! My arms are so fat,” said a third girl.

Their critical statements were puzzling to me because I thought they all looked perfect. I couldn’t see what they were looking at when they talked about themselves. I wondered why these very pretty girls were picking apart their bodies as if they each had giant humpbacks, three eyes, or other gross and irreparable flaws. If I had overheard girls saying things like that about someone else, I would have thought they were just being mean. Instead, these girls were picking on themselves, not others.

Until I overheard that exchange, my only thought about body image had been whether someone was fat or skinny. These girls were zeroing in on their bodies in ways I had never considered, critically analyzing each detail of various body parts. They ripped apart every little flaw. That was the beginning of my own critical self-examination and hyperawareness of my body.

I went home that afternoon and stood in front of the mirror in my underwear for what seemed like hours. I carefully studied my body from head to toe, noticing every flaw, imperfection, and detail that looked “wrong,” “out of place,” or “unappealing” to me. I looked long and hard until it suddenly became clear that yes, I was flat chested, which I thought looked totally weird on my body frame. I was horrified I didn’t have boobs yet, since most of my friends were more developed. One good friend was already wearing a D cup, which I envied. I’d look in the mirror and wonder, “Where are they?”

A lot of my girlfriends had long skinny legs that looked like two toothpicks. They pranced around in bathing suits with thighs that never moved. My legs were not as thin or firm as theirs. I stood in front of the mirror, jiggling my legs. I gasped after noticing a lot of action in my thighs. I also didn’t think my sandy-colored hair was as beautiful as the lighter shade of California blond all my friends had. I had tons of freckles that ran across my too pointy nose, my shoulders were bony, and my hips seemed to be spreading at an alarming rate. I hated everything I discovered in the mirror that night.

Everything.


“I try not to weigh myself. As long as I fit in my jeans, I’m good. It’s so easy to become obsessed with a number on a scale! It’s a slippery slope, and pretty soon, you’ll be weighing yourself all the time, and for what?

—BETSY, RICHMOND, VIRGINIA”



It was official. I had become one of “those” girls I saw in the locker room earlier that day. I suddenly realized that life would never be the same again.

From that day on, I became obsessed with weighing myself—and I mean all the time. I feared going to the doctor’s office for my annual checkup, panicked at the thought of the big black weight on the scale shifting from fifty to one hundred pounds. My mother had the same type of medical scale in her bathroom as in the pediatrician’s office. I’d sometimes purposely shower in her room so I could secretly weigh myself, sometimes twice a day, hoping and praying I hadn’t gained any weight since my weigh-in the day before. I was mortified thinking about triple digits on the scale.

The struggle with my body image and self-esteem continued well into high school. I took a sex education class my freshman year that taught us about the changes girls’ bodies go through as they mature into women. It sounded horrible! Wide hips, big boobs (which I then viewed as nothing more than two welts of fat), bigger butts, and even larger thighs! Based on that less-than-appealing description, I thought the next few years would be a living hell.

I made it through middle school maintaining a constant weight of 95 to 98 pounds. I was determined to stay under 100 pounds until I went to high school—and I did. I started ninth grade weighing in at what I believed to be a hefty 101 pounds and feeling horrible, like I was a fat blob. My immediate reaction was to skip my next meal and starve myself until I dropped two pounds to get my weight under 100 pounds.

Even though most people would have told you I was thin, I had finally teetered over the 100-pound mark on the scale. It didn’t take long for the scale to creep back up over that dreaded mark. I now weighed a staggering 108! Ugh. This was when I began experimenting with every fad diet known to man. I tried my hardest to starve myself, but nothing I was doing seemed to work. I hated my body.

Growing up, our home was always filled with lots of activity and action. My father is an avid workout fanatic. He still finds the time to exercise twice a day, even as the governor, with a crazy work schedule! My mom exercises religiously every day too. Their active lifestyle was passed on to my two younger brothers, Patrick and Christopher, my sister, Christina, and me. We were never allowed to sit around and veg out in front of the television or play video games all day. If the sun was out, we were outside playing a game or doing something active. Growing up in Southern California had certain advantages, such as the weather, which allowed us to spend the majority of our free time after school and on the weekends doing things outdoors. We played tennis, biked, hiked, and I got to ride horses.

Summer vacations were no exception to the rule. My parents always made sure we did something useful with our time. According to my parents, summer was not a time to relax or take a break from the everyday routine of going to school; it was a time to get ahead and do something useful and meaningful with our time. When I was younger, I played sports and went to camp. As I got older, my parents began to instill in us the importance of giving back to the community, especially those places around the world that are less fortunate than my very privileged life growing up in Los Angeles.

At the end of ninth grade, my parents agreed to send me to Costa Rica to participate in a community service exchange program, where we would live with a family, learn Spanish, and do work in the community. This was my first trip out of the country on my own. The home-stay family I lived with owned a dairy farm. The father often pointed over to a cow and told me in Spanish, “You see that one over there? She will be good for dinner tonight.” The thought of eating that cow later on freaked me out. If they served hamburgers, I couldn’t eat, because all I could see on my plate was the face of that poor cow, which had been a living, breathing animal in the pasture just a few hours earlier. The only other thing left on the dinner table to eat was bread, so I’d fill up on that before anyone could notice I wasn’t eating the meat, which might have been taken as rude or disrespectful.

During my three weeks there, my diet was mainly warm, fresh baked homemade bread and tortillas. I couldn’t resist the temptation every time a new loaf came out of the oven. My carefree eating brought me home, give or take, fifteen to twenty pounds heavier than when I left. I wasn’t immediately aware of my rapid and drastic weight gain because I mostly wore baggy sweats with an elastic waist or drawstring tie and big T-shirts while I was there. Since I primarily wore loose-fitting workout clothes, it was easy to be oblivious to my quickly expanding waistline. Plus, my height of five feet eight inches gives me the added advantage of being able to carry around a few extra pounds, which someone else who is shorter simply can’t pull off as well.

It wasn’t until I came home and tried to slip into my favorite pair of jeans that my changed body became obvious and appalling all at once. Although I wanted to believe that someone must have shrunk my jeans while I was away, the harsh reality was that my pants didn’t get smaller—I had gotten bigger!

Sometime during my first days back in Los Angeles, one of my best girlfriends came to my house to hear all about my trip. When I opened the front door, I heard her say, “Wow! You look so . . . healthy!”

“Healthy? What does that mean?” I wondered aloud.

My friend stumbled for an appropriate answer, but there wasn’t one.

“Um . . . You look, I don’t know, just healthy.”

That’s when I knew for sure that what she meant was that I looked FAT.

I spent tenth grade struggling to lose the extra weight it took me less than a month to gain. I tried starving myself and working out like I was a girl on a mission. I worked my butt off that whole year to get back to my skinny middle school self, but my body never fully got back to what it used to be. I had to accept and realize that I would never be that girl again.

I hated my body, and worse than that, I actually believed there was nothing I could do to change how I felt—helpless, confused, and mad at myself because I had no one to blame but myself for allowing myself to gain all of that weight in the first place.

Looking back, I can now laugh at myself for thinking that I actually believed my problems were unique—singular to little ol’ me. I spent years stressed-out and full of angst, trying to be the image of what I believed everyone else thought I should look like. I wasted so many years chasing perfection, wallowing in self-doubt and torturing myself, all of which made me miss out on some of the best years of my life.

Over what?

A few extra pounds!

Learning to love my inner and outer beauty wasn’t an easy road. I still don’t always love the reflection I see in the mirror, but I have learned that my outer appearance does not define me. I still get mad when I put on my jeans and they are a little bit tight or if I put on a dress that fits differently than it did a month ago when I bought it. But I don’t go into a tailspin. I now know and appreciate that I can be confident in my skin regardless of my dress size. I have many other great qualities that define me other than my weight on a scale.

SECRET 1 . . . STOP STRESSING!

Fitness experts say not to weigh yourself more than once a week. I recommend weighing yourself once a month to give your body a chance to regulate. Your weight on a scale can fluctuate between five pounds, depending on what you’ve had to eat that day, your salt intake, when you’ve gone to the bathroom, etc. You can’t let that number dictate how you feel on any given day. So, stop stressing!

I spent years allowing one singular flaw here and there to cast a gigantic shadow over all of the good blessings I had in life. I have great friends, a loving and supportive family, a passion for riding, and lots of personal interests in philanthropy that I was and still am passionate about. Then I had my first real, what I like to call an Oprah “A-ha” realization, one that led me to finally embrace the insight that yes, I am a curvy, powerful, smart, confident, loving, sexy, and happy woman. Let me be clear. For me this did not happen overnight. It took a couple of years for me to sit and embrace my body as it is.


“I generally don’t feel fat until the season changes and I pull out my winter or summer clothes and they don’t fit the way they should. Trying on clothes that once fit gives me an ‘I feel fat’ feeling.

—LINDSEY M., BOULDER, COLORADO”



I was finally able to accept that I will never be stick thin again and that I was blessed to have a curvier figure, so I should love it and embrace it.

I will most likely never be one of the cover girl models I see on magazines with a perfect body and flawless skin and long flowing, shiny, never-frizzy hair.

Nope.

But that’s okay with me because I have also realized that I no longer have to measure myself against those girls to feel and be beautiful. As long as I eat right, exercise, and continue to live healthfully, I am just as good as any supermodel!

It took ten years of struggling with my self-image and self-esteem to come to a place of understanding, acceptance, and self-love for my body and myself, regardless of my dress size, and to not only understand this message but also to finally stop listening to my inner critic.

My journey of how I got here is what ultimately led me to wanting to share my experiences with you in this book. I’ve been through the various problems, issues, and concerns you are now facing or will face in the future.

Even if you feel like you’re the only girl in the world who is suffering, I assure you that you’re not.

I’ve been there.

I’ve struggled.

I’ve cried alone in my bedroom at night. I woke up in the morning filled with angst about going to school. I’ve stood in front of the mirror and wanted to scream about how I looked. I’ve been embarrassed to go outside in a bikini. I’ve heard the cruel commentary from the boys and girls in the cafeteria or the back of the classroom about my weight or dumb questions.

And guess what?

I lived through it all, and so will you!

In fact, someday you may even look back on all of the drama you’re now fighting and laugh about it, like I do. It may not seem possible now, but it’s true. Believe me, when I came home from Costa Rica twenty pounds heavier, it wasn’t funny.

Nope.

Not even a little bit.

But now, just a few years later, my girlfriends and I laugh about it. I can look at my best friend, who said I came home “healthy,” and say, “Did I ever look in the mirror when I was there? How could I not notice an extra twenty pounds?” and just laugh.

The gift of laughter is the best tool you can arm yourself with throughout these turbulent and awkward years.

I know. Easier said than done, right?

But if you can find the humor in the absurd daily struggles, if you can laugh at others’ irritating remarks, if you can learn not to take every little thing so seriously, if you can learn to allow your inner beauty to work its way outward, those awful feelings will eventually slip away, and you will not only survive, you will thrive.

Happiness isn’t found in being emaciated, having flawless skin, or supermodel legs that never end. We can only gain true happiness by loving ourselves, our inner and outer beauty, for all that we are and even for those things that we are not—or as I have defined it, learning to Rock What You’ve Got!
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Look in the Mirror.

Girls spend a lot of time with this.
 You can make it your best friend or your worst enemy.








Chapter 1
 Mirror, Mirror, on the Wall




your body image

FACT

The average fashion model is over six feet tall and weighs well under 120 pounds. The average American woman is five feet four inches and weighs 140 pounds. Less than 5 percent of all women have the body type they see in magazines. So QUIT STRESSING OVER IT!


“I hear women say that they are big and beautiful, but I honestly think that if they had the chance, they would be thin in a minute!

—KIMBERLY M., ATLANTA, GEORGIA”



FACT

According to the National Mental Health Information Center, girls are three times more likely than boys to have a negative body image.

Body image is how a person views her physical self. A Rock What You’ve Got girl is a girl who has a positive body image, doesn’t talk negatively about herself or others, eats food that is healthful, has consideration for other people’s feelings, doesn’t let people treat her poorly, and knows that she won’t always make everyone happy or like her, so she is content with knowing she likes herself.

Our body image is heightened as we mature from adolescent girls to young women. This is a critical time in a girl’s life because it is when most girls begin to care about how they look, not just to others but also to themselves. This obsession starts as early as middle school and, for some girls, even sooner.

Sometime during these adolescent and teen years, young girls become so concerned with their body image that it takes over most other aspects of their lives. A girl with a negative body image often talks negatively about herself and others, chooses to do whatever she wants regardless of the consequences, has little or no integrity, rarely finishes anything she starts, doesn’t take care of her physical health, allows her friends to treat her poorly, and constantly looks to others for approval. Some girls won’t even participate in sports for fear their muscular bodies may become too thick or bulky, while others discover that working out is a great way to stay in shape, conditioning not only the outside but also your inside too, like your heart. But some girls can even become compulsive about their exercising. It’s also very common for girls to become overly consumed about the clothes they wear and wanting to fit in and be like all the other girls in school.

I was a late bloomer in this department, mostly because I wore a uniform to school until the seventh grade. Around this time I started experimenting with fashion and caring about what I was wearing. Making the wrong choice about which outfit to wear might subject me to ridicule or rejection, which was just another opportunity to feel bad about myself. In an effort to avoid any unwanted embarrassment, I’d call my best girlfriends every morning and ask what they were wearing that day, to make sure I didn’t stand out or look foolish. If they were going to wear their Juicy jumpsuits, I would make sure to wear mine too. Looking back, we must have looked like a walking advertisement, all dressed in identical outfits! I was never overly concerned with doing my hair or wearing lots of makeup, but I definitely started paying attention to my clothes.

Fashion is a cool way to project our personalities to others. It’s also a way we enhance our “outer” beauty. We all have our “look.” I have to confess that I wasn’t sure how to describe my own style at first, so I asked a couple of friends what they thought. They said that my look is feminine, comfortable, classic, chic, and active.

What’s yours? If you’re not sure, ask your friends to help you.

If you can’t come up with an answer to the style question, maybe you’re too consumed with what everyone else is wearing and not what makes you . . . you! Every time you see someone and think “She looks great!” you are getting a glimpse into her personality. She’s most likely projecting a confident outside presence because she feels really good about herself on the inside. That’s a sure sign of someone who is comfortable with her body image.

We all know when we rock a favorite pair of jeans or dress. I know I do. When I wear a special outfit that I know looks really good, I feel better about myself. If I am wearing pants that are too tight or shoes that hurt my feet, I spend the entire time regretting that decision.

It’s true that we will all suffer for the sake of fashion from time to time, but it is important to know that clothes do not define who you are. Trust me. Anyone who judges you on the designer label you’re sporting (or not) isn’t a friend. You may make the decision to wear designer clothes, but in the end, these won’t make you more friends, won’t guarantee a date with that special guy you’ve been eyeing, won’t make you happier with the person you are on the inside. The only thing it will do is set you back financially.

Being fashionable is expensive, especially for young women. The media create an expectation that young women should dress a certain way, despite the costs associated with being current. This imperative can and often does lead to shoplifting, because some girls feel so desperate to fit in by wearing the “right” clothes that they’ll go to any length to get them—even if it means they have to steal.

It’s easy to be overwhelmed and stressed-out about how others may see you, or to feel like you don’t measure up. But don’t let that pressure consume your life. You can be just as hip and stylish in an outfit from H&M as you can in couture. It’s about the way you wear the clothes, not the price tag!


“In sixth grade, my class went on a week-long camping trip. When the counselors encouraged us to finish everything on the plate, a boy in my class turned to me and said, ‘Oh, that won’t be a problem for you!’

—BETH, NEW YORK, NEW YORK”



It is common for girls to be judged by their appearance and therefore to feel pressure to measure up to the high expectations that have been set by all of the outside influences that contribute to a negative body image.

The truth is, if you are a five-foot-four-inch medium-build girl, you will never, ever be a five-foot-eleven waiflike supermodel.

It isn’t possible.

So why do so many girls refuse to accept and love their body as is and aim for that anyway?

It may surprise you to know that the average American woman wears a size fourteen, though you wouldn’t know it if you read fashion magazines, Hollywood tabloids, or watch television, where a size zero is the norm and size four is teetering on “overweight.” Open just about any magazine, look at a billboard, watch a movie or television show, and notice the girls you see in the images being presented.

They appear to be perfect.

Only, they’re not.

They’ve been nipped, tucked, capped, lasered, colored, cut, airbrushed, and Photoshopped to look that way. It’s no wonder 98 percent of girls in America can’t look at themselves and say they’re beautiful. Really, when you think about it, why would we think we’re beautiful when all we see every day in the media are images of drop-dead gorgeous women?

Sorry to be the bearer of bad news, but perfection is impossible.









“I think it’s a scandal, especially the emphasis on changing one’s appearance with makeup, waxing, etc. (and that women who don’t are unclean, unattractive, unfeminine, etc.). Luckily there has been a lot of awareness about the deceptions of Photoshop in ad campaigns, and perhaps that will have some effect on whether these women are perceived as representing a realistic body type.

—NINA, NEW YORK, NEW YORK”



It’s not real, but sadly the chase is never-ending.

It’s a setup for failure!

We will all lose if outer beauty is the measure by which we gauge who we are in this world. And the scary truth is that girls as young as five years old are being negatively influenced by images they see on television and other outlets.

FIVE YEARS OLD!

This statistic should be of major concern to all of us.

A study conducted by the University of South Florida states that “nearly half of the three- to six-year-old participants fretted about being fat. About a third said they’d like to change their appearance—adopt a new hair color or lose weight.”

Okay.

Stop.

Read that paragraph again.

I’m talking about three- to six-year-old girls feeling that way about their bodies!

That’s insane!

Girls are increasingly growing dissatisfied with their bodies at an earlier age, trying to change them and fit into some image or mold of perfection that is impossible to achieve.

Where are they getting these messages from?

The answer is clear: their moms, sisters, friends, frenemies, television, movies, magazines, and every other media outlet imaginable.

It’s a harsh reality that girls are more vulnerable to unrealistic beauty messages than boys are. We are especially self-critical, even when we don’t mean to be. When you open a magazine or watch a movie, what kind of girls do you see?

Skinny ones!

Impossibly perfect girls with immaculate bodies.

Society tells us that looking good is not only attainable but also something that almost everyone wants. Think about it. How many times have you seen an ad in a magazine that touts the benefits of “longer, thicker lashes” or “glowing skin” or “bouncy, healthy, and shiny hair”? In fact, most cosmetic companies use celebrities to endorse their products these days in an effort to drive home the message that we can all look like our favorite movie star if we just use that product. And keep in mind they are selling a product, ladies, so they will promise you anything to get you to buy it. Most of these products don’t actually deliver. They don’t even work on the models that represent them. There is a team of stylists and makeup artists who make the model look the way she appears in an advertisement. So don’t think one skin cream or hair product will transform you. If it sounds too good to be true, it probably is!

It is absolutely normal to want to look good. The real question is: How will you get there?

The quest for the perfect body is not an easy one. In fact, it leaves most girls feeling frustrated, ashamed, and defeated with every failed attempt. These feelings can last a lifetime and will ultimately impact every area in a grown woman’s life—from her career to her friendships and relationships to her overall happiness and contentment.

FACT

A 2002 Harvard University Press study revealed that “90 percent of teenage girls frequently talk about their body shape and that 86 percent of those girls think they should be dieting.”

evolutionarily speaking, we are attracted to people with small waists or six-pack abs because that signals health. An emphasis on physical appearance has been around as long as history has been recorded, dating back at least to the time of the ancient Greeks, who viewed beautiful women as having higher social status. For centuries, heavyset women with really curvy bodies were adored and admired. Seventeenth-century artist Peter Paul Rubens loved to paint portraits of heavy nude women, as he and the culture he lived in found rounder women to be more desirable. A woman’s girth was also a sign of wealth. The bigger she was, the more money she had.

corsets date back to the sixteenth century, but they weren’t called “corsets” until the nineteenth century. Women wore these tightly laced undergarments to give them a much-desired hourglass shape. It’s ironic that women today in the United States are heavier than ever—while there has never been more pressure on them to look thin.

there have been countless studies that show physically attractive people are thought to have more positive attributes than those who are not, by most standards, attractive. For example, physically attractive people are thought to have more outgoing personalities, to be more socially and professionally successful, and are generally thought to be more satisfied with their lives. But what makes a person “physically attractive”? One thing’s for sure. It’s not all about the perfect physique.

What if I asked you to put this book down, undress to your underwear, stand in front of a mirror, and take a good look at your body?


	Does the mere thought of this freak you out?

	Does it fill you with panic-fueled anxiety?

	Would you be among the 86 percent of girls who think they need to be on a diet?

	And if you find the courage to actually look in a full-length mirror, what do you see?



If your answer is yes to the first three questions, then you are not alone. That makes you like most girls, so this daunting but important exercise becomes anything but simple!

If you were to go through with it, most of you would stand there, spotting the tiniest flaws and the smallest imperfections that only YOU can see. There isn’t a girl alive who hasn’t stood in front of a mirror and said, “I’m sooooo fat!”

Even if you’re a healthy, normal weight, most of you will probably look in that mirror and think you look fat and ugly. That’s just wrong!

This endless pursuit of flawlessness has become a lifelong cycle for so many. It starts when we are young girls and often follows us into womanhood. Sadly, once it starts, it’s very difficult to break. Hard, but not impossible. All it takes is the courage to love the skin you’re in and rock what you’ve got.

exercise

This exercise is the same one my mom made me do on that flight to Sun Valley. It may seem elementary, but it will help you discover all of your assets, so just DO IT!

Divide a piece of paper in half. Write the words “Like” and “Dislike” at the top of two columns. Make a list of all the things you like and dislike about your appearance. When you finish, read your list out loud. How does it make you feel? More likes than you thought, huh?

NEWS FLASH!

This just in . . . there is no such thing as a perfect body.

I wish I could shout this from the highest mountaintop so every girl could hear that statement. Unfortunately, I am not much of a yodeler, so I’ll have to trust that reading this will let you know how passionate I am about this subject.

Okay. So now that I’ve assured you there’s no such thing as a perfect body, why do most of us believe there is?

I met Dr. Christiane Northrup a couple of years ago at the California Women’s Conference. It wasn’t a long encounter, but I never forgot our exchange. I asked her if she ever struggled with her body image. She said she had. I was curious how this world-renowned physician, a woman who inspires good health in girls of all ages, recovered from her own body image issues.

Dr. Northrup sort of smiled and said, “I started to recover at around age fifty-five!” I was stunned by her candid response. I asked her to tell me her story. Here’s what she had to say:

“When I was twelve, I started reading Seventeen magazine and saw an article that said someone my height, five feet two inches, should weigh no more than 115 pounds. It took me years to realize that I had a large bone structure. There was no way that I could have weighed 115 in my lifetime unless I was anorexic. At the time, there wasn’t the research that we now have regarding body mass index and what’s healthy for your body type, so I believed the data in the article. I weighed 125 pounds, ten pounds more than the ‘ideal’ being presented in the magazine. To make matters worse, this was back when all of the kids in my class were lined up during gym and weighed. One teacher had you get on the scale and shouted out your weight to someone else who wrote it down. Every kid in my class now knew I weighed 125 pounds. It was horrifying and embarrassing all at once because now everyone else knew that I was ten pounds heavier than Seventeen said I should be too. I’ve never forgotten the impact that article had on my self-esteem and body image. From that moment on, I was in pursuit of seeing 115 on the scale. I wanted to be the ‘ideal.’ That single article gave me the perception that I was overweight. That perception lasted for more than forty years.”

Whether we like it or not, we live in a world that puts an emphasis on how we look, more than on who we are—surface over substance.

As long as you look fine, you are fine, right?

Nope, not necessarily.

What about the recent advertisement campaigns for Jenny Craig where actresses Kirstie Alley and Valerie Bertinelli were hired as spokeswomen for the company? Both had been beautiful bombshells at one time or another but had gained weight over the years. They made a public declaration that in order to be accepted, especially in Hollywood, they needed to improve their appearance. Kirstie Alley even starred in two semireality-based television shows called Fat Actress and Big Life, which focused on her lackluster career since she had gained weight and her struggles to lose it.

After she had lost her weight on Jenny Craig, Kirstie appeared on Oprah in a bikini. Unfortunately, she has gained back every pound she lost, and then some. Valerie wrote a best-selling book about her life and weight loss and touts her newfound love of life now that she is back to her old size. What kind of message is that? It reinforces the importance of looking good on the outside, but not the essential need to first feel good on the inside. Trust me, shedding pounds will not fix what’s going on inside. A diet is a quick fix, and most of the time, the weight loss isn’t permanent. The real work starts by working on what’s wrong within.

FACT

A study found that 53 percent of thirteen-year-old American girls are unhappy with their bodies. By the time these girls are seventeen, that number will reach 78 percent.

Body image issues can start at almost any time but are often triggered by a certain moment, incident, or reaction we have to something that can make us feel inferior about ourselves. Let’s all take a minute to think of when we first started or noticed our body image issues.


	Did you come up with that moment?

	Did it suddenly change the way you thought about your size, shape, and weight?

	Did you begin comparing yourself to others?



Research has shown that a change in body image can take place suddenly and often unexpectedly. As you get older, you may find you don’t feel as good about yourself as you used to. We all have that little voice inside our head telling us we’re not good enough. It can tell us all sorts of negative stuff that makes us believe every word it’s saying, whether it’s true or not. That voice can talk you in or out of most anything, leading you to believe you are not talented, pretty, thin, or smart enough. But in reality, YOU ARE!


“My father said I was so thin that my chest was inverted. Also, that if I turned sideways, all you’d see was my nose.

—CYNTHIA, CHICAGO, ILLINOIS”



When you start thinking this way about yourself, I want you to ask yourself one very important question: Who else in your life would say those things about you? If your answer is nobody, then you know you are being too harsh on yourself. So stop!

When we are young, we are still in the process of developing our own thoughts and beliefs. Television, movies, magazines, and the Internet are all additional influences in developing how we see ourselves. Social networking sites, including Facebook, MySpace, and Twitter, put us out there in a very public way, and that can be debilitating if you’re not secure with who you are.

Growing up, I wasn’t allowed to watch violent or disturbing movies. The Parent Trap and Grease were about as risqué as things got in our home. Believe it or not, Grease was actually a push for my parents because of the hot-and-heavy make-out scenes. Numerous studies have shown that movies influence teens’ behavior on everything, including drinking, smoking, and sex. According to the Centers for Disease Control, young people who see smoking or drinking in movies are more likely to smoke and drink too.

Teen People did a study showing that teens across the country continue to measure themselves against the people they see in movies, on television, and in magazines. According to the study, “of the 1,553 teenage girls surveyed, 58 percent said women on TV and in the movies, as well as the women portrayed in fashion magazines, cause them the most insecurity about their bodies.”

It is almost impossible to avoid negative conditioning. I think our self-image is even more influenced by what those closest to us (our friends and family) say, think, and expect from us. If someone says you have chubby legs that jiggle, chances are you will see your legs the same way—and sadly, for some people, that perception can last for years if not a lifetime.

It never occurred to me that I might have big calves until I heard the older girls in the gym locker room looking at themselves and criticizing their bodies. Once I heard that, a seed was planted in me that took root and began to grow. I finally stopped hating myself when I learned to accept that I would never be a stick and that I could still have a good body and be curvy all at once. I actually like my curves now! I look in the mirror and appreciate my strong, curvy body. I like how my butt looks in jeans, and I love my height, even if in heels I tower over boys. This certainly wasn’t always the case. It took a lot of time and effort to get to a place where I don’t focus on my “flaws.” I got here by realizing that standing in front of the mirror and picking out my flaws wouldn’t get me anywhere. Especially focusing on things that I couldn’t physically change.

You can stand in the mirror and nitpick all you want, but sooner or later you will be forced to find one good thing about your body. Once you do, your self-acceptance will blossom from there. If you can focus on accepting that one thing, your mind will be open to seeing other assets and will stop focusing only on the negative.


“I started to watch my body and criticize it when I entered high school and broke a hundred pounds. In high school, your weight was something discussed often with your girlfriends and you tended to say things like, ‘I wish my butt wasn’t so big, or my body shape was more like yours.’

—LINDSEY M., BOULDER, COLORADO”




“I first criticized my body around the age of nine or ten. The girls in my class would compare how much we weighed with each other, and my number was higher than some of the other girls’. I think that is when I began to have insecure feelings toward my body.

—KATHRYN K., CINCINNATI, OHIO”




“In high school, it was hard to accept that I was the tall, willowy kid. The baby fat eventually went away and I turned thin. Growing up in Ohio, thin was not in fashion.

—BETH, NEW YORK, NEW YORK”



The truth is that for most of us, we are the only ones who see those tiny flaws we spend hours staring at. Believe me, no one is staring at your big thighs like you think they are! Or if they are, it’s likely they’re admiring them!

I’m a Barbie Girl, in a Barbie World. . . .

Who among us didn’t grow up playing with our Barbie dolls, pretending she was a real woman? An interesting fact is that for us girls, how we view our bodies can start when we are young, playing with our dolls. Believe it or not, these experiences can have a lasting impact. As I started to write this book, someone told me that my beloved Barbie doll was now a fifty-year-old icon. Yet she hadn’t changed much from her earliest incarnation. She still had a tiny waist, impossibly long legs, a large chest, and long blond hair. In a way, she was the epitome of the women I saw every day in Los Angeles while I was growing up! I can’t recall ever looking at my Barbie and thinking, “She’s so skinny,” though I do remember thinking she was pretty. My sister, Christina, and I played with our Barbies because it was fun. Yet I was far more interested in all of her accessories than in her looks. I loved that she had her own house, car, salon, and really fashionable outfits. To me, Barbie was a strong, independent woman, but for most girls, she represents the ideal woman.

As funny as it might sound, there have actually been numerous studies done on the possibility of any real woman ever actually looking like a Barbie doll. A study conducted at the University of South Australia put the odds at one in 100,000, while the same group concluded that Barbie’s other half, Ken’s proportions, represented one out of every fifty men.

Does it seem a little strange to you that Ken’s physique is so much more realistic than Barbie’s? I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. In perspective, society has always placed unrealistic expectations on women and their looks, so why wouldn’t the makers of Barbie?

Many other studies have suggested that Barbie’s proportions would be simply impossible to achieve by a real live woman. Researchers at Finland’s University Central Hospital in Helsinki have gone as far as saying that “if Barbie were alive, she would lack the required 17 to 22 percent body fat required for a woman to have her period. So, impossible, no; but her measurements are certainly unhealthy and mostly unachievable.”

All of this got me wondering about what impact Barbie, Bratz dolls, and all of the other toys we all grew up with actually have on young girls and their body image.

Is it possible that it was actually bad for us to have played with these “must have” toys when we were little? Or should we just look back on it as harmless fun?

Is the message these dolls send saying that we should starve ourselves to look undernourished, be stick thin with a perfect tan, always be dressed to the nines, and never be seen without makeup?

For some girls, that early message cuts deep.

When I was in elementary school, I had a girlfriend who came over to our house for a playdate. She and I went down to our playroom, and I pulled out all my Barbies and their fancy cars and dream houses. I was shocked and startled when I looked over and saw that my friend had ripped the head off one of my Barbies and then cut off all of her hair. At first I was so confused. Why would anyone want to hurt or ruin a beautiful Barbie? Further, I didn’t understand why this little girl was so angry with my Barbie doll. It was only years later that I could comprehend that my friend was self-conscious about her own appearance, and Barbie represented something to her that she thought she could never measure up to. Her reaction was extreme but definitely not uncommon. In fact, I took a class at USC that touched on the effects Barbie has had on young girls. One study explored girls like my friend, who lash out at their Barbie dolls. Such girls often end up battling eating disorders as well as developing low self-esteem and other psychological concerns later in life.

One state lawmaker has gone so far as to try to pass a Barbie Ban Bill. Can you imagine? Jeff Eldridge, from Lincoln County, West Virginia, introduced a proposed ban on Barbie in his state because of the influence they have on young girls, which places too much importance on physical beauty at the expense of their intellectual and emotional development. While the bill didn’t pass, I admire the thought behind it.


“My uncle jokingly called me ‘chunky butt.’

—KIMBERLY M., ATLANTA, GEORGIA”



Girls of all ages and ethnicities are susceptible to having a negative body image, but for the most part, a woman’s attitude about her body image is formed within her cultural environment and is the result of the various experiences she has had. Different cultures have different standards and norms for appropriate body size and shape. Some cultures celebrate a fuller body shape, while others think that a woman who is thin is the ideal woman.

FACT

A negative body image is most often seen among white, middle-class adolescent girls.

Maryanne Davidson from Yale University did a review of several research papers that found that “African American participants defined obesity in positive terms, relating it to attractiveness, sexual desirability, body image, strength or goodness, self-esteem and social acceptability. Interestingly, they didn’t view obesity as a cause for concern when it came to their health.” I love it that African American women embrace their curves. It seems more natural to love the body you’re given than to constantly be in distress over it, right?

I can say from personal experience that where we grow up plays a big role in how positively we see ourselves and our bodies. I grew up in Los Angeles, and in Southern California looking perfect has become something of an art form. In Los Angeles, waking up in the morning and going to grab a coffee does not include walking casually out of the house in sweats and a baseball cap. In Beverly Hills, for example, every woman walking down the street has on a cute outfit, full makeup, hair perfectly done, and usually seems to be effortlessly walking around in three-inch heels. Most everyone is essentially and perpetually “ready for their close-up”! This was especially clear growing up as the daughter of celebrity parents. While my mom and dad never put pressure on my three siblings or me to look a certain way, they certainly encouraged all of us to be active, eat healthfully, and stay fit. Luckily for my sister and me, my mom was much more into natural beauty and always told us we were our most beautiful when we weren’t wearing makeup.

The pressure in Los Angeles to appear as if you never age is also pervasive. It seems like no one dresses their age or acts their age anymore. My mother has refused to give in to the expectation that she should look like the majority of the women in Hollywood, and she has dodged the almost mandated plastic surgeon’s scalpel.

Family, especially parents, plays a large role in the way girls grow up viewing their bodies, especially mothers and older sisters, who are essential role models in both positive and negative ways.

FACT

A 1991 Yale study showed that women who began dieting at an early age were more likely to have daughters who would engage in binge eating or have some type of eating disorder problem. These mothers were also more likely than other women to agree, when asked, that their daughters should lose weight.


“My mother always spoke about her own weight and body image in an incredibly self-deprecating way when I was growing up. I constantly witnessed her saying negative things about her body. So, I became aware of my body image very early on—probably around third grade (age seven or eight).

—KATHRYN K., CINCINNATI, OHIO”



My mother often tells a story about when she had her first ballet recital as a little girl. She was really excited about showing her family her dance performance, which she had worked hard on for weeks. When the time came for my mother to dance onstage, she knew she had totally rocked it, that is until she saw her mother backstage after her performance. She told my mother that she had done a wonderful job, except every time she leapt across the stage, the whole building shook. My mother was devastated by this remark, so much so that she never danced again and talks about and remembers that experience all of these years later.

When I was younger, I had no idea my sister, Christina, was paying close attention to my eating habits. Research shows that younger girls are impacted by their mothers, and I have no doubt they are also impacted by their sisters. She had to find her own way, as we all do, and today she is a beautiful nineteen-year-old and has taught me some healthy eating habits. My sister and I are very close today, thanks in part to those experiences we shared growing up. If you are lucky enough to have a sister around the same age as you, like I do, you should try to talk to each other about things, like how you are feeling about your body; after all, that’s what sisters are there for.

Whether consciously or not, most parents teach their children there is great value and importance in being attractive. I have seen mothers who struggle to look like their teenage daughters and girls my age who want to look like they are older than their years. It’s odd when I see mothers and daughters who can virtually pass for the same age.

Many parents make comments or suggestions to their kids that are hypercritical of their weight, appearance, and eating habits, thinking these statements are innocent and harmless without ever understanding that these remarks sting and often stick with us well beyond our teen years.

Comments such as “Are you really going to eat that?” and “Maybe you shouldn’t wear that” really get under my skin because there are much nicer ways to get the point across. Whenever my mom or dad started down that path, I’d either leave the table in a huff or want to eat more. It’s just better to keep your mouth shut about someone else’s eating habits and focus on your own.

While most parents aren’t deliberately trying to send a negative message to their daughter, they simply don’t have a good sense that what they are saying, especially when combined with all of the other messages their daughter is exposed to every day, might leave an impression. For example, if a girl grows up overhearing her mother constantly complaining about her own weight, body, poor eating habits, and dieting, that is how that girl will be conditioned to think about herself. These comments not only contribute to but also actually reinforce that girl’s negative self-image.


exercise

Make a list of all the negative comments you overhear for the next seven days. Write down every self-disparaging statement someone else says about themselves or that you make about yourself. When you’ve completed your list, ask yourself: How does it make me feel?

Were the majority of the comments about physical appearance?

Cross out all of those.

What are you left with?

What can you change about these statements to lessen the impact on your self-image?

Share your feelings with your family and friends so they know that what they say is hurting you and most likely them too.



FOR MOMS ONLY

Now, mothers, please pay attention to this . . . it is my hope you will learn something valuable.

According to Dr. Christiane Northrup, moms need to own up to their own body image issues. Dr. Northrup told me about her experiences growing up watching her mother, who was not overweight but who frequently dieted, drank Metrecal, and was very conscious of her weight. While very little was ever said in her home about her mother’s dieting habits, Dr. Northrup was greatly affected by what she saw, so much so that she didn’t want to pass her mother’s habits on to her own kids when they were teenagers. Despite her best efforts to protect her two daughters from dealing with their own body image issues, they had to go through it just like we all do. Moms, you can’t stop your daughters from growing up. Part of that journey will include the development of their self-image. What you can do is try to create and provide a healthy environment for your daughters to grow up in. This is especially important when it comes to developing healthful habits about food and exercise. Doing this is the best gift that each mom can pass on to her daughter. Start by admitting to yourself and later maybe even to your daughter that you have your own body image issues and then deal with them. Your daughter’s relationship to food and eating starts at home. So stop staring in the mirror and complaining about your wrinkles and how you have saggy skin and feel fat all the time. While you may think your daughters don’t mind when you do that, they listen to it, and sooner or later they will be looking in the mirror and doing the same exact thing. You are now and forever will be the most important role model for your daughter.

If you think your daughter has any type of issue or concern about her body image or weight, first talk to her about it in a nice and nonjudgmental way. If that doesn’t work, then talk to your pediatrician, who can bring up these issues at her next doctor’s appointment. Let your family physician be the bad guy by explaining the health dangers of carrying excess weight or dieting at a young age. This type of information is received best by your child when it comes from an expert, such as her pediatrician or other physician. Parents giving their “opinions” or making “recommendations” to their teenagers can often backfire and lead to a daughter developing a hostile relationship toward food.

If you’re not sure whether or not you may have body image issues, take a look at this list and notice the warning signs that may indicate you’re struggling with a negative body image.


	You are extremely critical of yourself.

	You are extremely critical of your friends and others.

	You have an unrealistic definition of beauty.

	You are exercising more than usual or have become obsessive about hitting the gym.

	You have drastically changed your eating habits, including the amount of food, type of food, and how often you eat.

	You have a tremendous need to “fit in” and feel accepted by your peers and are willing to go to extremes to achieve that.

	You have low self-esteem.

	You feel ashamed and/or embarrassed by your appearance.

	You are self-conscious and worry about what other people think.

	You feel anxious and stressed-out all the time.

	You are unhappy and/or uncomfortable with your body.

	You feel sad or blue.

	You feel hopeless and unworthy.

	You pull back from your family, friends, and activities you used to enjoy.



If you notice that you said yes to some of these bullet points, no need to panic. It’s just a good thing to be aware that you may have a negative body image, and perhaps now that you are aware of it you can be more conscious about correcting it.

If you are curious and want to know more about how you are feeling about your body image, answer the following questions. I created this short list to help you become aware of your own perceptions about yourself and others. And for all of you moms reading along, take a look at these questions and see how many apply to you too. Compare your answers to your daughter’s; they may be a good indicator of how you both feel about your bodies. Take a deep breath and proceed.

FACT

According to a 2002 study by J. A. O’Dea, “poor self-esteem is associated with higher rates of withdrawal from friends and family, depression, suicide, smoking, alcohol and drug abuse.”

BODY IMAGE
 questionnaire

Do you avoid working out, hitting the gym, or going for a swim so no one can see your body?
 Yes_____ No ______

Do you feel guilty or ashamed after every meal?
 Yes_____ No ______

Are you consumed with the proportions of your body?
 Yes_____ No ______

Are you concerned you will never fit the media’s or society’s image of the “perfect” body?
 Yes_____ No ______

Do you mainly wear black to look thinner?
 Yes_____ No ______

Do you ever feel hatred, dissatisfaction, or awkward about your body?
 Yes_____ No ______

Is there a specific part of your body you would change?
 Yes_____ No ______

Do you compare your body to others’?
 Yes_____ No ______

Are you dissatisfied with your body?
 Yes_____ No ______

If you answered yes to three or more questions, it is likely you have a negative body image.

Developing a positive body image at an early age is important because it will help you to feel good about yourself, even when times are confusing, overwhelming, and uncertain. If you’re not busy dwelling on your looks, you’ll have lots of time to put your energy into other things, such as developing stronger friendships, better relationships with your parents or siblings, doing better in school, and exploring outside interests such as sports, hobbies, or getting involved with volunteer work.

Riding horses was my refuge from whatever was going on in my life. The stable was a place where I could be free to be myself, have fun, and not think about school or teenage dramas. It gave me a safe place to clear my head and gather my thoughts. It is so important to be active, have lots of laughs, and do something you are passionate about and love every day. Since I didn’t feel like I was ever really good in school, riding was a place where I could go and feel good about what I was doing.

I think it is essential for every girl, no matter what her age, to clear her mind and do something she loves every day. When you excel in something—whether it’s sports, art, music, acting, whatever you love to do—it helps build your self-esteem. So even if you’re feeling a little down about how you look, being a good tennis player or singer or expert knitter will help people see you as special and make you feel special in return.

If you’re an interesting, confident person, others will gravitate toward you!

Girls who feel good about themselves have an easier time making friends, take pride in their accomplishments, and are fairly upbeat most of the time. That positive attitude carries over into everything they do.

While there are some factors that will impact your body image that you simply can do nothing about, most of the other influences are within your control. You have a choice about how the opinions of others affect you.

Remember, it is common and completely normal to be a little bit if not totally interested in your appearance. We are women after all! I’m not telling you not to care about your appearance, just don’t get overly obsessed. So if you obsess over what you’re going to wear, feel awkward, shower three times a day, or feel like you will never measure up to others’ standards for you, guess what?

You’re not alone!

This is all common.

The good news is that most of you will work through your body image issues. The bad news is . . . it takes time, work, and practice. Hopefully, when you reach the end of this book, you will be on the way to a better you!









This section is for all you girls who are either going through teenage body changes or are about to experience them. These next few pages are filled with lots of helpful information I wish someone had told me when I was younger. If you’ve already been through these challenging times of change, you can skip this section and move ahead to the next on page 73.








End of sample
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