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       BODY IMAGE 
Summary 

 

Many people in Scotland, and around the world, are dissatisfied with their 
appearance; however, women generally have higher levels of body 
dissatisfaction than men. This negative body image is important because it is 
a direct threat to mental and physical wellbeing and can lead to a number of 

negative behaviours, including unhealthy physical activity and disordered 
eating. 
 
The underpinnings determining why this gender disparity exists are complex, 

however they revolve, primarily, around a core theme of sociocultural 
expectations and pressure. 
 
From a very young age girls are bombarded with images and videos of other 

women and girls with specific body shapes as Western culture tends to 
equate thinness and particular body dimensions with attractiveness, power 
and success. In adolescence girls bodies start to physically mature, often with 
increased deposition of body fat in areas which are not consistent with these 

cultural body shape norms. This, coupled with physical appearance-based 
bullying that often accompanies this stage of life, helps initiate body image 
issues which may continue well into adulthood for many women.  
 

While there is some evidence of racial differences in perceptions of bodily 
attractiveness, the majority of the available data suggests that thin-ideal and 
body shape messaging, prevalent in the media, has a significant impact on 
women’s body image regardless of their ethnicity, background or sexual 

orientation. 
 
Body image issues that women face are often exacerbated by a particularly 
unequal presentation in the media and pressures at home from friends and 

family. Women are both underrepresented and over-sexualised in television 
and print media. On top of this traditional gender roles teach women to place 
more importance on outward appearance leading many to self-objectify and 
attempt to conform to societal beauty norms. 

 
These Western cultural beauty norms and their relationship to negative body 
image have been studied for decades, however, there is increasing evidence 
to suggest that social media, although distinct in design and nature, is strongly 

associated as well. Most young people in Scotland use social media regularly 
with young women accessing social media networks more often than men. 
Through this medium women and girls are subjected not only to traditional 
beauty norms via advertisements and other traditional media sources, but 

also to physical appearance comparisons with their peers. Many girls use 
applications and filters to alter their appearance before posting photographs 
so that they might better fit within these narrowly defined beauty parameters 
and, unfortunately, this can contribute to the perpetuation of these norms as 

‘acceptable’ for themselves and others. 
 



The representations of thin, attractive people in the media and the pressure 
that many people feel to meet these often unattainable standards has given 
rise, particularly in social media, to appearance-based trends such as 

‘Thinspiration’ and ‘Fitspiration’. These trends encourage and promote bodily 
thinness and muscularity through unhealthy eating habits (including eating 
disorders such as anorexia) and physical exercise regimens. They demonise 
body fat and weight gain and often portray images of extremely thin women in 

sexually suggestive poses, further emphasising the importance of 
appearance. Exposure to both ‘Thinspiration’ and ‘Fitspiration’ messages has 
been shown to decrease body satisfaction, lower self-esteem and exacerbate 
eating disorder symptoms amongst women. 

 
Media portrayed representations of female nudity are also of particular 
concern as, while common, they are often inaccurate and misleading in their 
portrayal of the true variety of genitals in terms of size, shape and 

appearance. This has led some women to seek to alter the appearance of 
their genitals through surgery called labiaplasty. There is some evidence to 
suggest that labiaplasty can improve initial self-perceived genital appearance 
and sexual satisfaction among adults, but there is worrying evidence about 

the rise of labiaplasty surgery amongst adolescents, with girls as young as 
nine seeking it. In response, the British Society for Paediatric and Adolescent 
Gynaecology released a statement positing that labiaplasty does not address 
the root factors giving rise to distress around genital appearance, and there is 

no credible evidence to suggest lasting effectiveness along physical, 
psychological or sexual parameters.  
 
As a result of the dominant appearance-focused messages in traditional and 

social media and the detrimental impacts they have, the Body Positivity 
movement has risen to prominence in recent years. Body Positivity promotes 
fat acceptance and increased visibility and normalisation of otherwise 
underrepresented bodies. It has gained significant momentum on social 

media platforms and led to improved body image for many people, however 
there are signs that some Body Positivity influencers have been co-opted to 
promote commercial products and capitalise off their influence. Some 
influencers have even been promoting harmful beauty modification practices 

thereby deviating from the initial message. Women of colour, women with 
disabilities and transwomen have also been pushed from the spotlight as 
more ‘conventional’ beauty standards have taken root and, as a result, a new 
idea called Body Neutrality, has begun to circulate. This idea suggests that for 

people who find loving and/or promoting their bodies too difficult, feeling 
neutral about them instead can, at the very least, remove anxiety and 
pressure, and promote a healthier body image. 
 
Providing women with a greater diversity of appearances in media and 
advertising and focusing on positive, non-appearance based qualities 
improves body image at a macro level. Positive body image through 
acceptance, or at the very least neutrality, is related to greater 

emotional, psychological, physical and social wellbeing and should be 
fostered as much as possible. 
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1. Introduction 
 
This paper offers an overview of the current evidence about body image in Scotland 

and the UK, from a gendered perspective. Where direct information from Scotland or 

the UK was unavailable data have been drawn from international evidence.  
 
Body image is how we think and feel about our body and having a good body 

image requires acceptance of how our body looks and acknowledgement that we are 

more than what we look like. Conversely, thinking negatively about one’s body can 
be a great source of unhappiness and anxiety. Throughout history the standard of 
female beauty has often been unrealistic and difficult to attain, with women often 
required to sacrifice comfort or endure pain in order to meet societal beauty norms. 

While there has been significant progress in recent years in combatting these 
unrealistic norms and standards, there is a large body of evidence to suggest that 
exposure to culturally-based beauty ideals in the media continue to be associated 
with body dissatisfaction, weight concern, thin-ideal internalisation, disordered eating 

behaviours and mental health strain in women and lie at the root of violence against 
women and girls1,2,3,4,5,6. 
 
At the request of the Scottish Government, the Advisory Group on Good Body Image 

was established in August 2019 following the publication of the Scottish 
Government’s Children and Young People’s Mental Health Team report Exploring 
the reported worsening of mental wellbeing among adolescent girls in Scotland. The 
Advisory Group published a report in March 2020 detailing recommendations for 

Scottish Government to make in order to support the development of good body 
image and bring about positive lasting change. 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

https://www.gov.scot/publications/exploring-reported-worsening-mental-wellbeing-adolescent-girls-scotland/
https://www.gov.scot/publications/exploring-reported-worsening-mental-wellbeing-adolescent-girls-scotland/
https://www.mentalhealth.org.uk/sites/default/files/MHF_Body-Image2020_Report_ONLINE-VERSION%20%281%29.pdf


2. Representation and Expectations of Women 
 
It is clear that women are not treated equally to men in the media, facing both 
underrepresentation and over-sexualisation. There is very little Scottish-specific 

research and data on women and the media but what information is available aligns 
with international evidence on the topic7. Appearance dissatisfaction has become a 
normal part of many women’s lives due, in large part, to societal norms highlighting 
the importance of certain appearance criteria perpetuated, historically, by traditional 

media sources and, currently, by both traditional and social media8. In some cases 
this dissatisfaction starts at an alarmingly young age, with girls as young as eight 
having been shown to have higher body dissatisfaction scores when exposed to 
media messages around cultural ideals of thinness9.  

 
A meta-analysis, combining the results of multiple scientific studies examining the 
impact of exposure to media images of thin women on body image found that 
viewing thin models, as opposed to average-sized or overweight models, 

consistently led to decreases in body satisfaction in women10. While there is 
comparatively little research looking at the racial differences in perceived body image 
there is some evidence to suggest that different ethnic groups place greater 
emphasis on different aspects of the body and, as a result, have different body 

ideals11,12. This can be limiting with regards to fully understanding body image across 
the population as concerns around body image may not always fall into the generally 
accepted categories of body weight and shape; for example some women may have 
concerns around skin tone, hair texture or size and shape of facial features13,14,15. 

However, in general, studies have shown that there are more similarities than 
differences with regards to body image and body satisfaction across different ethnic 
groups with body weight and proportions found to be the strongest predictor of 
negative body image, regardless of identity16,17. 

 
There is little data surrounding sexual orientation and body image, however, there is 
some research to suggest that lesbian women have similar levels of concern around 
thin-ideal body image as heterosexual women, caused by the same stimuli18,19.  

 
Another particularly damaging representation of women commonly portrayed in the 
media is chronic sexual objectification. Women are often exposed to sexual 
objectification from an early age, stemming from traditional gender roles, often 

perpetuated by friends and family, which teach women and girls to self-objectify and 
place more importance on outward appearance rather than inner qualities20. This 
self-objectification, in which women and girls view their own bodies as objects to be 
looked at, causes many to strive to conform to unrealistic or unattainable physical 

attractiveness ideals. Internalisation of these societal beauty norms and the 
behaviours required to attain them can severely negatively impact on body image 
and lead to unhealthy behaviour and disordered eating21,22.  
 

 
 
 
 

 



3. Adolescence, Bullying and Harassment 
 
A number of studies have shown that negative body image and body dissatisfaction 
tends to increase with the onset of adolescence and is considered a widespread 
phenomenon among young women23,24,25. Adolescence has been shown to be a 

pivotal stage in the development of positive or negative body image and many 
influences exist during this time that affect its status. Particularly salient influences 
are the societal pressures associated with western culture where thinness and 
particular body shapes are often equated with attractiveness, power and success 

amongst women26. These cultural body shape norms are often perpetuated by the 
media, helping shape beliefs about perceived body ideals and leading to 
internalization of thin-idealised female beauty as the standard to aim for. Physical 
maturation associated with puberty in girls, characterised by the increased 

deposition of body fat which is not necessarily consistent with the socially valued 
physical appearance, may help explain dissatisfaction with physical appearance27, 
however another key factor determining body image perception amongst adolescent 
girls is peer bullying and harassment. 

 
Peer bullying is often focused on physical appearance and this is particularly 
common amongst adolescent girls28,29. A third of girls in the UK report experiencing 
bullying frequently both online and offline with almost half of all bullying being about 

appearance30. This type of bullying has a significant effect on perceived body image, 
shame surrounding negative body image and disordered eating, with a marked 
increase as time goes on31.  
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 



4. Social Media 
 
The relationship between gender, race, class and media construction of idealised 
forms of male and female bodies, as well as the internal psychological factors that 

mediate these connections, are complex32,33. There has been decades of research 
documenting the negative impact that traditional media has on body image34,35,36 
however, due to its relatively novel nature, there is a smaller but growing body of 
evidence surrounding social media. Much of the research is correlational, meaning 

that it is not possible to prove that social media use leads to poor body image rather 
than people who have poor body image tending to use social media, however the 
evidence available indicates that overall time spent on social media is strongly 
associated with body image issues and disordered eating37,38.  

 
There are a number of unique aspects of social media that differentiate it from 
traditional media with regards to individual wellbeing and body image perceptions. 
Social media features the users themselves (as opposed to models and celebrities 

used in traditional media) and allows the users to present themselves as they wish to 
be seen. Social media is also based, primarily, around interactions with friends, 
family and peers. This means that social networking websites have the potential to 

improve subjective well‐being through the increase of social capital and feeling of 
connectedness with friends and family as well as networks of like-minded people39. 
For example, a third of girls aged 11-16 responding to the Girlguiding survey on girls ’ 

attitudes in the UK reported that using social media makes them feel happy40. Social 
media also allows for a more democratic, user-controlled/influenced approach to 
content generation compared to traditional media outlets, and this has allowed for 
more diverse depictions of beauty41.  

 
Social media can also, however, be a significant cause of distress and elicit social 
comparisons and envy42. Research has shown that appearance comparisons made 
through the use of social media have a strong correlation with negative body 

image43. Extended exposure to social media has also been found to be associated 
with a variety of mental health problems including emotional disorders such as 
depression, anxiety, sleep disturbance and obsessive compulsive symptoms, some 
of which tie in directly with self-perceived body image44. There is also a widely 

accepted and studied sociocultural theory suggesting that social media, similar to 
traditional media, transmits sociocultural influences in the form of beauty ideals for 
women, particularly through photo and video content, with demonstrated links to 
body dissatisfaction and disordered eating among adolescents and young 

adults45,46,47,48,49. There are far fewer studies looking at the effects of social media on 
body image amongst older adults50 however, there is some evidence to suggest that 
older women are judged in relation to an ideal of female beauty that emphasises 
youthfulness and thinness51 and exposure to traditional media depictions of women 

who have bodies that are the shapes and sizes of younger women is associated with 
negative body image and disordered eating52. 
 
In Scotland there is evidence to suggest that adolescents’ mental wellbeing has 

worsened in recent years, particularly amongst adolescent girls who reported poorer 
mental wellbeing than boys of a similar age across a range of indicators53. This could 
be due to recent trends in mobile technology and social media use, which has 
increased significantly across the population in the last decade but particularly 



amongst the young. Across the UK, girls aged 10-15 were twice as likely as boys to 
report spending more than 3 hours on social networking sites on a normal school 
day. Twice as many girls as boys in the same age range also reported being 

unhappy with their appearance54. According to the latest Girl Guiding survey on girls ’ 
attitudes in the UK almost half of girls from 11-16 reported feeling pressure to check 
their mobile phone as soon as they wake up and before they go to sleep every day55. 
 

Social media interaction among 10-15 year olds in the UK has been found to be 
related to lower satisfaction with physical appearance and all five of the most 
commonly used social media platforms (YouTube, Snapchat, Facebook, Instagram 
and Twitter) have a negative net result impact on body image. On top of this a third 

of girls and young women reported that they will not post images of themselves 
without using a filter or app to change their appearance56,57.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



5. Thinspiration and Fitspiration 
 
Social media is also a growing source of fitness and diet-related information often 
aimed directly at people who are unhappy with their body image. At the forefront of 

this are the appearance-based trends known as ‘Thinspiration’ and ‘Fitspiration’58.  
 
Thinspiration refers to image-based social media content containing inspirational 
messages that idealise and promote bodily thinness by providing tips on how to lose 

weight. Fitspiration emerged a few years after Thinspiration with a similar structure 
and a focus not just on bodily thinness but on overtly fit bodies (i.e. thin bodies with 
visible muscularity)59,60.  
 

Thinspiration is often found on pro-eating disorder (‘pro-ana’) websites dedicated to 
promoting eating disorders as a lifestyle choice and offering advice to individuals 
with anorexia nervosa61. Thinspiration content often features images of extremely 
thin or underweight women, often in sexually suggestive poses. Message themes 

often revolve around the demonization of body fat and weight gain as well as harmful 
strategies for weight loss62,63,64. While it was initially more prominent on social media 
platforms, many have now banned all Thinspiration content65.  
 

By comparison Fitspiration is a much more widely promulgated trend offered across 
a range of websites. Fitspiration has been positioned as a healthy alternative to 
Thinspiration because it promotes health and fitness rather than thinness and weight 
loss, however research has demonstrated that it consists of similar guilt-inducing 

messages stigmatising fat, promoting unhealthy dieting and typically portraying thin 
women wearing little clothing in sexually objectifying positions66.  
 
Exposure to both Thinspiration and Fitspiration has been shown to decrease body 

satisfaction, lower self-esteem and exacerbate eating disorder symptoms67,68,69. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 



6. Labiaplasty 
 
Although representations of female nudity are common in mainstream media, 
detailed and accurate representations of female genitals are rare. Female genitalia 

vary hugely in terms of size and shape and yet many women with no underlying 
condition affecting their genital development seek surgery to alter the appearance of 
their genitals. This surgery is known as labiaplasty. The exact reasons for such 
requests are far from understood but implicit is a belief that their genitals are not 

normal and that surgery will allow them to achieve some level of normality, thereby 
improving personal wellbeing and/or sexual relationships70. While there is some 
evidence to suggest that labiaplasty can improve initial self-perceived genital 
appearance and sexual satisfaction among adults, it is hard to make definitive claims 

and there is limited evidence on the prevalence of potential side effects, both 
physical and psychological71.  
 
The prevalence of labiaplasty is increasing globally with a fivefold increase in the UK 

from 2000 to 2010 just within the NHS72; the number carried out in the private sector 
is likely to be much higher73. There is evidence that girls as young as nine have 
sought surgery on their genitals in the UK and in 2015-16 more than 200 girls under 
18 had received labiaplasty on the NHS74. The British Society for Paediatric and 

Adolescent Gynaecology released a statement in 2013 amid growing concerns over 
labiaplasty being performed on girls under 18. The statement posits that surgery 
does not address the social and economic factors giving rise to distress around 
vulval appearance and that there is no credible evidence to suggest lasting 

effectiveness along physical, psychological or sexual parameters. The Royal College 
of Obstetricians and Gynaecologists has said that the operation should not be 
performed until a girl has finished developing physically, after the age of 1875. 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

https://www.rcog.org.uk/globalassets/documents/news/britspag_labiaplastypositionstatement.pdf


7. Body Positivity  
 
In response to dominant appearance-ideal messages in traditional and social media, 
Body Positivity, a movement involving the rejection of unattainable and narrowly-

defined beauty ideals, has gained momentum in recent years. Body Positivity 
encourages individuals to challenge mainstream societal messages regarding 
beauty and accept more diverse body sizes and appearances as attractive76. 
 

The Body Positivity movement can trace its initial roots back to the first wave of 
feminism in the 1850s to the 1890s and the Victorian Dress Reform Movement, 
aiming to put an end to the trend of women having to modify their bodies through the 
use of corsets and tight-lacing in order to meet societal beauty standards. In the 

1960s a new feminist-grounded movement grew in the United States in reaction to 
anti-fat discourse with the goal of combatting fat-shaming and the belief that being 
fat was indicative of being unhealthy77. It was also this period in which the movement 
we see today stemmed. The fat acceptance movement aimed to increase debate 

and discourse around societal assumptions regarding body image and challenge the 
prevailing thin-ideal messaging in the media78,79. In recent years the Body Positivity 
movement has been reignited by women of colour through blogging and posting 
images of plus-size bikini models; these posts were picked up by feminist websites in 

the UK and the movement spread80. Since then Body Positivity posts have become 
more common on photo-based social media and networking sites, particularly 
Instagram where, as of September 2020, the hashtags #bodypositive and 
#bodypositivity elicited over 7 million and 2 million posts respectively. The hashtags 

accompany a variety of imagery intended to increase the visibility and normalisation 
of otherwise underrepresented bodies in traditional media and share journeys of 
Instagram users from body hatred/disordered eating to body acceptance and 
appreciation81. 

 
As the popularity of body positivity messages has grown, there have also been some 
worrying trends. Some influencers (individuals with a large following on social media 
sites who have the ability to reach and influence a large audience) have started to 

use their influence and status to promote commercial products, capitalising off the 
movement. This commodification of body positivity has, in some cases, led 
influencers to promote weight loss and body-thinness achieving products, 
objectifying their own bodies and accepting harmful beauty modification practices, 

thereby deviating from the initial message82. Women of colour, women with 
disabilities and transwomen have also been pushed from the spotlight by more 
conventional beauty ideals and many feel that the movement has been co-opted. As 
a result a new idea that has begun to circulate, known as Body Neutrality, posits 

that, for those who find loving their bodies too difficult, they should instead seek to 
find peace with them. By allowing those with disabilities and otherwise 
unconventional body types to feel neutral about their bodies instead of overtly 
positive or negative, it can remove anxiety and pressure83. 

 
 
 
 

 



8. Moving Forward 
 
Improving body image can be a difficult and lengthy task, combatting years of 
internalised appearance-focused messaging from the media as well as social 

pressure from friends, family and peers. It is, nonetheless, essential as recent 
literature has shown that increasing positive body image through acceptance and 
appreciation is related to greater emotional, psychological and social wellbeing, as 
well as physical health outcomes through healthier eating patterns among 

adolescent and adult women84,85,86.  
 
It is important to note that the body of evidence is continually growing and there is 
still much we do not know, however, recent evidence has shown that providing 

women with a greater diversity of appearances in media and advertising as well as 
focusing on positive, non-appearance focused qualities is a particularly successful 
way of promoting positive body image at a macro-level87. Focusing more on the 
functionality of our bodies and the positive things it can do for us, rather than its 

limitations, can help reduce anxiety and promote body acceptance and overall 
wellbeing88. Similarly, moving away from thin-ideal messaging and the sexual 
objectification of women will help to remove some of the internal and external 
pressures, that many women feel, to conform to the social norms surrounding body 

image. 
 
Healthy exercise and healthy eating with the aim to improve psychological wellbeing, 
rather than as a route to build muscles or lose weight, may also help improve body 

image as it removes the appearance-based focus and shifts it to overall wellbeing89. 
This is in stark contrast to social media-based fitness trends such as Fitspiration and 
Thinspiration which do far more harm than good, further spreading thin-ideal and 
sexual objectification messaging90.  

 
Other key external factors that may prevent negative body image include the role 
that family and peers play. Improving relationships with friends and family as well as 
engaging in diverse social situations more often has been shown to prevent negative 

body image and improve body satisfaction91,92. 
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