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HOW OUR MOTHERS INFLUENCE THE:

Have you ever wondered where that voice inside
your head comes from? You know the one: When you
look in the mirror, it tells you thar your shoulders are shapely and
that your legs are strong, so strong that they'll take you wherever
your heart desires. Or maybe it tells you that your shapely shoul-
ders instead belong on a linebacker or that those strong legs
resemble ancient redwoods.

What makes that little voice build us up or break us down,
sometimes no matter what we do? And if you fall into the latter
category like so many women, what can you do to vanquish the
demons and love yourself? Much as we like to blame unrealistic
models of women on the media, they aren’t the only culprirs.
According to ongoing studies, your body image could be a result
of your own mother's behavior and her comments regarding
weight-loss issues such as diet and exercise. In fact, moms might
unwittingly be the first to teach their daughters the stereotypes of
thinness and beauty that plague our sociery.

model
behavior

Of course, most mothers have a
remendous effect — good and bad,
because parenting isn't an exact science —
on their children's lives. So it may not surprise
you to know that mothers make direct con-
tributions to our ability to accept our bodies,
Those preoccupied with their weight and diet
can unconscicusly pass these behaviors and
concetns to their danghters, some of whom
have adopted these values as young as B years
old.! Andrew ]. Hill, PhD, and Victoda Pallin
at the University of Leeds in England found
that these same adolescents leam their self-
worth depends on their weight and appear-
ance, and thar they can boost their selfwaorth
only by controlling their weight!

*The most common explanation is a
social leaming account of mansmission,” says
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Hill, chairman of the Assodaton for the
Study of Obesity at University of Leeds.
“Mothers are the gatekeepers of family nuri-
tion, and they're the most obvious role mod-
els for eating and weight issues in their
growing daughters, However, this may be
oversimplistic, Some studies have reported
comelatons between the current dieting of
mothers and daughters, others have not. Pant
of the problem in establishing such links is
that the majority of mothers are diedng or
have recently dieted.”

When mothers create an environment
that emphasizes thinness — by using disor-
dered eating patterms or excessive exercise as
the way to atein the desired body — they
teach their kids that these are acceprable and
normal behaviors. When researchers at
Kenyon College in Gambier, Chio, studied
fourth- and fifth-graders and their parents,
they found that daughters whose parents
expressed weight concemns were dissatisfied
with their bodies and made greater effons w0
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lose weight. Those mothers who dieted reg-
ularly tended to complain about their
weight, and their daughters were more likely
to be concemed about getting or being fat.’

if you don't
have anything
nice to say. . .

Yet do parental comments about
wciﬂt necessarily affect a girl's self-
worth, and are girls more affected than
boys? The Kenyen College researchers
found thar a mother's comments about her
daughter’s weight were significantly related
to weightloss atempts by the later A
father's comments weren't seen as a signifi-
cant influence alone, but they did have a
greater effect on the child’s weight-loss con-
cems when paired with a mother's com-
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mients. This same study also found that girls
recelved more feedback abour their appear-
ance than boys, and that it was associated
with poorer body image.!

“We lmow from retrospective surveys that
kids who recall receiving comments from
parents regarding appearance have more dis-

satisfaction a5 aduls,” says ] Kevin
Thompson, PhD, author of the book
Exacting Beauty: Theory, Assessment and

Treatment of Body Image Disturbance
{American Psychological Associanon, 1998).
Thempson and his colleagues ar the univer-
siies of Central Florida and South Florida
asked female and male college undergradu-
ates to recall any feedback from either parent
about their appearance as it relared to their
body images. Findings indicated that moth
ers were more likely than fathers o comment
on appearance, affecting the studenss’ body
images into adulthood.*

bringing up
“generdtion
love thyself”

When asked how parents can
instead promote a healthy body image
in their daughrers, Hill responds: “Children
are sensinve to whar parents think abow
their own bodies and the body image of ath-
ers around them. If we're happy with the
way we look, then our children are more
likely to follow suit. Conversely, il body
dege isa rl'ld_]l.'l’ issue in the house, and

o everyone on TV
in the magazines
and in the news is
commented on
for their weight,
shape and eating
behavior, then
this prioritization
is likely to be
reflected in chil-
dren's artudes
and behavior"

[tisn't a strech
to believe that
teaching children
a to judge people
on their merits
rather than on
appearance could
be key. In addition, children should be
encouraged to talk .ahmn anything they find
distressing, particularly body-image con-
cemms. "If they're having FITantE!T“- with their
own body image, they need to have people
with whom to talk. For younger children,
parents should be the first point of call,” Hill
explains, Older children are increasingly
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Mothers are the gatekeepers of
Cfamily nutrition, and theyre
stobvious role models
@d weight issues in
zGrowing daughters.

affected by peer pressure, so you may want
to keep tabs on whether your kids are receiv-
ing negarive body-image feedback from their
friends.

Remember, children’s bodies change
continually as they grow. You probably
recall how you felt going through puberty,
as much as you may have rried to forger;
don't be critical as your children expen-
ence the same changes. What may be
excess baby fat and bad skin now could be
lean muscle and a capuvatng face in just
a few years. And no one need be embar-
rassed by such growing pains.

thwarting your

own body-image

In his book, Thompson and col-
leagues explore various treatments for
correcting a poor body image, listing
one of the most effective approaches as a
copnitive-behavioral smategy. This interven-
tion explores the origin of body-image distur-
bances and atempss o eliminate these
feelings through a mulnstep program, The
Body Image Workhook: An 8-Step Program
i‘ﬂ_ﬂ' Books, 1997), written by Thomas F

Cash, PhD, is considered a highly effective
example of the cognitive-behavior methodol-
ogy. (For examples, see “The First Steps ©
Loving the Person in the Mirmor™)

If you've been maining for any length of

If you've been trainh g
any Igigth of time=you d. .
probably guess that regular
exercise has been found to
be effective in enhancing
positive feelings about your
physical appearance.
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time, you'd probably puess that regular exer-
cise has been found to be effective in enhane-
ing positve feelings abour your physical
appearance. Studies show that byproducts of
exercise such as better health and greater self
confidence assist in the weatment of body-
image disturbances '

If for some reason exercise hasn't proven
o be a panacea, Thompson sugpests:
"Model acceptance of [your] own body, and
try not to talk about dieting as a means to
greater selfesteem.” This may seem like a wll
order in a culture plagued with superskinny,
lollipop figures of women. If it seems impos-
sible, my the following strategies offered by
Thompson

* Fight the endency 1o buy into media-
promoted standards

* Don't engage in the social COMPANSon
process: Don't choose the most attactive
|J1,'r::.|'.l1". m .I."-I{\" OO ::I!,\:_If'l.llx.";! ‘-.l.'!"lv:‘-rll L3 COm-
PAIE YOUT OWN AppPearance

* Adopt the belief that diversity is better
than adhering to one swndard or model of
armactiveness,

* Recognize thar people who tease you
about your appearance are wying (o gamer
power over you, Be assertive — rell them o
s1op, and explain how it makes you feel

Forunarely or unfortunately, your inner
monologue influences all thar you do. I
yours is bringing you d m-fn take the time
and effort necessary to change it. You work
100 hard in life to have your efforts thwarted
by the past and the voice it created. @
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In The Body Image Workbook: An 8-Step Program (MIF Books, 1997),
Thomas F. Cash, PhD, explores the origins of body-image disturbances
and how to overcome their influences.

His approach and exercises include these steps:
% Explore your own body image, then set goals to change it.
¥ |dentify your perceptions about your body and your body image.
# Correct your destructive inner voice or “private body talk.”
Face your fears and destroy rituals that are self-defeating.
Reward your body with affirming and enhancing activities.
Learn to be comfortable with your body.




