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Beauty Demands is a multidisciplinary research network run by Dr Fiona MacCallum (Psychology, 
University of Warwick) and Professor Heather Widdows (Philosophy, University of Birmingham). The 
network was begun with UK research council funding and is focused around a blog which posts on 
beauty related matters (http://beautydemands.blogspot.co.uk/). Further information about the 
Beauty Demands Project can be found on our website 
(http://www.birmingham.ac.uk/generic/beauty/index.aspx). This response was authored by Dr Fiona 
MacCallum and Professor Heather Widdows and while it draws on the work of the Beauty Demands 
Network – particularly the 2016 Briefing Paper (which can be downloaded at: 
http://www.birmingham.ac.uk/Documents/college-artslaw/beautydemands/beauty-demands-
briefing-paper-june-2016.pdf) – it does not represent the views of individual network members. 
 
Executive summary 
Key points are: 
 

 The rise in body image anxiety is epidemic and potentially very harmful. If such an epidemic 
were caused by some easily identifiable factor (for instance, a new drug or exposure to a 
particular pollutant) public health measures would be immediately put in place. The fact that 
it is fuelled by unrealistic images, the increasing dominance of visual and virtual culture, 
technological advances, availability, acceptability and affordability, makes it harder to 
address but does not make it less important. 
 

 We live in an ever more toxic environment where conforming to unrealistic ideals is 
increasingly a, or even the, key factor in how we judge ourselves and others. This is a 
substantive shift in how we understand ourselves and what we think is valuable about 
human beings. 
 

 What is required to be ‘normal’ or ‘just good enough’ is more demanding than previously, 
and attaining beauty ideals is regarded as important for more people more of the time.  

 
The below responses are pertinent to some but not all of the questions. Responses are presented 
under the headings of the ‘Terms of Reference’ and further evidence and references can be supplied 
to support all these claims. 
 
Groups affected by body image issues  

1. Recent studies, such as the 2016 Girls’ Attitudes survey 
(https://www.girlguiding.org.uk/globalassets/docs-and-resources/research-and-
campaigns/girls-attitudes-survey-2016.pdf) and the YMCA report, ‘The Challenge of Being 
Young in Modern Britain’(http://www.ymca.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2016/02/World-of-
Good-report-Central-YMCA.pdf), suggest that body image is a significant problem across all 
young people in the UK. However, while young people might be particularly susceptible to 
body image worries, body image anxiety is not limited to the young but is evident across the 
lifespan and at times when it didn’t used to be (including at times of illness, pregnancy and 
into old age). This rise in body anxiety is caused by a range of factors including: technological 
advancement, consumer individualism, increased accessibility, affordability and 
acceptability. Key is the rise of a virtual and visual culture where appearance is increasingly 
dominant, and social media plays a major role in this culture. For example, research shows a 
relationship between time spent on FaceBook, and concerns about appearance.  
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2. Increasingly, young men and boys are facing similar pressures to those which women and 
girls have long faced. These include being subject to demanding and unrealistic ideals which 
require body work and often intervention (chemically, e.g. steroids or hormones, or 
surgery). In line with this, the YMCA report mentioned above found body image to be a 
significant concern for young men as well as young women. 

3. School-based interventions which have tried to address body image by educating students 
on aspects such as the artificial nature of media images, have been administered to both 
girls and boys. However, although these initiatives do show some success, the effect sizes 
are small, and improvements may not be long-lasting. High-profile media campaigns (e.g. 
Dove’s work) do give the impression (rightly or otherwise) of focusing mainly on cis-gender 
females. 

The internet, social media and messaging  

4. Living in a visual and virtual culture has undoubtedly increased the pressure to conform to 
appearance ideals. Social media is one component of this culture and one which can be 
significant given the length of time which young people in particular spend creating and 
uploading images. Identity – what we think of as ‘our self’ – becomes located in how we look 
rather than in what we can do or what we are like, and self-esteem becomes more 
dependent on being ‘liked’ for how we look. We know from psychological studies that 
spending time on social media has links to body dissatisfaction. In particular, the use of 
photo-based networks like Instagram, where young people will follow accounts of their 
peers but also of celebrities they admire, can have negative effects, especially when the 
images presented are filtered and altered to look as ‘perfect’ as possible. When viewing such 
pictures, individuals will engage in comparison between these idealised images and 
themselves, and will judge themselves as falling short.   

5. Whether or not social media and the internet can be a positive tool remains to be seen. It 
may encourage more diversity, but to date many campaigns do not encourage diversity in 
any significant way. They may promote larger, fuller, fatter figures but this is often while 
conforming to other features of the contemporary beauty ideal. For instance, they might 
allow fuller figures, but they are still presented in ‘sexy’ poses and with fully made up faces. 
Given the visual nature of much social media – especially forums such as Instagram and 
Snapchat which are all about images – even diverse images may make the focus on the 
visual, on the body, greater.   

6. All kind of interventions can be done at government level, and/or corporation level. For 
example in our Beauty Demands briefing paper we suggested:  

 

 Improving understandings and representations of ‘normal bodies’ 

 Recognising that consent can be compromised by pressures to conform 

 Recognising that vulnerability is a broad category in beauty 

 Importance of promoting positive body images in school curricula at all ages 

 Promotion of diverse sizes of models and mannequins 
 

Education 



7. As mentioned above, there have been trials of several school-based interventions aimed at 
improving body image. Those which have been shown to be effective (in terms of reducing 
body dissatisfaction or increasing positive body image) have generally included content 
relating to media literacy, and the way in which media images can be manipulated, and of 
course today this would need to cover social media as well as more traditional avenues. 
Long-term success of these though is by no means clear. With adult women, interventions 
which have focused on raising self-compassion and reducing self-criticism, have been 
successful in reducing body dissatisfaction. A similar approach could be taken with children 
and young people.  
 

Health implications 

8. Body dissatisfaction is a significant contributor to the increase in mental health problems 
amongst children and young people. Indeed the epidemic in body image anxiety which is 
accompanied by multiple harms – including depression, anxiety, low self-esteem, increased 
peer victimisation, and risk of eating disorders – suggests a general lack of well-being which 
is so widespread it is considered normal. This is effectively debilitating a whole generation; 
even where anxiety might not be considered to be at the clinical level of mental illness, the 
Girls’ Attitudes Survey found that fear of criticism of their body held girls back from doing 
everyday things they would like to do. Thus body image concerns are clinically and sub-
clinically affecting the current and future happiness of children and young people. 

9. Body image and appearance concerns have not traditionally been a major focus in training of 
CAMHS psychologists and other professionals. More emphasis needs to be placed on this as 
a real anxiety, and not merely a ‘phase’ that the child or adolescent is going through. Body 
dissatisfaction on its own is only considered as a clinical issue when it reaches the levels of 
Body Dysmorphic Disorder; it should be taken as a serious symptom of mental distress even 
at sub-clinical levels.  
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