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About The Children’s Society 

The Children’s Society is a leading charity committed to improving the lives of thousands of children and young 

people every year. We work across the country with the most disadvantaged children through our specialist 

services. Our direct work with vulnerable groups including missing children, children with experiences of sexual 

exploitation, children in or leaving care, refugee, and migrant and trafficked children, means that we can place the 

voices of children at the centre of our work.  

Our well-being research  

We have been studying children’s subjective well-being since 2005. Our Good Childhood Inquiry, launched in 

2006, was the first independent national inquiry into childhood that sought to better understand modern 

childhood from children themselves. The final report includes a set of recommendations for parents, teachers, 

the government and society more broadly. We have produced annual reports reviewing children’s subjective well-

being since 2012 and have analysed the impact of a range of factors affecting the way children feel about their 

lives. We believe that it is only by listening to children and understanding their personal experiences that we can 

give them the best chance of flourishing. 

Introduction and key recommendations 

We welcome this important and timely inquiry into the effect of body image issues on young people by the Youth 

Select Committee. Our longstanding research and consultations with children and young people show that poor 

self-image is having a detrimental impact on young people’s well-being that is not well recognised or understood.   

Our submission is based primarily on learning from our national well-being programme and our local well-being 

consultations with children and young people in school and community settings. Through our programmes of work, 

we have a range accounts from children and young people about their experience in relation to appearance, body 

image and their sense of well-being. We would be happy to share supplementary evidence with the committee 

should they require additional information. 

We have included direct quotes from children and young people. We have chosen not to edit or censor the words 

of young people in order to provide a true reflection of how they perceive these issues. Our local well-being 

consultations provide a space for children and young people to record the words they thought reflected 

compliments, insults, kind words and unkind words. The words they recorded were not necessarily a record of 

language they normally use but of language they are familiar with. 

Based on our research and direct work with children and young people we have developed the following 

recommendations to help address issues the effects of poor body image. 

 

Groups affected by body image issues 

 Differences between girls’ and boys’ happiness with their body and appearance have been a recurring theme 
of The Children’s Society’s well-being research programme.  

 Over a third (34%) of girls aged 10 to 15 are unhappy with their appearance compared to a fifth (20%) of 
boys and that this gender gap has been growing over the past decade or so. 

 Our local consultations with young people suggest that boys are also under pressure in relation to their body 
image. Boys we spoke to often refer to a specific form of masculinity when describing expectations they feel 
under pressure to adhere to. 

The internet, social media and messaging 
  



 
 

 We believe that as part of PSHE curriculum children and young people should be educated about how to 
critically assess and view adverts and the portrayal of unrealistic images in media to help develop greater 
awareness about how the media and adverts may affect self-image.  

 We welcome the recent changes in regulation announced by the Advertising Standards Authority (ASA) and 
the Committees of Advertising Practice (CAP) prohibiting the sexual portrayal of under 18 in adverts and 
would like to see monitoring put in place to ensure that these changes are followed. 

 We believe that more needs to be done to educate young people about the dangers and long-term 
implications of social media usage and sexting to enable them to withstand the pressure to engage in this 
unhealthy form of communication for children and young people. 

 Young people should be educated about the risks associated with sexting, such as being groomed for sexual 
exploitation, and about the images remaining in circulation even children change their mind about sharing 
the image and about the legal implications of sexting.  

 Parents, teachers and other professionals must be willing to discuss sexting in the context of bullying, and 
help make young people understand that sexting can be an unacceptable form of harassment. 

 We believe that teachers and parents also need to be educated about the impact internet and social media 
on well-being and safety of children to enable them to respond better to situations arising in children’s lives 
and to support children with developing critical approaches to how they engage with media.  

 Young people should be encouraged to speak about their experiences to parents and trained professionals, 
and be offered support and advice to recover from any trauma caused as a result of sexting. 

 
Education 

 It is clear from listening to pupils that the role of schools in promoting positive body image must consider 
the school environment as a whole and be wider ranging than integration into school subjects across the 
curriculum. Reviewing relevant policies that relate to appearance, such as school uniform polices, will also 
be key in fostering an ethos that challenges gender stereotypes rather than reinforcing them.  

 Curriculum based programmes of work addressing body image must take into consideration the 
complexities of peer relationships, be sensitively considered and cross gender. Solely focussing on specific 
groups of children and young people experiencing poor body image satisfaction is unlikely to address the 
multifaceted causes.   

 We believe that schools can play a vital role in promoting positive body image as part of personal, social, 
health and economic education (PSHE) alongside education about sex and healthy relationships in general. 
To ensure a consistent approach is taken, we have been calling for PSHE to become a statutory part of the 
curriculum in all schools. 

 The PSHE curriculum in schools should include a topic about body image, this should include how the media 
portrays body image and should support children in evaluating what they see and what is and is not healthy. 

 We believe that alongside PSHE sessions, schools should provide counselling services for their students as 
this will offer an opportunity for young people to discuss topics such as sex and body image. 

 The Government has committed to issuing statutory guidance to support the provision of mandatory 
Relationships and Sex Education in schools; we believe that in developing the guidance the government 
should consult with children and young people to ensure that this important education is delivered in a way 
that is most appropriate for children of different ages.  

 Staff in schools should receive training on the emotional impact of poor body image and how to support or 
signpost young people in need of help. Where appropriate, teachers should also be equipped with the right 
skills to deliver lessons on positive body image and well-being. 

 Bullying predominately takes place in school grounds therefore it is important for schools and other 
educational providers work with young people to address bullying and have appropriate measures in place 
for those who may be effected by the adverse consequences of bullying. 

Health implications 
 The new Government should reaffirm its commitment to improving children’s mental health. 
  It is crucial the recent investment of £1.4bn to support the Government’s transformation of children and 

young people’s mental health services is ring-fenced. Some of this funding should be used to secure early 
help provision. 

 The Government should introduce a legally binding entitlement for children and young people to be able to 
access counselling support in educational settings (including both schools and further education colleges) 
across England. This entitlement must be matched with sufficient funding for services.  



 
 

 The link between body image and community issues. Our local wellbeing work shows that local 
communities also have an important role to play in how young people develop their self-image.  

 We believe that local authorities should listen to young people’s views about issues they experience in 
communities and develop strategies to raise awareness among children and adult population and enable 
young people seek support when needed.  

 

Groups affected by body image issues  

Question 1. Are particular groups of young people particularly prone to poor body image, or less likely to be 

offered or seek help with poor body image? What causes these trends?  

 

1.1. Our Good Childhood Inquiry, launched in 2006, was the first independent national inquiry into childhood 

that sought to better understand modern childhood from children themselves. The final report included a 

set of recommendations for parents, teachers, the government and society more broadly. We have 

produced annual reports reviewing children’s subjective well-being since 2012 and have analysed the 

impact of a range of factors affecting the way children feel about their lives. We believe that it is only by 

listening to children and understanding their personal experiences that we can give them the best chance 

of flourishing. 

Our well-being research has demonstrated links between children’s well-being and pressures they feel around body 

image. 

1.2. Gender and age 

In recent years, we have observed a widening gender gap in happiness with life as a whole and appearance between 

girls and boys, with well-being falling for girls, while for boys there has been no change according to our Good 

Childhood Report 20161.  

Differences between girls’ and boys’ happiness with their body and appearance have been a recurring theme of 

The Children’s Society’s well-being research programme. In The Good Childhood Report 2016, we highlighted that 

for 10 to 15-year-olds, more than one third (34%) of girls are unhappy with their appearance compared to a fifth 

(20%) of boys and that this gender gap has been growing over the past decade or so.  

Gender differences are even starker when age is considered at the same time. In our Understanding Children’s Well-

being report2, we found that at ages 10 to 11, a similar percentage of girls and boys were unhappy with their 

appearance; but by the age of 14 to 15, twice as many girls than boys were unhappy with their appearance. 



 
 

      

These gender and age patterns need to be considered within the context of international findings such as those 

presented in The Good Childhood Report 2015, in which England ranked last out of 15 countries for happiness with 

appearance and had the most pronounced gender differences of all participating countries. In other countries such 

as Spain, Romania, Ethiopia and Colombia, gender differences in appearance satisfaction were not found. 

 



 
 
There is accumulating evidence that differences in how girls and boys feel about their appearance and their bodies 

are not inevitable, but specific to some countries, including the UK. There is evidence that these differences have 

become much bigger in the UK over the last decade or so.  

There are currently no categorical explanations for these patterns, although various explanations have been put 

forward in the media and public debate. The growing use of social media has been suggested as one possible factor, 

while higher rates of psychological bullying among girls than boys in the UK is another. At this stage, these are only 

hypotheses, although we are looking to explore these theories further in The Good Childhood Report 2017 (to be 

published in August 2017). 

1.3. What children and young people have told us about gender and body image 

Since 2012, our Youth Engagement Team has undertaken local assessments of children’s well-being in 35 locations 

across England. More than 40,000 young people aged 8-18 have taken part in an online survey and a further 8,000 

have been consulted in face-to-face consultations. The process in local areas has been delivered with some local 

variation, and so not all 35 areas have been approached in the same way. However, together the results from the 

well-being surveys and consultations provide a rich source of evidence about the challenges and circumstances 

facing young people.  

Gender emerges as a key recurring theme within our local consultations with children and young people. Our local 

well-being assessments also show that boys and girls experience different pressures and face different risks to their 

well-being. Those pressures and risks are not always heard, seen or understood by adults and agencies close to 

children and young people.  

Throughout our local assessments, girls report feeling less positive about many different aspects of their lives than 

boys. In fact, the transition from primary to secondary school provides a greater drop in overall well-being for girls 

than for boys. A key factor in that drop is the diminished levels of happiness girls experience in relation to their 

appearance. When compared to boys girls are significantly less happy about their appearance and this becomes 

more pronounced at secondary school.   

Our consultations with children and young people suggest that young people have clear ideas about what it means 

to be a boy or a girl where certain behaviours are associated with gender and more readily accepted amongst girls 

or boys. Furthermore, many children and young people report feeling under significant pressure to adhere to a 

specific image based upon traditional and stereotypical ideas. Expectations for girls often follow a narrow gender 

view where their worth is almost entirely based on their physical appearance.  

Girls tell us that these stereotypical ideals are reinforced by judgements and passing comments. Everyone partakes 

in making judgements, male and female peers, boyfriends and even strangers on the street. 

“Girls get told to look a certain way and if you don’t you get told you are ugly, fat and flat chested and that makes 

you not feel good enough for anyone”  - Secondary School Girl 

 “Say if you normally wear a proper face full of make-up and you walk in and you’ve got like spots and your hair’s 

all messy…they’ll probably say something like, oh you look proper trampy today.” - Girl 

 

“… boys, they just don’t care what they say to girls and all of that, they’re just like really 

horrible sometimes.” - Girl 

 

“…they’ll judge ya. Girls like our ages they do nothing but judge.” - Girl age 13-15 

 

“They make little comments like when I was little I used to be like proper small and skinny 

now they just say oh you’re getting like bigger and that”-  Year 9 girl 



 
 
 

It is clear from our local well-being consultations that the media has a real influence on the lives of young people 

and play a part in reinforcing gender stereotypes and issues around body image. This is particularly true of 

secondary age girls who make links between the portrayal of girls and women in the media and the way they feel 

about themselves. Through our consultations, girls told us that they felt under pressure to adhere to a specific idea 

of what it means to be female, an idea which focusses strongly upon physical appearance. Teenage girls also 

comment upon the expectations others have upon them, particularly boys, which many identify as being unrealistic 

and shaped by images in the media. 

 

Secondary school aged pupils: 

 

“The way we dress is all to do with society and there is too much pressure on girls to look good all the time and to 

keep up with the fashion.” - Girl year 10 

 

“Girls are less happy with their appearance (compared to boys) because how the media portray how girls are 

supposed to look.” - Girl year 10 

 

“There are high expectations (on girls) due to media and famous women.” - Girl year 10 

 

“Girls are generally more self-conscious about their appearance as they get older this is because of models in mags 

and names.” - Girl year 8 

 

“Girls are more self conscious because they don’t look like all the girls in magazines so boys think they’re ugly 

because we’re not all the same.”-  Girl year 8 

 

“Girls are more self conscious when they go to high school because of the expectations, boys and girls talking about 

you, magazines with fit girls in it and then look at me and us. Boys will think you should be perfect or get called a 

fat slag.”  - Girl year 8 

 

“Pictures and adverts in magazines – they all look perfect.”- Secondary age girl 

 

“If celebrities or people we look up to started to look natural we would consider that.” - Secondary age girl 

 

Consultations with primary age children show that children as young as ten are influenced by gendered 

expectations and stereotypes. They have clear ideas on what it means to be a boy or a girl and relate them to both 

how they perceive things to be now in the present and to the future. Many of these perceptions relate to young 

people’s physical appearance. 

Primary school aged pupils: 

 

“You have to wash and brush your hair everyday. Everybody expects you to wear makeup. People expect you to look 

your best.” - Girl year 6 

 

“You have to worry about makeup. You have to make yourself look appealing at all times. Girls football isn’t that 

high as boys football.”-  Girl year 6 

 

“…meant to be stronger than girls. When we grow up we do not have to do housework… the top ten richest people 

are boys.” - Boy year 6 

 



 
 
It is clear that there is a range of factors contributing to the diminishing levels of girls’ happiness with appearance. 

Though young people refer to the impact of the media, overwhelmingly teenage girls attribute their low levels of 

happiness to the comments and judgements they receive. 

Unfortunately, young people report that adults do not often challenge the common perceptions of what is and is 

not appropriate to say, comment on and do, thus compounding the issue and reinforcing stereotypes. 

Consequently, girls feel exposed yet accepting of this normality.  

 

“People don’t always listen because you could say you’re being called but they do nothing” - Secondary age girl  

(Young people use the term ‘calling’ or being ‘called’ to describe inappropriate comments made towards them, 

primarily about appearance). 

“Adults are dismissive of boys inappropriate behaviour as they think it’s ok for boys to be like that because they are 

dominant.” - Year 10 girl 

“A group of girls in the year 8 class told us about an incident that occurred in their class which […] made them 

uncomfortable, they were also unhappy about the way the form tutor dealt with it. The girls were being rated 

according to the size of the breasts by the boys in the class. The girls approached the form tutor and told him about 

it because they were uncomfortable about this and the judgements being made of their bodies. In response to their 

complaint, the teacher said ‘boys will be boys!’, and no other resolution was offered.” (From the consultation notes 

with secondary age girls) 

 

Teenage girls are clearly affected by the treatment they receive from each other and their male peers. Some report 

feeling upset, frustrated and even angered as a result. Though far from accepting, girls do not seek to challenge the 

unrealistic expectations placed upon them in relation to their appearance and their behaviour. Instead, many have 

told us they try their hardest to conform in order to ‘fit in’. They will alter how they look or dress in order to adhere 

to a dominant look and to be accepted and subsequently avoid having comments made about them. 

 

“…there’s sort of a look. You have to wear makeup every day”- Year 9 girl 

“There’s an eyebrow style at the moment. You have to have you’re eyebrows visible, so they draw them in and make 

them a little bigger.” - Year 9 girl 

There is a need to question whether adults are to accept the differences found in the local well-being assessments 

as part of growing up in the UK, or whether there is a need to recognise this as a widespread problem that must be 

addressed. 

Question 2. In relation to young men and boys, minority ethnic groups, and those who self-identify as 

transgender: what are the specific challenges facing young people in these groups? How effective is existing 

support? 

1.4. Though the well-being of boys in both our national research and local well-being assessments is 

significantly higher than the girls in relation to their appearance, our local consultations with young people 

suggest that boys are also under pressure in relation to their body image.  

 

Boys we spoke to often refer to a specific form of masculinity when describing expectations they feel under pressure 

to adhere to. These expectations cover attitudes and behaviours as well as body image and physical identity. This 

often centres around demonstrating and showcasing their physical strength and dominance.  

 “I think the boys have a ‘don’t care’ attitude and don’t care as much about their appearance. I also think that boys 

concentrate on building muscle instead of applying make-up.”-  Secondary School Boy 



 
 
“… boys don’t care what they look like they just wanna look tough so people don’t mess with them while girls wanna 

look ‘cute.” - Secondary School Boy 

“Boys have to be a hard nut, not back down/able to fight for yourself. Be strong” - Secondary School Boy 

[Boys are expected…] “To be strong, physically and mentally” - Secondary School Boy 

“…They (boys) want to make them themselves up big, walking through the streets if someone came up to them and 

started like having an argument and that then they make themselves look big for the crowd.” - Boy age 13-16 

 

Our consultation with boys reveals that these expectations can impact on the choices they make, for example, by 

seeking and establishing a romantic relationship with a girl. Secondary age boys in one local area explained that 

they view a key role of being a boyfriend as protecting their girlfriend from other boys and men and prevent 

comments and judgements being made about them. One young person we spoke to described not feeling 

adequately masculine to effectively protect a potential girlfriend:  

“Boys are like, well if you’re in a relationship with a girl you like tend to like, a girl is meant to think ah, if I go out 

with him he might stick up for me and stuff, if I can’t do it for myself and so basically you tend to be like a man when 

you’re not really a man yet and you tend to be all big and strong like that’s what you’re expected to be.  You can’t 

like be a quiet like a shy person you’ve got to be big…” - Secondary age boy  

 

The internet, social media and messaging 

Question 3. Has the growing use of social media and communications platforms amongst young people 

encouraged practices and attitudes that entrench poor body image? What is the link between “sexting” and body 

dissatisfaction? 

1.5. The growing use of social media has been suggested as a possible explanation for low happiness with 

appearance amongst young people, although, as mentioned earlier, the evidence on this topic is not 

comprehensive, and much of it is unable to establish a causal link. We are looking to explore this topic 

further in The Good Childhood Report 2017 (to be published in August 2017). 

 

1.6. What children and young people have told us about the impact of social media 

Through a range of consultations we have learnt from young people about their experience of social media. Though 

there are many positives, it is clear that the online world presents many challenges for young people, with a range 

of complex issues and situations to navigate, particularly in relation to social media. In terms of the day to day, 

social media is omnipresent and so much of young people’s communication happens online that many feel a 

constant pressure to be connected in this way. For some young people, anxiety may be experienced if for any reason 

they are unable to maintain this, in case they miss out on something important.  

There is an instant gratification that comes with social media usage as well as the ability to manipulate what image 

is projected. For many young people what they choose to project is a more beautiful version of themselves. The 

young people’s comments highlight that this is a particular issue for girls, and often relates to the amount of ‘likes’ 

they get for particular pictures. The pressure some girls feel in relation to their body image and the use of whitening 

filters by girls in some BME communities are of particular concern.  

For many young people it is hard not to buy in to the idea of the ‘perfect’ life that they see projected by their peers 

across social media, however this can then make it even more difficult for them to admit that they have problems 

in their life and to seek help. The pressure to conform to this unachievable ideal for some is significant and can 

leave them feeling more vulnerable and isolated.  

Some of the young people’s comments highlight the need for a more open and active dialogue about social media 



 
 
with an aim to inform and educate both young people and adults on the harms and challenges. Schools may be well 

placed to facilitate and deliver on this.  

References to bullying demonstrate that the internet and social media has enabled young people to become much 

more secretive and for bullying to become far more hidden from adults.  

“It escalates over social media, people react to it. Everyone sees it and finds out about it. People then start talking 

about it and making it worse” - Secondary age boy  

There are concerns in relation to social media and body image which are relevant. However, from speaking to 

children and young people the complex interactions they have online tend to reflect and exacerbate the 

relationships they have offline.  

 

When we speak to young people about appearance dissatisfaction, it is clear that social media and other forms of 

media have a real influence on their lives. This is particularly true of secondary age girls who make links between 

the portrayal of girls and women in the media and social media and the way they feel about themselves. Teenage 

girls also comment upon the expectations others have upon them, particularly boys, which many identify as being 

unrealistic and shaped by images in the media. 

 

“Girls generally feel more pressured. Social media and media in general have changed the way girls think about 

themselves. Comments from boys don’t make it easier because they don’t see a super model.” - Girl year 8 

 “The way we dress is all to do with society and there is too much pressure on girls to look good all the time and to 

keep up with the fashion.” - Girl year 10 

“On Facebook thinking she’s got a few likes and I’ve only got this many.” - Secondary age girl 

“Girls generally feel more pressured. Social media and media in general have changed the way girls think about 

themselves. Comments from boys don’t make it easier because they don’t see a super model.” - Girl year 8 

 

 “Girls are generally more self-conscious about their appearance as they get older this is because of models in mags 

and names.” - Girl year 8 

“Girls are more self conscious when they go to high school because of the expectations, boys and girls talking about 

you, magazines with fit girls in it and then look at me and us. Boys will think you should be perfect or get called a 

fat slag.” - Girl year 8 

 “If celebrities or people we look up to started to look natural we would consider that.”-  Secondary age girl 

1.7. The impact of sexting 

Young people tell us that they feel under pressure to keep up with the latest trends and cultures online, which in 

some circumstances can diminish their self-esteem and lead children to engage in sexting and platforms intended 

for adults, such as dating sites or chat rooms3. 

‘Sexting’ is the exchange of self-generated, sexually explicit images or videos through mobile phone messages or 

webcams over the Internet. Concerns have been raised about young people’s increased access to online sexual 

imagery and content as well as the making and sharing of imagery and videos themselves. Under-aged sexually 

explicit images can be extremely damaging4. 

Sexting has become a common activity among young people, and research suggests that sexting often occurs 

because of sexual pressure from peers, which can lead to harassment, bullying and even violence. In some 

instances, our research has found that, the pressure to take and send explicit images come from contacts young 

people meet online.5 



 
 
Our Seriously Awkward report6 found that around 6% of 16 and 17 year olds reported feeling under pressure to 

take and send explicit pictures of themselves and around 10% reported that they do it. The report found that 

parents of 16 and 17 year olds underestimate some of the pressures young people facing young people online; for 

example, to take and send explicit photos of themselves. Just 13% of parents thought pressure to do this came from 

online contacts, but of 16–17 year olds who felt under pressure to do this, nearly four in 10 (38%) said they felt this 

pressure from contacts they met online. 

We believe that more needs to be done to educate young people about the dangers and long-term implications of 

social media usage and sexting to enable them to withstand the pressure to engage in this unhealthy form of 

communication for children and young people. 

Recommendations: 

 We believe that schools can play a vital role in promoting positive body image as part of personal, social, 
health and economic education (PSHE) alongside education about sex and healthy relationships in general. 
To ensure a consistent approach is taken, we have been calling for PSHE to become a statutory part of the 
curriculum in all schools. 

 The PSHE curriculum in schools should include a topic about body image, this should include how the media 
portrays body image and should support children in evaluating what they see and what is and is not healthy. 

 We believe that alongside PSHE sessions, schools should provide counselling services for their students as 
this will offer an opportunity for young people to discuss topics such as sex and body image. 

 The Government has committed to issuing statutory guidance to support the provision of mandatory 
Relationships and Sex Education in schools; we believe that in developing the guidance the government 
should consult with children and young people to ensure that this important education is delivered in a way 
that is most appropriate for children of different ages.  

 Staff in schools should receive training on the emotional impact of poor body image and how to support or 
signpost young people in need of help. Where appropriate, teachers should also be equipped with the right 
skills to deliver lessons on positive body image and well-being. 

 

Question 6. Do internet companies, social media platforms or other platforms have a responsibility to tackle 

trends which entrench poor body image? What are they already doing in this area? What more should they be 

doing?  

1.8. The Children’s Society is currently working with charity YoungMinds and Alex Chalk, MP for Cheltenham, 

to understand the effects of cyberbullying on children’s mental health and well-being. In particular, we will 

be exploring what more social media companies can do to tackle cyberbullying on their platforms and 

support young people experiencing emotional difficulties as a result of their negative experiences on social 

media platforms. We would be delighted to share our findings with the Youth Select Committee to help 

inform its inquiry into the impact of body image issues later this year.  

 

Education 

Question 8. What examples are there of schools integrating the promotion of positive body image into school 

subjects across the curriculum, particularly physical education? How successful have these been? How can 

success best be measured? 

Our local assessments offer us an opportunity to explore with children and young people their experiences of school 

life. Since 2012, we have learnt that school plays a significant role in the lives of children and young people and 

impacts upon their well-being in a range of ways.  

1.9. School policies and expectations  



 
 
Though we have not previously focussed on the school curriculum and the content of learning, insights from our 

consultations with teenage girls highlight the intense scrutiny they feel under in relation to their appearance and 

body image. This is often reinforced and made problematic by the ways in which school rules are enforced.  

During our consultations, children and young people across the country have referred to school policies and 

procedures that they feel perpetuate stereotypical gendered views with a particular focus on appearance. Teenage 

girls report that strict rules in school actually contribute towards their unhappiness with appearance and become 

a part of the demanding expectations placed upon them. Pupils in many of the secondary schools we have visited 

describe the practice of teachers asking girls to remove makeup in communal spaces as common place. In publically 

challenging girls around their appearance, adults in school send a message to both boys and girls that, not only is 

appearance a significant part of female identity but, that publically criticising, challenging, shaming and sanctioning 

girls in relation to what they look like is acceptable.  

 “When you send us home for having inappropriate clothes you are saying how we look is more important than our 

education” - Secondary age girl 

 “There is more focus on appearance and less importance on rules that look at behaviour.” - Year 10 boy 

“Some girls wear make up to fit in, if you don’t wear it you get insulted. If you do, you get called a slag and get told 

off by teachers” - Year 9 girl 

“Teachers will hand out baby wipes to make you take off make up” - Year 9 girl 

In our well-being consultations teenage girls reported feeling unheard by teachers and the adults in school in 

relation to the comments they face about their appearance. In some instances, even when teachers have listened, 

girls report feeling dissatisfied when the behaviour is not challenged.  

“Year 7’s mainly get bullied and called. Teachers never acknowledge it.” – Secondary School Girl  

(Young people use the term ‘calling’ or being ‘called’ to describe inappropriate comments made towards them, 

primarily about appearance). 

“People don’t always listen because you could say you’re being called but they do nothing” –Secondary age girl 

“A group of girls in the year 8 class told us about an incident that occurred in their class which […] made them 

uncomfortable, they were also unhappy about the way the form tutor dealt with it. The girls were being rated 

according to the size of the breasts by the boys in the class. The girls approached the form tutor and told him about 

it because they were uncomfortable about this and the judgements being made of their bodies. In response to their 

complaint, the teacher said ‘boys will be boys!’, and no other resolution was offered.” (From the consultation notes 

with secondary age girls).  

 

 

Recommendations: 

 It is clear from listening to pupils that the role of schools in promoting positive body image must consider the 

school environment as a whole and be wider ranging than integration into school subjects across the curriculum. 

Reviewing relevant policies that relate to appearance, such as school uniform polices, will also be key in fostering 

an ethos that challenges gender stereotypes rather than reinforcing them.  

 Curriculum based programmes of work addressing body image must take into consideration the complexities of 

peer relationships, be sensitively considered and cross gender. Solely focussing on specific groups of children 

and young people experiencing poor body image satisfaction is unlikely to address the multifaceted causes.   

 

1.10. The impact of bullying on well-being 



 
 
Our Good Childhood Report 2015 found that England ranked bottom for a number of aspects of children’s 

wellbeing, including those relating to school life, bullying and, especially for teenage girls, feelings about 

themselves, compared with the 14 countries involved in the international study on children’s well-being.  

The research showed the profound impact bullying can have on children’s lives, with children in England who were 

bullied frequently being six times more likely to have low well-being than children who have not been bullied. 

Bullying, emotional bullying in particular emerges as a key issue in England in comparison to other countries. Our 

research shows that more than a third (38%) of 10 and 12 year olds in England had been physically bullied in the 

last month, and half (50%) had felt excluded.                                                     

Bullying can be physical such as being hit, which boys are more likely to experience. For example, our research 

revealed that boys are 50% more likely than girls to have been hit in the last month7. 

“I think that it is not that easy to be happy because there are lots of bullies and mean people at school” - Year 8 boy 

 

However, it can also be verbal and emotional, such as being excluded from friendship groups or called names, which 

girls are more likely to experience: 

“We’re expected to be perfect, like Barbie dolls or something and if we don’t then we get bullied.” – Secondary 

School Girl  

Recent studies have also shown that bullying can have a significant and long term impact on a young person’s 

mental health and affect their development into adulthood. The evidence demonstrates that individuals who were 

frequently bullied during childhood were 30% more likely to use mental health services as adults than those who 

were not8.  So bullying does not only have a lasting impact on the individual, it also places a strain on the health 

care system in the UK.    

 “…girls expect boys to be hard but most boys act hard anyway and if boys aren’t hard then when they have a fight 

they might loose and they are going to get bullied more.” - Secondary age boy 

Recommendation: 

 Bullying predominately takes place in school grounds therefore it is important for schools and other 

educational providers work with young people to address bullying and have appropriate measures in place 

for those who may be effected by the adverse consequences of bullying. 

 

1.11. Educating children and young people about body image 

The Children’s Society delivers programmes in secondary schools that help young people understand the risks of 

sexual abuse perpetrated by both adults and children. Our material empowers young people to make safe choices 

and learn about positive, healthy relationships including staying safe online and how to detect early signs of 

grooming. However, we believe more should be done to make this material accessible to every child, in every 

secondary school across the country through the teaching of a stronger PSHE curriculum. 

 

Physical, Social, Health and Economic (PSHE) education is designed to develop the knowledge, skills and attributes 

pupils need to keep themselves healthy and safe for life and work in modern Britain. We believe PSHE is a vital 

component of a child’s school experience, but more needs to be done to introduce relevant and up to date content 

to educate young people about the risks they face online and off line including grooming, bullying and pressures to 

conform to a particular body image. 

 

“Young people should know what the risks are, they need to have them drilled down”                                       –  A 

young runaway helped by The Children’s Society 



 
 
There is a wide consensus on this issue - a number of House of Commons Select Committees, including the Women’s 

and Equalities Committee in their recent inquiry into sexual harassment and sexual violence in schools, ask for this 

important change9.  

1.12. The role of Relationships and Sex Education 

 

We welcome the Government’s recent decision to introduce statutory Relationships and Sex Education (RSE) as 

part of the Children and Social Work Act 2017. The RSE curriculum provides schools the opportunity to raise issues 

around body image with children and young people and the associated pressures of forming and maintaining 

relationships with their peers.  

Through our Child Sexual Exploitation sessions with young people, we know that low self-esteem impacts on the 

decisions and relationships children make with each other and with adults. We often talk to them about wider 

issues relating to sexual abuse and violence and they tell us that talking about issues such as body image, feminism, 

patriarchy and consent are topics they would like to learn more about. 

 

We believe that RSE in isolation will not fully inform and protect children. Relationships and Sex Education needs 

to be embedded as part of a whole-school approach, which recognises the importance of mutual respect and 

healthy relationships; and equips staff with the skills they need to support – or signpost to support – when children 

and young people are worried about something going on in their lives. We would expect all schools to give detail 

of their ‘whole-school’ approach in  publicly available policies. 

Recommendations:  

 We believe that schools can play a vital role in promoting positive body image as part of personal, social, 
health and economic education (PSHE) alongside education about sex and healthy relationships in general. 
To ensure a consistent approach is taken, we have been calling for PSHE to become a statutory part of the 
curriculum in all schools. 

 The PSHE curriculum in schools should include a topic about body image, this should include how the media 
portrays body image and should support children in evaluating what they see and what is and is not healthy. 

 We believe that alongside PSHE sessions, schools should provide counselling services for their students as 
this will offer an opportunity for young people to discuss topics such as sex and body image. 

 The Government has committed to issuing statutory guidance to support the provision of mandatory 
Relationships and Sex Education in schools; we believe that in developing the guidance the government 
should consult with children and young people to ensure that this important education is delivered in a way 
that is most appropriate for children of different ages.  

 Staff in schools should receive training on the emotional impact of poor body image and how to support or 
signpost young people in need of help. Where appropriate, teachers should also be equipped with the right 
skills to deliver lessons on positive body image and well-being. 
 

Health implications  

Question 10. To what extent is dissatisfaction with body image contributing to the increase in mental health 

problems amongst children and young people?  

1.13. In The Good Childhood Report 2016, we looked at how different types of mental health problems 

contained in the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ) relate to different domains of well-being. 

As can be seen from the chart below, happiness with appearance is most strongly associated with 

emotional problems. 

Correlations between subjective well-being and mental health problems (from The Good Childhood Report 2016) 
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We conducted the above analysis separately for each gender. In most instances the associations between pairs of 

variables were stronger for girls than for boys – although the opposite was the case for the link between 

‘externalising’ problems and school work. Only a few of the differences in strength of association were statistically 

significant. 

Analysis of different types of mental health problems also gives us important insights into gender and age 

differences in happiness with appearance. In The Good Childhood Report 2016 we discovered that, in addition to 

being unhappy with their appearance (and life as a whole), older girls are more likely than boys to experience 

emotional health problems such as anxiety and depression. Moreover, the association between emotional 

problems and happiness with appearance that is shown in the chart above is stronger for girls than boys.  

 

1.14. The impact of gender stereotyping   

 

Through our consultations we have become aware of the profound and wide ranging impact that dissatisfaction 

with body image can have upon children and young people 

 

Finding a sense of belonging amongst peers is understandably a key desire of many children and young people. But 

in order to ‘fit in’ many amend their behaviour and their appearance to confirm to stereotypical ideals. Again, this 

is particularly evident amongst teenage girls. Teenage girls feel particularly under pressure about their appearance 

and acknowledge that the judgements and comments made by both female and male peers have an influence on 

them. 

 “People pointing out our flaws or seeing prettier people makes our confidence shrink.” -  Secondary School Girl 

 “Normally the same group of friends take on the same appearance as each other.” - Year 8 Girl 

 “Because the girls feel pressured by the boys that they should look a particular way and that leads girls into 

depression or low self-esteem and makes girls feel ugly or worthless.” - Secondary School Girl 

“Guys go on about thigh gaps, but you can be skinny and not have one so it’s hard”-  Year 8 girl 
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“I feel as though if you see a girl that you think looks better than you are and you are more tempted to want to 

change” - Year 8 girl 

Our consultations highlight that the pressure to adhere to narrow stereotypical gendered views around body image 

can have a huge impact on young people’s mental health, self-esteem and self-confidence. It must be noted that, 

this is particularly pertinent amongst teenage girls who feel huge pressure to achieve a certain physical look.  

“When I feel fat I tend to either hide myself or not go out. I try and put on a lot of make up on to hide behind a mask. 

I make myself stereotypical” - Year 8 girl 

 “If you are calling someone fat they’ll starve themselves to lose weight.” - Year 9 Girl 

“People can become mentally depressed and this can result in suicidal thoughts if it is persistent.” - Year 9 girl 

“You can end up believing what is being said which in some cases can lead to self-harming and becoming 

depressed.”-  Year 9 girl 

 “People are judged on looks. Sometimes you feel like you can’t enjoy yourself unless you are pretty” - Year 8 girl 

1.15. Young people’s body image and experiences in their neighbourhood  

Another key finding from the local well-being assessments focusses on young people’s experience of their local 

neighbourhood and the impact it has upon their well-being. Throughout the 35 local assessments, girls reported 

feeling significantly less happy about their safety and freedom in their local area compared to boys. Exploration of 

these findings with young people through face-to-face consultation indicate that there is a link between girl’s 

dissatisfaction with appearance and safety in their local community. 

Young people tell us that the behaviour and actions of peers and adults in communities affects their safety and 

freedom. We also see and hear statements and observations from teenage girls about how their low well-being 

about their appearance is influenced by the comments and behaviours of boys. In some locations this is expressed 

in terms of annoying and upsetting observations about their bodies and how it makes them feel sad and insecure 

about their looks. However, in other locations, these comments are highly sexualised and young people describe 

an environment where it is normal for teenage boys to be making intimate and sexual comments to girls who 

consequently feel exposed yet accepting of its normality. 

Recently we have worked in two areas in the Midlands where findings from our local well-being survey indicate low 

well-being around appearance and safety. Our consultations have generated a lot of comment, particularly from 

young people, about safety in the community. Young people describe environments where sexual aggression is rife 

and seen as normal and where girls are expressing their unease and vulnerability in the community.  

Being ‘called’ is something girls talk about in some localities, which we understand to be negative and unpleasant 

comments about their appearance, making them feel uncomfortable and embarrassed. This is something that they 

experience mainly from boys, in and out of school, and men in the local area. It is clearly a cause for concern that 

some men and boys are shouting critical comments about girls’ appearance in the local community and that this 

behaviour goes largely unchallenged. 

“Don’t wear dresses or shorts to show belly or legs because we get called.” - Secondary girl 

“Comments about how big your boobs and bum is.” - Secondary girl 

‘You feel that you need to hide yourself away in case they (men) get any good ideas that you don’t like.’ - Girl year 

10 



 
 
‘And you feel intimidated if you go outside. You feel scared to walk past like if you wanna go to the shops.’ - Year 10 

Girl 

‘I always think there’s someone following me or watching me.’ - Girl age 13-15 

 ‘They’ll (boys) come up to you, start speaking to you or they’ll shout things at you or follow you around the streets.’ 

- Girl age 13-15  

“I think girls are less happy because men who like to target young girls or any girl and bad think happen to them…” 

- Secondary School Boy  

 “Men, they are in cars and they wind down their window and like proper look out the window and go slow.” - 

Secondary School Girl  

“Especially like when you are in your school uniform as well and like why are you going for a 14 year old?”  - 

Secondary School Girl  

“I was walking back from school and the taxi man pulled up and said do you want a free ride.” - Secondary School 

Girl  

“Don’t wear dresses or shorts to show belly or legs because we get called.” - Secondary School Girl  

“I don’t know if this is a crime – but some 40 year old man chased me and my mate with their dog and got their 

winky out.” - Secondary School Girl  

This is an example of how we gather the voices of many young people in a location that suggest an environment 

where sexual exploitation may not be evident but maybe latent. 

 Our local wellbeing work shows that local communities also have an important role to play in how young 
people develop their self-image.  

 We believe that local authorities should listen to young people’s views about issues they experience in 
communities and develop strategies to raise awareness among children and adult population and enable 
young people seek support when needed.  

Question 11. Does the NHS have sufficient resources and expertise to manage mental health issues associated 

with poor body image? How have changes in education funding impacted on the ability of schools to provide in 

house mental health services?  

1.16. Protecting funding for Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services 

 

Following years of mental health funding being cut, the Government’s cash boost announced in 2015, of £1.4bn up 

to 2020, is a step in the right direction but this money must be ring-fenced to make sure local services spend it 

effectively. A recent report by the Education Policy Institute’s Mental Health Commission highlighted the risk that 

the additional money is not being spent as intended. For example, in this financial year, of the expected £250m, 

£119m has been allocated to the local NHS leaders but it is in their general budget so they have a choice on whether 

to spend it on children’s mental health or not as this funding has not been ring-fenced10. 

1.17. The need for early intervention and prevention services 

 

When working to secure the positive well-being and mental health of children and young people, intervening early 

in the development of problems is more effective than providing late intervention when problems reach crisis point.   

As the numbers and the proportions of children affected by mental health problems such as self-harm and eating 

disorders are rising, it is important that all children have easy and quick access to mental health support. However, 



 
 
early intervention initiatives in children’s mental health services have been significantly undermined by insecure or 

short term funding, or have been discontinued in recent years. These support services are vital in detecting and 

addressing emerging emotional and mental health difficulties, including the negative consequences of poor body 

image. 

Recommendations:  

 The new Government should reaffirm its commitment to improving children’s mental health. 

  It is crucial the recent investment of £1.4bn to support the Government’s transformation of children and 

young people’s mental health services is ring-fenced. Some of this funding should be used to secure early 

help provision. 

Question 12. Are schools sufficiently linked with health professionals? What more could be done in this regard? 

1.18. Mental health in educational settings 

 

The Children’s Society’s research into children’s subjective well-being has revealed deep concerns about the school 

experiences of children in England. Children in England were found to be more likely than many other countries to 

say they didn’t like going to school, and were more likely to say that they have experienced being excluded by other 

children in their class. Given these concerns, it is crucial to explore interventions that can be taken to improve 

children’s satisfaction with their school life and their wellbeing in general. 

Mental health support in schools and colleges provides an opportunity to identify and improve children and young 

people access to emotional help. Counselling provision in particular has been found to be accessible, non-

stigmatising and effective for children and young people. As well as meeting the mental health needs of young 

people, staff in schools have reported improvements in attainment, attendance and behaviour of those who have 

accessed these services.  

Schooling is a devolved matter, meaning that the systems differ across England, Scotland, Wales and Northern 

Ireland. Counselling provision is statutory in all Welsh secondary schools, and schools are funded to provide this 

service in Northern Ireland. Whilst neither is the case in England, we know that a majority of secondary schools find 

the money in their budgets to deliver this vital service. 

By making counselling provision compulsory and backing it up with appropriate funding, all schools will be well 

placed to make sure that they can meet the emotional and mental health needs of their students, helping them 

thrive in education. 

Recommendation: 
 The Government should introduce a legally binding entitlement for children and young people to be able 

to access counselling support in educational settings (including both schools and further education 

colleges) across England. This entitlement must be matched with sufficient funding for services. 
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