
“IT TAKES COURAGE TO 
GROW UP AND BECOME 
WHO YOU REALLY ARE.”
E.E. Cummings, American poet

#BodyImageIsForBoys
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WHAT IS BODY IMAGE?2

You’re probably wondering why your mom (or dad, 
or teacher, or aunt) bought you this book. You’ve 
heard the term “body image” before, but you’ve 
never thought of it as particularly relevant to you. In 
fact, maybe you aren’t even sure exactly what it is. If 
you’ve ever wished that you were taller, leaner, had 
different hair, bigger muscles, or you were different 
in some other way, this book is for you.

In the past, many thought that only girls had 
concerns about body image. No longer! The latest 
research suggests that boys and men are concerned 
about the appearances of their bodies and related 
issues just about as much as girls and women are. 
You’ll learn about boys’ bodies and body images in 
this book, and how to protect your health. Perhaps 
most importantly, you’ll learn about being you—
accepting who you are and growing into the best 
version of yourself. Some days, growing up may 
feel easy; other days, it may feel really difficult. On 
the next page, Thomas describes how he’s learning 
to feel comfortable with who he is and to focus his 

energy on what he thinks is 
most important in his life.

This book addresses the issues 
that Thomas faced and the 
many questions and concerns 
that boys like you may have 
about body image. It will offer 
you healthy and effective ways 
to be happy with your body 
and yourself.

●●  how body image is defined,

●● why it’s important to have a positive body image, and

●● why reading this book and developing a positive body image will 
improve your life.

In this chapter you’ll learn
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WHAT IS BODY IMAGE? 3

THOMAS DAVID, 16 YEARS OLD

Toward the end of middle school (8th grade), 
some kids at school started to say stuff to me 
about my weight. They acted like they were just 
joking around, but I knew better. By that time, 
I was a bit overweight and already uncomfortable 
about how I looked. The teasing only made me want 
to lose some weight and start working out more. 
Sometimes I go to the gym with my friends and 
that can be motivating. I can’t say that I’ve 
fully gotten into good exercise habits quite yet.

I wish I felt more comfortable in my body and 
felt less self-conscious. I have nice eyes and 
I guess my face is the best part of my body. I 
suppose it could be worse! But I can’t say I 
particularly like the rest of my appearance.

If I could offer advice to younger boys, I’d say 
two things. First, don’t pick on each other. 
It’s hard enough to feel good in your own skin; 
no one needs to be getting negative feedback 
from others. And two, don’t feel self-conscious. 
I wish I wasn’t so self-conscious when I was 
younger. Kids shouldn’t be scared of what their 
bodies are. There are so many more important 
things in the world.

Hayden Cedric Dawes, counselor, USA

“I fear, in our visually driven society, that boys and men 
increasingly struggle with body acceptance. We need to 
open up our conversations about these issues to boys and 
men so that they can love their bodies as they are.”
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4 WHAT IS BODY IMAGE?

WHAT IS BODY IMAGE?

Body image is how you think and feel 
about your body. The way you think 
and feel about your body—your body 
image—matters. For example, if you 
wish you had bigger biceps, you may 
spend a lot of time in the gym lifting 
weights. If you want to be thinner, you 
may try to remove carbs from your diet 
(see Chapter 6 for all the reasons this is 
not a good idea!). If you wish that your 
ears didn’t stick out as much as they 
do, you may consider getting surgery 
to change them.

But what if there are better ways to 
address your concerns about your 
appearance? Maybe changing how 
you look to fit in or to look a certain 
way isn’t the answer. Maybe there 
is an easier way. This book is full of 
information and advice about body 
image that will help you understand 
your body and develop positive 
feelings about it.

 
Still not convinced that this book is for 
you? Take the quiz on the opposite 
page and then read how to score it.

These questions come from surveys 
that researchers have used to study 
body image, eating behaviors, and 
disordered eating among boys and 
men. If you answered “yes” to any of 
these questions, this book is definitely 
for you. Even if you came close to 
answering “yes” to any of these 
questions, read on!

There is nothing wrong with you if you 
pay attention to what you eat or care 
about how you look. Most people do. 
However, some of these thoughts may 
be healthy and some of them may not 
be. This book will help you stay on the 
path toward health and avoid problems 
that many boys and men experience 
when it comes to their body images, 
self-esteem, eating behaviors, and 
mental and physical health. We want 
you to love being you.
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5WHAT IS BODY IMAGE?

Boy’s eating, weight, and body image survey

  YES   NO

I worry about how I look.

I don’t always feel very good about myself.

I am currently trying to change my weight.

I am trying to gain weight or build muscle.

What I eat has influenced how I think about myself  
as a person.

If I break any of my food rules, I attempt to make up 
for it at my next meal.

I don’t feel like other people accept me as I am.

I have continued eating despite feeling full, in an 
attempt to influence my muscularity.

I have used meal-replacement supplements.

I have added protein-based supplements to my diet.

Other people do not seem to understand my food 
choices.

I wish I could have more respect for myself.

There are definitely foods I have avoided eating due 
to worry about how they might affect my shape or 
weight.
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6

We also want to increase thoughtful 
conversations about boys’ and men’s 
health. Unfortunately, boys and men tend 
to talk about health issues less often than 
girls and women do. It has sometimes 
been viewed as more macho or manly 
for boys and men not to talk about their 
(emotional) feelings or how they feel 
physically. Communication about health 
issues is critically important in order for 
all people—regardless of their gender 
identification—to feel good! We want 

this book to help answer all sorts of questions 
that you may have about your health, and also to 
increase your awareness of issues that may affect 
other people you know. By being educated about 
the issues we discuss in this book, you will be in a 
position to improve not only your own health, but 
others’ health as well.

WHAT IS BODY IMAGE?

Oona Hanson, educator and health advocate, USA

“When it comes to body image, many boys feel competing pressures—not 
wanting to be ‘too small’ while also being afraid of being ‘too fat.’ Be-
cause our culture links appearance concerns with girls, many boys wonder 
if something is wrong with them simply for caring about how they look. It’s 
normal to feel self-conscious at times and to be aware of how others per-
ceive you. But be careful about comparing your unique self to images you 
see—not only celebrities, athletes, and others in the media, but also your 
peers. And here’s a secret: even those people who seem ‘perfect’ on the 
outside often struggle with anxiety about their looks. Shifting your focus 
to respecting and caring for your own body will improve your well-being and 
leave you with more energy for the things that matter most.”
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WHAT IS BODY IMAGE? 7

In each chapter of this book, be on the 
lookout for different features. We’ve 
designed this book so you don’t have 
to read it from cover to cover for it to 
make sense. You can skip around (the 
index in the back of the book will tell 
you where to find certain topics) and 
read the features that you enjoy the 
most and find the most helpful.

In each chapter, you’ll find:

• Reliable information: We summarize 
the latest science on the topic. If you 
see a word you don’t know, check 
the glossary in the back of this book. 

As you read, remember you’re a 
member of a large community that 
cares about these issues. We don’t 
know many people who haven’t 
given these issues some thought or 
had concerns about them.

• Q & A: During our careers, we’ve 
talked with hundreds of boys. For 
this book, we’ve asked them what 
questions they have about their 
bodies, eating, exercising, and all the 
other topics in this book. We provide 
factual answers to their questions—
which are probably the ones you 
have, too. Below is an example.

Most of my friends are a lot 
taller than me. I hope that 
I catch up at some point. 
How do I know when I am done 
growing taller?

Many boys will notice that they grow fastest during middle school 
(10–14 years, approximately) as they enter puberty and experience a 
growth spurt. However, boys often continue to get taller throughout 
high school (14–18 years, approximately) and even after high school. 
It is possible that you will keep growing until you are 20 years old.
As we’ll discuss in Chapter 3, boys’ experiences of puberty, which 
includes a growth spurt, vary a lot. The timing of the growth spurt 
varies from person to person; you may have friends who grow a lot in 
6th grade, and others who get taller most quickly in 10th grade.
One final thought: differences in height between people are largely 
determined by our genes. In other words, the majority of differences 
in height are due to our biology. Height is like shoe size—it’s not 
something you can change. And what is the “perfect height” anyway?
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8 WHAT IS BODY IMAGE?

• Myths and misbeliefs: In each chapter, we share 
“myths and misbeliefs” about body image and 
related topics and explain why they aren’t true. 
Here is an example:

Boys often feel they’re getting the message that it’s really important to 
look strong (for example, muscular) and also that they are strong (for 
example, not emotional or sensitive). However, it is perfectly normal to 
have strong emotions; expressing your feelings is completely normal 
and healthy. In fact, some scientific research suggests that people 
who believe they must inhibit their emotions are vulnerable to health 
problems. Writing and talking about emotional experiences may improve 
how you feel physically and psychologically, and may even help to 
improve your immune functioning (your ability to fight off infections and 
maintain health).

Being “masculine” does not mean that you can’t be sensitive. If another 
boy or man ever teases you for being emotional it is most likely because 
he feels uncomfortable. Resist suggestions from others that you shouldn’t 
express sadness and other strong emotions.

Boys don’t—or shouldn’t—cry. 
Being emotionally sensitive is a 
sign of weakness.

• My story: In the process of writing this book, 
we’ve relied on scientific research that takes 
into account hundreds and thousands of boys’ 
experiences. But we’ve also interviewed individual 
boys, like Thomas David (his story is earlier in 
this chapter) and Mateo Carlos (his story is at the 
end of this chapter). These boys are all in their 
teens and twenties, and they shared their specific 
experiences in detail. Each chapter highlights some 
of these real boys’ experiences, in their own voices.
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9WHAT IS BODY IMAGE?

• Inspiration: When it comes to feeling good about 
our bodies, we can all use some inspiration. Each 
chapter contains quotes, illustrations, and bits of 
information to help you think about your body 
and yourself in a positive way—and maybe even 
laugh about some of the issues that you’ve found 
stressful.

• Ask the expert: In the process of writing this 
book, we haven’t only talked to hundreds of 
boys like you, we’ve also talked with experts. 
Sometimes what they’ve said is so helpful that 
we quote their advice. Look for these quotes 
throughout the chapters. Here’s a quote from one 
of the first scientists to study body image among 
boys:

Professor Marita McCabe, PhD,  
Swinburn University, Australia

“When I started my research on male body 
image concerns in the 1990s, it was gen-
erally accepted that boys were not worried 
about the size and shape of their bod-
ies—this was a girl problem. However, in 
our research we found that we were asking 
boys the wrong questions—we were ask-
ing questions that were relevant for girls, 
not boys, things like wanting to be slim 
or lose weight. Our research, and that of 
many other researchers, has now shown that 
even young boys are concerned about their 
bodies, but they are often focused on having 
a lean, strong, muscular body, rather than 
being thin.”
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10 WHAT IS BODY IMAGE?

• Find out more: The information in this book is 
evidence-based and scientific in nature. In other 
words, the ideas in this book are not based on 
our opinions, but on the work of thousands of 
scientists. If you want to read more about a topic, 
we provide references to this scientific work, which 
is a good place to start.

We provide you with the latest information so that 
you can grow up to be passionate, caring, and 
physically and emotionally healthy. Once you know 
the facts about the smartest way to develop a 
positive body image, you will have the tools that will 
help you to become your best self.
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11WHAT IS BODY IMAGE?

MATEO CARLOS, 20 YEARS OLD

When I was younger, I used to hate my body. I was 
heavy and I couldn’t enjoy myself and I was really 
out of shape. I would find myself out of breath 
within 10 seconds of doing any physical activity. I 
also didn’t like what I saw when I looked at myself 
in the mirror. Currently, I am still somewhat heavy, 
but I am pleased with my body. I don’t deprive 
myself of foods that I enjoy, but I try to not eat 
too many sweet treats.

The thing that has changed is that I work out, 
exercise, and play sports as much as I can. I do 
this because I enjoy it and I know it is good for 
me. I’ve also been able to notice myself feeling 
stronger and I get to spend time with my family and 
friends while being physically active. I’ve been 
able to meet so many people because of sports and I 
never regret the time I spend playing sports. When I 
was in middle school, I couldn’t run a single mile 
without completely dying, but by the time I was 
in high school, I was running 3.5 miles and still 
feeling good afterwards.

My friends and family have been influential in terms 
of how I think about my body. I was often bullied 
about my weight, and my friends and family helped 
me have a stronger sense of myself. I’ve come to 
appreciate that everybody has a different body type. 
Although some things might work for your friends or 
family, that doesn’t mean it’s going to work for you 
too. And that’s okay. Don’t beat yourself up over 
it. Don’t let anybody tell you who you are—that’s up 
to you to decide.
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12 WHAT IS BODY IMAGE?

● Body image is defined as how you think and feel about your body.

● Your body image may affect your physical health, mental and emotional 
well-being, and your health behaviors.

● Understanding your body image and knowing how to develop a 
positive body image will benefit you across your entire life.

• Dr. Stuart Murray and Dr. Jason Negata are two of the leading scientists 
studying body image and eating concerns among boys and men. The 
questionnaire in this chapter is adapted from some of their research.

• For more scholarly articles and web pages with information about 
body image, see the companion website to this book: www.
theBodyImageBookforBoys.com

Summing Up  #BodyImageIsForBoys

Find out more

✓

✓

✓
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