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We all have thoughts and feelings about our bodies. They are complex,
dynamic, and in some cases even seemingly contradictory. These thoughts
and feelings — referred to as our body image — have the potential to shape
not only our general sense of self, but also our interactions with others and
our psychological and behavioral health. Body image has become a vibrant
area of scholarly study and has garnered a great deal of popular interest due
to the large number of people, especially adolescent girls and women, who
are dissatisfied with their bodies (Cash, 2002; Gillen & Markey, 2015;
Markey & Gillen, 2017). At the extreme, body dissatisfaction has been
shown to predict eating disorders (Stice, 2002), depression (Gillen,
Markey, & Markey, 2012), and impaired social functioning (e.g., anxiety,
compromised sexual interactions; Cash & Fleming, 2002; Goins, Markey,
& Gillen, 2012; Wiederman, 2002). Although body image is often investi-
gated in terms of body dissarisfaction, recent research has illuminated the
utility of a similar, but distinct, construct: positive body image.

Positive body image is described as the extent to which one experi-
ences love, confidence, respect, appreciation, and acceptance of one’s
physical appearance and abilities (Wood-Barcalow, Tylka, & Augustus-
Horvath, 2010). People who have a high positive body image are apt to
accept their physical selves, and focus on the functionality rather than
just the aesthetics of their body (Andrew, Tiggemann, & Levina, 2016;
Bailey, Gammage, van Ingen, & Ditor, 2015; Wood-Barcalow et al.,
2010). It has also been suggested that positive body image may help
individuals engage in “protective filtering,” wherein negative information
about appearance and the body is rejected and positive information is
accepted (Andrew, Tiggemann, & Clark, 2015; Wood-Barcalow et al.,
2010). In other words, positive body image includes affective, cognitive,
and behavioral characteristics and is not merely the absence of body
dissatisfaction (Andrew et al., 2016; Tylka, 2011).

Positive body image is conceptualized as having various facets and has
been measured using a variety of new assessments that tap into these
facets. Perhaps the most often used measure is the Body Appreciation
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Scale (BAS and BAS-2; Avalos, Tylka, & Wood-Barcalow, 2005; Tylka
& Wood-Barcalow, 2015), which assesses body acceptance and respect
for and favorable opinions toward the body. Body functionality (Rubin &
Steinberg, 2011) refers to recognition of the functions the body provides
and includes capabilities ranging from athletic endeavors to interpersonal
communication. The Embodied Image Scale (EIS; Abbott & Barber,
2010) is one assessment tool that allows for consideration of the body’s
positive capacities, not just negative attributes (Alleva, Martijn, Van
Breukelen, Jansen, & Karos, 2015). Another element of positive body
image is body gratitude (Dunaev, Brochu, & Markey, 2017). Gratitude
can be defined as a “wider life orientation towards noticing and appreci-
ating the positive in the world” (Wood, Froh, & Geraghty, 2010, p. 2),
and has most often been assessed using qualitative approaches (e.g., “list
characteristics of your body that you are grateful for”). Finally, body
image flexibility has been assessed using the Body Image Acceptance and
Action Questionnaire (BI-AAQ; Sandoz, Wilson, Merwin, & Kellum,
2013). Flexibility refers to a self-compassionate approach to the body in
that individuals are encouraged to embrace their physical selves and work
to alter their negative thoughts and feelings about their bodies.

This discussion of measures is not comprehensive, but is relevant to
our discussion of intervention research that follows. It is also important
to note that research suggests individuals may hold both positive and
negative views of their bodies (e.g., different aspects of their physical
selves) simultaneously; this is not easily captured by a single assessment
tool. For example, in one study (Bailey, Kline, & Gammage, 2016)
composed of analyses of middle-aged and older women’s body images,
results suggest that women experienced negative and positive body image
simultaneously. That is, they were capable of feeling satisfied with their
bodies while wishing they were younger and believing that youth contrib-
uted to beauty. They also often reported feeling positively about one
aspect of their bodies while being dissatisfied with another. And they
made relative evaluations of their bodies: “[I’m] grateful that I’m not out
of shape so I think for my age it’s not bad but I’m always trying to make it
better” (Bailey et al., 2016, p. 93).

With the complexity of body image being increasingly acknowledged
(Andrew et al.,, 2016), and research examining positive body image
attracting more attention in the past decade (Webb, Wood-Barcalow,
& Tylka, 2015), interventions aiming to improve different facets of
positive body image have begun to emerge (e.g., appreciation, function-
ality, gratitude; Alleva et al., 2015; Dunaev et al., 2017). Although
education and intervention efforts to decrease body dissatisfaction have
proliferated across the past thirty years, the integration of positive body
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image into this area of study and practice is relatively new. Similar to
other scholars’ discussions on this topic (Tylka & Wood-Barcalow, 2015;
Webb et al., 2015), we contend that decreasing body dissatisfaction and
increasing positive body image are not synonymous. Yet they can be
viewed as two sides of the same coin. For instance, there is some
preliminary evidence to suggest that interventions that have been effect-
ive at reducing negative body image may also be useful for enhancing
positive body image (Halliwell, Jarmna, McNamara, Risdon, & Jan-
kowski, 2015). Thus, in order to flesh out our discussion of interventions
aimed at enhancing positive body image, we include relevant research
that has examined efforts to decrease body dissatisfaction as well.

Further, many previously implemented efforts tend to rely on educa-
tional and community settings (Alleva et al., 2015). Our purpose in this
chapter is to describe interventions that may aid dividuals in improving
their body image on their own. We define “individual efforts” as those in
which a single individual can take part, separate from social settings and
(usually) without the aid of a researcher or clinician. Individual-level
strategies provide a unique opportunity to engage individuals in positive
body image enhancement outside the confines of a professional or formal
setting, allowing users greater privacy and more flexibility in accessing
these programs. This can include activities such as engaging in prespe-
cified writing activities (e.g., reflections or keeping a diary), exercising or
participating in some other type of physical activity, or completing vari-
ous therapies that could be adapted for computer-based delivery (e.g.,
cognitive behavioral therapy, mindfulness training, media literacy).
Considering the amount of time and effort required to implement
societal-level changes (e.g., requiring disclaimers on photos, banning
underweight runway models), it is important that we investigate strat-
egies which individuals can use now and implement for themselves. This
is not to say that individual efforts could not be pursued following some
instruction from a clinician, an educator, or even a book. Individual
efforts aimed at improving elements of positive body image may be
initiated in clinical and community settings or even schools, and then
practiced within individuals’ homes.

Interventions for Individual-Level Body Image
Improvement

Whiting Exercises for Positive Body Image Enhancement

Writing-based interventions have been used to address a number of
mental and physical health concerns, including those related to body

https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108297653.009 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/9781108297653.009

Better than Before 191

image. These writing exercises can be long-term, for instance keeping
daily diary entries for a number of weeks, or short-term, such as respond-
ing to a single writing prompt for an experimental study. One potential
approach to enhancing positive body image may be through using writing
activities to actively cultivate appreciation for the body by focusing on its
more positive aspects (e.g., functionality, health).

In one recent study, Alleva and colleagues (2015) randomly assigned
eighty-one women to either a body functionality treatment group (n =
41) or a control group (z = 40). Participants in the treatment condition
completed three fifteen-minute writing assignments over the course of
roughly a week, with each writing assignment focusing on different
aspects of body functionality (e.g., physical capabilities, health, self-
care). Participants in the control condition did similar writing assign-
ments on the topic of creativity. Results indicated that when compared to
participants in the control group, participants in the body functionality
group reported higher body functionality satisfaction, higher appearance
satisfaction, lower self-objectification, and greater body appreciation
(Alleva et al., 2015).

In a follow-up study, Alleva, Veldhuis, and Martijn (2016) examined
whether focusing on body functionality could buffer against the negative
effects of thin, idealized media models. In this experiment, seventy
undergraduate women were randomly assigned to either a treatment
(n = 35) or control (z = 35) group. Participants in the treatment group
were given a description of body functionality and were asked to write
about the functions of their body and why those functions are meaning-
ful. Participants in the control group were asked to write about the details
of routes they frequently travel. All participants were then shown a series
of fifteen images, twelve of which contained images of thin, idealized
female models. The results of this study showed the women in the
functionality group reported higher levels of functionality satisfaction
and body appreciation when compared to the control group. No signifi-
cant effects were found for appearance appreciation or self-objectification,
suggesting that a focus on body functionality may buffer against the
negative effects of thin-ideal imagery for some aspects of body image
(e.g., body appreciation) but not others (e.g., appearance satisfaction;
Alleva et al., 2016).

In addition to focusing on body functionality, writing interventions
can also be used to foster a sense of gratitude toward life in general and
one’s body in particular. A growing body of research has found robust
associations between gratitude and well-being, including improvements
in depression, generalized anxiety, drug and alcohol dependence, relation-
ship quality, positive affect, and stress (Wood et al., 2010). One suggested
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reason for this is that gratitude exercises may enhance well-being by
encouraging individuals to focus on assets rather than deficits and to
recognize things they might have otherwise taken for granted (Seligman,
Steen, Park, & Peterson, 2005). When applied to body image, focusing
on things for which one is grateful may encourage individuals to consider
positive things about their body that they might frequently overlook.

Three studies have examined the effect of writing-based gratitude
interventions on body image. In the first of these studies, Geraghty and
colleagues (2010) randomly assigned British men and women to a grati-
tude diary group (z = 40), a thought monitoring and restructuring group
(n = 22), or a waitlist control group (n = 120). Participants in the
gratitude condition were given diaries and instructed to list six things
they felt grateful for (in general) each day for two weeks. Participants in
the thought monitoring and restructuring condition were given work-
books and instructed to record and positively restructure negative body
thoughts. Results indicated that participants in the gratitude condition
reported significantly lower levels of body dissatisfaction when compared
to a control waitlist condition, and similar levels compared to the thought
monitoring and restructuring group. Furthermore, participants in the
gratitude condition were significantly more likely to complete the two-
week intervention when compared to the monitoring and restructuring
condition (Geraghty, Wood, & Hyland, 2010).

In a replication study, Wolfe and Patterson (2017) found that under-
graduate female participants assigned to a general gratitude diary
condition (z = 35) experienced more marked increases in body esteem
and decreases in body dissatisfaction when compared to control (educa-
tion about body image; # = 45) and cognitive restructuring diary (n = 28)
conditions. The authors also found that participants in the gratitude
condition were more likely to complete the study and reported significant
increases in positive mood and decreases in depressive symptoms when
compared to the cognitive restructuring condition. However, the authors
found no differences in changes in body appreciation between the groups
(Wolfe & Patterson, 2017).

In one additional study, Dunaev, Brochu, and Markey (2017) tested
the effects of a body-specific gratitude writing exercise on body image. In
this study, young men and women were randomly assigned to either a
body gratitude (n = 185) or control (z = 184) condition. Participants in
the body gratitude condition were instructed to think about and write
down (at least) three aspects of their body that they were grateful for,
including the health, physical appearance, or functionality of their body.
Participants in the control condition were instructed to think and write
about their ideal vacation. Following this brief intervention, participants
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in the body gratitude condition reported significantly higher appearance
esteem and lower body dissatisfaction when compared to participants in
the control condition (Dunaev et al., 2017).

Conclusions and Recommendations Writing-based interventions
are relatively simple, require less time and effort than many societal
and institutional interventions, and are easily accessible to individuals.
Previous research in the area of writing-based interventions and body
image suggests that paradigms such as Pennebaker and Beall’s (1986)
expressive writing exercises may not be optimal if they require partici-
pants to ruminate on negative body-related thoughts and experiences
(Earnhardt, Martz, Ballard, & Curtin, 2002; Lafont & Oberle, 2014;
O’Connor, Hurling, Hendrickx, & Wood, 2011). Instead, based on the
limited data available, it appears that approaches focused on cultivating
body appreciation and highlighting positive body attributes may be a
better direction for improving body image overall. This area of research
is in its infancy, however. Although some studies used positive body
image constructs (Alleva et al., 2015, 2016; Wolfe & Patterson, 2017),
most of what is known about body image and writing-based interventions
is based on research using measures of negative body image (i.e., body
dissatisfaction).

Tentative findings provide support for the notion that writing-based
interventions can successfully be used to both decrease negative body
image and improve positive body image. Specifically, evidence suggests
writing about body functionality can improve body appreciation and
functionality satisfaction (Alleva et al., 2015, 2016), and writing about
gratitude (general or body-specific) can decrease body dissatisfaction and
increase body esteem (Dunaev et al., 2017; Geraghty et al., 2010; Wolfe
& Patterson, 2017 ). Additionally, writing-based interventions that focus
on positive aspects of one’s body or life (e.g., gratitude) may result in
lower intervention attrition rates when compared to writing about nega-
tive aspects (e.g., restructuring negative body thoughts; Geraghty et al.,
2010; Wolfe & Patterson, 2017). Thus, a gratitude intervention may be
more sustainable over time compared to other types of interventions.

Beyond the sheer dearth of studies in the area of writing-based
interventions and positive body image, there are other limitations
that should be addressed. First, because few studies employed pre-
and postintervention measurements alongside control and comparison
groups, little is known about the presence, magnitude, or endurance of
these effects. Second, no work has examined the potential boundary
conditions of these effects. For instance, we do not know how long
(e.g., five minutes, daily, weekly) or how structured a writing intervention
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has to be in order to improve body image. We also do not know
what types of individuals (e.g., women, individuals high in body
dissatisfaction) may respond more positively to these types of interven-
tions. Thus, much more research is needed in this area to determine the
potential efficacy of writing-based interventions for positive body image
enhancement.

Exercise-Based Positive Body Image Enhancement

The physical benefits of regular exercise (e.g., walking, aerobic exercise,
weightlifting, sports) are well established and discussed, yet less attention
is focused on the potential mental health benefits of exercise, particularly
as they relate to body image. However, the link between exercise and
body image is relatively clear — exercise can contribute to the acquisition
of the thin and muscular bodies that are idealized and promoted in
Western media (Markey, 2014). Many individuals may thus engage in
exercise for the purpose of reshaping their bodies — whether the end goal
is weight loss or muscle gain — to more closely approximate these body
ideals (Hausenblas & Fallon, 2006). Although it is typically not the case
that individuals are able to achieve these body ideals via exercise alone, as
actual objective changes in body size and shape are not an inevitable
result (Markey, 2014), the extant literature suggests that engaging in
physical activity may have a positive impact on body image.

Meta-analyses of hundreds of correlational and experimental studies
provide strong empirical support for the small-to-moderate negative
association between exercise and body dissatisfaction (Campbell &
Hausenblas, 2009; Hausenblas & Fallon, 2006; Reel et al., 2007), yet
there are far fewer studies exploring the association between exercise and
positive body 1mage constructs (e.g., body appreciation, body functionality).
A handful of studies have qualitatively approached this question. For
instance, Wood-Barcalow and colleagues (2010) interviewed college-
aged women (N = 15) who had been identified as having positive body
image and found that many of these women reported exercising regu-
larly. Frisén and Holmgqvist (2010) found similar results in interviews
with body positive Swedish adolescent boys and girls (N = 30) who
reported being physically active and enjoying exercise. Finally, Krane
and colleagues (2004) found that female college athletes (N = 21)
reported feeling empowered by and proud of their strong bodies.

At least two quantitative studies have specifically looked at the association
between exercise and positive body image (Béres, Czeglédi, & Babusa,
2017; Homan & Tylka, 2014). The first study found that college-aged
women (N = 321) who frequently engaged in moderate exercise also
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reported greater body appreciation, internal body orientation, and body
functionality satisfaction. Further, these effects were weaker for women
who reported exercising for reasons of appearance (Homan & Tylka,
2014). The second study used an experimental design to examine the
effects of a single-exercise session on body appreciation. A total of 322 Hun-
garian women were randomly assigned to complete either one hour of
aerobic exercise in a fitness class (7 = 155) or one hour of aerobic exercise
at home using an exercise video (7 = 167). Results indicated that women in
both groups showed a moderate improvement in body appreciation
following the one-hour exercise session. Further, no significant differences
in body appreciation were found between the two groups (Béres et al.,
2017). These two studies provide preliminary evidence for the positive
association between exercise and positive body image.

Conclusions and Recommendations Exercise-based positive body
image interventions may be a particularly promising avenue for future
research, as they have the capacity to confer both physical and mental
health benefits. Based on the limited evidence, it appears that exercise
has the potential both to reduce negative body image (Campbell &
Hausenblas, 2009; Hausenblas & Fallon, 2006) and to enhance positive
body image (Béres et al., 2017). Furthermore, it appears to be the case
that exercise can be beneficial whether it is performed in a gym setting or
at home (Béres et al., 2017). Researchers interested in positive body
image should thus consider their work as an extension of the already
well-developed literature on exercise and body image by including meas-
ures of both positive and negative body image.

In addition to the need for more studies that demonstrate the effects of
exercise on positive body image (e.g., randomized control trials with pre-
and postintervention measurements), there are a number of other under-
explored topics in this area. In particular, few studies have tested for
mediators and moderators of these effects. Understanding the characteris-
tics of the exerciser (e.g., gender, age, reason for exercising) and the exercise
program (e.g., duration, type of exercise, intensity) that might result in the
most body image benefits, or why exercise improves body image (e.g.,
improvements in self-efficacy, objective physical fitness changes), is import-
ant for developing more effective and efficient exercise-based interventions
(Martin Ginis, Bassett-Gunter, & Conlin, 2012).

Online Positive Body Image Enhancement

Widespread access to smartphones, tablets, and computers makes online
dissemination of interventions a viable option for body image
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enhancement. The online body image-related intervention that has been
subject to the greatest degree of empirical testing, StudentBodies, is a
structured cognitive behavioral online intervention designed for adoles-
cent girls and women that addresses risk factors for eating disorders (e.g.,
body image, drive for thinness, nutritional and exercise knowledge and
attitudes; Winzelberg & Taylor, 1998). This program requires that par-
ticipants log in (at least) weekly for eight weeks, read the content for that
week (e.g., nutrition basics, cultural images of beauty), and complete an
assignment related to that content (e.g., self-monitoring exercises to
promote cognitive restructuring). Based on a meta-analysis of ten ran-
domized controlled trials (six in the United States and four in Germany),
this intervention has been shown to be moderately effective for reducing
negative body image and other eating disorder-related attitudes (Beint-
ner, Jacobi, & Taylor, 2011).

Various other, less empirically tested programs have also been
developed. For instance, Food, Mood, and Attitude is a computer-based
program also designed to address risk factors for eating disorders (e.g.,
body dissatisfaction). Following two one-hour sessions of computer-
based activities (e.g., media images and thin-ideal internalization; coping
strategies), female undergraduate (z = 118) students showed decreases
in weight and shape concern and thin-ideal internalization when com-
pared to a control group (z = 115; Franko et al., 2005). Another pro-
gram, BodiMojo, focuses on body image enhancement for adolescents.
Participants in this intervention completed an online four-week program,
including games, quizzes, videos, and tailored feedback on topics ranging
from media literacy and physical appearance comparisons to exercise and
nutrition. This program was effective for improving body appearance
satisfaction and decreasing body dissatisfaction for girls (z = 113) when
compared to a control group (normal health classes). However, these
effects had disappeared when measured three months later, and further-
more the program had no significant effects for boys (z = 65) when
compared to the control group (Franko, Cousineau, Rodgers, &
Roehrig, 2013).

Although only a limited number of online or computer-based pro-
grams have been developed and tested to reduce negative body image,
many interventions to enhance positive body image could be adapted for
online delivery. For instance, Gledhill and colleagues (2017) developed a
program to train women to more accurately judge the body sizes of
computer-developed 3D female figures. After four daily laboratory-based
training sessions, participants across two studies showed reduced weight
and shape concerns when compared to a control group (Gledhill et al.,
2017). Further, interventions aimed at improving media literacy, which
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have been shown to be particularly effective for improving body image in
school settings (Yager, Diedrichs, Ricciardelli, & Halliwell, 2013), could
potentially be adapted into self-guided online activities. Finally, tech-
niques that encourage mindfulness have been shown to improve body
image (Alberts, Thewissen, & Raes, 2012; see Chapter 6 in this book
by Cook-Cottone) and are amenable to online delivery (Krusche,
Cyhlarova, & Williams, 2013). For instance, breathing exercises, simple
meditation exercises, self-care, yoga postures, and stretching could all be
directed via online sources. These are actually already available online
through YouTube, but have not been tested for online positive body
image enhancement to date. Each of these potential positive body image
enhancement intervention strategies — the ability to accurately judge
body sizes and evaluate media information and the focus on self-care —
could improve individuals’ ability to engage in protective filtering and
focus on positive embodiment.

Beyond specific programming, online spaces can also be used to access
body image-relevant content (e.g., photos, inspirational stories) and
discussion groups. For instance, although research suggests that social
media use (e.g., Facebook, Instagram) may increase body dissatisfaction
(Manago, Ward, Lemm, Reed, & Seabrook, 2015; Meier & Gray, 2014;
Tiggemann & Slater, 2013; Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2015), less is
known about how social media may be used to improve body image
and cultivate positive body image specifically. The recent proliferation
of social media hashtags related to body positivity and acceptance (e.g.,
#bodypositive, #lovetheskinyourein; Marcus, 2016) makes this an
important area for future body image research. It may be the case the
individuals can learn to intentionally curate their online spaces in a way
that allows for exposure to positive body image enhancing content (e.g.,
photos, quotes) with the touch of a button. In the future, interventions
that educate individuals to make social media a source of positive body
image enhancement may be particularly appealing.

Conclusions and Recommendations Online interventions have been
successfully used in the field of public health (e.g., promoting sexual
health among adolescents; see Stevens, Dunaev, Malven, Bleakley, &
Hull, 2016), yet remain underutilized in body image research. The
paucity of body image research in the area of this particular modality is
striking given that internet-based interventions are highly customizable
and thus amenable to various approaches to body image improvement
(e.g., cognitive behavioral, dissonance-based, mindfulness). They also
allow participants relative anonymity while discussing sensitive topics,
are accessible from virtually anywhere, and may provide a more actively
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engaging experience than some more traditional school- or community-
based programs (Yager & O’Dea, 2008). Further, there is abundant
empirical support for the use of self-help techniques to improve body
image and address various other psychosocial issues (e.g., depression,
anxiety; Gould & Clum, 1993; Hrabosky & Cash, 2007; Yager & O’Dea,
2008).

Current evidence suggests that previously tested online and computer-
based programs have been useful for decreasing body dissatisfaction
(e.g., weight concerns, shape concerns; Beintner et al., 2011; Franko
et al., 2005, 2013), yet these programs have yet to specifically focus
on positive body image constructs. Further, there is good evidence to
suggest that a number of strategies may enhance body image (e.g., media
literacy, perceptual training, mindfulness training), yet have not been
tested for online-delivered positive body image enhancement interven-
tions. As can be seen, additional research is needed to understand how
the internet, including professionally designed programming and preex-
isting content (e.g., photos, hashtags, social networking sites), might
affect positive body image.

Future Directions

Correlates of Positive Body Image

There are a variety of known correlates and predictors of positive body
image that may serve as targets for interventions to increase positive body
image. The logic is that if the predictor (e.g., self-esteem) is improved or
enhanced, positive body image may be as well. Although not all of these
correlates and predictors have been empirically examined in an interven-
tion context, we review them to assist future researchers as they consider
designing interventions and studies to examine their efficacy.

Body image research in general (e.g., Groesz, Levine, & Murnen,
2002), and research focusing on positive body image in particular (e.g.,
Andrew et al., 2015), points to the negative impact of appearance-driven
media consumption. Thus, limiting media consumption may be one
potential way to improve positive body image, but may prove extremely
difficult in an increasingly digital world. As mentioned above, one
approach to limiting the deleterious effects of the media is through
education and media literacy programming. An example of one such
program is Wilksch and Wade’s (2009) eight-session media literacy
program for girls and boys in the eighth grade. Weight and shape con-
cerns declined following this program — a finding that may be indicative
of positive body image enhancement.
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Another avenue that may be conducive to increasing positive body
image is the cultivation of perceived appearance acceptance by others
(Andrew et al., 2016). Individuals tend to report appreciating their own
bodies when they feel that others do as well (Markey, Markey, & Birch,
2004). One way to make salient this perceived acceptance is through
communication with valued others (e.g., parents, friends, significant
others). Interventions to improve communication among individuals
and those closest to them as a means of enhancing positive body image
are rare. However, in a recent study (Markey et al., 2017) in which
researchers asked romantic couples to discuss their bodies and weight,
results suggested that doing so led participants to have more realistic body
ideals than they reported before the intervention. Future research should
consider the extent to which communication interventions among differ-
ent types of dyads (e.g., parent—child) may increase positive body image.

Because the link between eating behaviors and body image is undeni-
able (Markey, 2014), researchers have examined the potential of eating-
based interventions as a means of improving positive body image. For
example, in a recent intervention targeting preadolescents (McCabe,
Connaughton, Tantangelo, Mellor, & Busija, 2017), four sixty-minute
educational sessions plus one recap session were capable of improving
not only eating behaviors (i.e., fruit and vegetable consumption) but also
body esteem. Considering the vast majority of American adults fail to
meet recommendations for daily fruit and vegetable intake (Moore &
Thompson, 2015), improving body image while simultaneously increas-
ing health behaviors is a laudable goal.

Research dating back to Harter’s landmark studies (e.g., Harter, 1999)
indicates the correlation between individuals’ perception of their appear-
ance and their general sense of self. An implication of this and other work
(e.g., Clay, Vignoles, & Dittmar, 2005) is that improving self-esteem,
broadly construed, may bolster positive body image. For example, evi-
dence for this comes from O’Dea and Abraham’s (2000) Ewverybody’s
Different intervention among 11-14-year-olds. This study found that
improvements in body image and self-esteem were linked and persisted
across twelve months. These findings have been replicated by several
other studies, suggesting that self-esteem enhancement techniques can
increase body image, and potentially positive body image in particular
(Steiner-Adair et al., 2002).

Future Research Recommendations and General Conclusions

The purpose of this chapter was to identify published studies that,
broadly speaking, might be used to inform individuals on the best means
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of cultivating or enhancing their positive body image. Perhaps most
striking is the overall paucity of research efforts in this area. This research
is in its infancy, and many scholars within and outside of the field may be
just beginning to embrace positive body image as a distinct construct
from negative body image. Nevertheless, the studies reviewed here pro-
vide preliminary evidence for effective individual-level strategies for
improving positive body image. Although some intervention strategies
were able to produce changes in both negative and positive body image
(Alleva et al., 2015), others were effective at reducing body dissatisfac-
tion but not at improving body appreciation (Béres et al., 2017; Wolfe &
Patterson, 2017). These results provide further evidence for the distinct-
ness of positive body image as a construct and make more salient the
need to develop interventions specifically aimed at addressing positive
body image.

There are a number of general issues that need to be addressed
in order to develop more effective and efficient positive body image
enhancement interventions. First, researchers in the area need to adopt
more rigorous methods, specifically in terms of study design. In our
review, we found very few studies using randomized controlled trials
with pre- and posttest measures. Without these types of studies, infer-
ences about causal relationships and the magnitude of change attribut-
able to any particular intervention strategy cannot be made. Additionally,
in order to determine the endurance of these effects, interventions should
include posttest measures at various time points following the interven-
tion (e.g., one day later, one week later). Finally, researchers conducting
these studies should consider adopting open science practices (e.g.,
preregistration of studies, making data accessible online) to increase the
reproducibility and transparency of their work.

Most studies to date that have examined issues of positive body image
employ samples of girls and women, and most often comprise under-
graduate students. Although girls and women tend to exhibit more
negative body image (Gillen & Markey, 2015), recent research suggests
that boys and men also report high levels of body dissatisfaction
(Bearman, Martinez, Stice, & Presnell, 2006). The development of
interventions to improve positive body image and the studies examining
these interventions that follow need to include both male and female
participants. However, given the distinct body image concerns for girls/
women and boys/men — with the former frequently desiring thinness and
the latter frequently desiring muscularity — it may be appropriate to
develop interventions that are gender specific. Similarly, researchers
should design and test interventions aimed at individuals across the
lifespan. For instance, because of their different body image concerns,
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interventions that are appropriate for children and adolescents are
unlikely to be effective for middle-aged individuals (Dunaev, Schulz, &
Markey, 2016).

If the field is to continue to progress, there also must be more attention
paid to theory. Theories help identify important aspects of the attitude or
behavior change process, such as mediators and moderators, and as such
provide vital information about viable intervention points. For instance,
designing an optimal exercise-based intervention requires understanding
characteristics of the exerciser (e.g., gender, age), the exercise program
(e.g., type of exercise, intensity of exercise), and various other relevant
issues (e.g., accessibility). Comprehensive theoretical models will allow
researchers to examine how these variables interact to shape attitude and
behavior change and ultimately help to improve positive body image.

Future interventions in this area should also incorporate a variety of
outcome measures. Although the Body Appreciation Scale is frequently
used as a positive body image measure, studies should seek to assess
multiple components of positive body image (e.g., body gratitude, body
acceptance). Doing so will allow for a more comprehensive assessment of
positive body image that encompasses a variety of issues (e.g., aesthetics,
functionality). Similarly, if we are to continue to understand what inter-
ventions might be effective for both enhancing positive body image and
decreasing negative body image, studies must continue to incorporate
negative body image constructs alongside positive body image constructs.
Finally, interventions should determine what the long-term effects of
positive body image enhancement are by utilizing longitudinal designs
and behavioral outcomes.

Several decades of research has revealed the deleterious effects of body
dissatisfaction and the value of interventions aimed to reduce this dissat-
isfaction (Gillen & Markey, 2017; McCabe, et al., 2017). However,
following the more general trend in the field of psychology, with attention
moving from reducing illness and impairment toward an emphasis on
optimization of the human experience, the field of body image has begun
to move toward an examination of positive body image. This shift signals
an appreciation of the value of not just “settling for” one’s body, but
embracing it (Andrew et al., 2016a). In this chapter, we have presented a
variety of potential avenues for intervention to improve positive body
image, and preliminary evidence to support them. In particular, writing
exercises appear to offer opportunities for self-reflection, appreciation,
and gratitude that may encourage positive body image and improve-
ments in mental health more generally. Second, exercise may not only
enhance both physical and mental health, but also has the potential
to improve positive body image. Exercise can take place in a variety of
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contexts (e.g., with or without others present), but is inherently self-
directed and, when framed positively (i.e., not as obligatory), may have
lasting benefits. Finally, online interventions offer privacy, access, and
endless opportunities to spread positive messages pertaining to body
image, and may enhance body appreciation and focus on functionality
and limit the valuation of beauty ideals.

Although we have identified a number of areas that require additional
research before firm conclusions can be made about the efficacy of
different intervention approaches, we believe this presents an exciting
opportunity for body image researchers. We are hopeful that the next
decade of body image research will focus not only on positive body
image, but also on the individually directed interventions that can
improve positive body image. These interventions may be especially
valuable to a number of vulnerable populations. For example, individuals
without access to or coverage for mental health treatment, young people
experiencing their first body image concerns, and individuals who may
not believe their body dissatisfaction requires formal treatment may all
be amenable to participating in individually directed options for the
improvement of positive body image.
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