'I hate the way I look'

1 April 2007
"Laura", 25, writes, "I hate the way I look! I spend hours criticising myself in front of the mirror before leaving for work. I long to look like anyone else but me. I am constantly on diets or changing my hair colour and clothes. I feel very trapped by this and it's getting me down. Please give me something that I can do to help me accept myself more." 
Step 1: There is no such thing as perfect 

Laura, let go of perfectionism. No one is perfect and trying to be so not only alienates others (by trying to be perfect you are really being a control-freak), it also alienates us from ourselves. Once you can accept that you aren't perfect, that you're allowed to have "flaws" (because it is your so-called "flaws" that make you uniquely you), you can start to enjoy yourself. 

Think your bum is too big? Think about Penelope Cruz's prosthetic bum in Volver, or J.Lo's famous curvy bottom half. Bums, I think we agree, are gorgeous and if you have one, enjoy it. Think your mouth is too skinny? Think of Vivienne Leigh or Audrey Hepburn, hardly the big-lipped girls that are now in fashion, but who had their own timeless elegance. Tiny waist and big boobs? Emphasise your look like Dita Von Teese and flaunt your hour-glass shape with great tailoring and pride. 

Step 2: Change what you can, and accept what you cannot 

Get undressed and take a good look at yourself in the mirror - and here I emphasise "good". Don't stand there attacking yourself, focusing on "hot spots" that make you feel bad. Try to take all of yourself in, using your senses of sight and touch. Stroke your body from your hair on your head to your little toe nails. Notice the texture, the smell, the sensations that your body holds. Examine your features, notice what you like, what you find unusual, exciting or comforting. 

Describe your body without judgement in the present moment: "Right now my hair feels soft and wavy. My eyes are large and shiny. My mouth is red and plump." Work down your body, noticing any changes: "My skin feels smooth on my arms and rough on my heels." Practise this exercise every day for a week and notice if your description of yourself changes depending on your mood. Chances are, it will. This will help you to understand that so much of what we see is coloured by our mood states. If you are having a low mood day, ask yourself if the way you feel affects the way you see yourself. Almost certainly it will. You might note if there is anything you want to change and whether you can realistically change those things by taking better care of your body. 

Step 3: Take care of what you have 

The mindfulness technique, if practised regularly, should begin to make you aware of how amazing your body really is, how functional, well designed and unique you are. Apart from identical twins - and even they have subtle differences - we are all specially ourselves. 

The body you have been given is therefore special to you and it will respond to being nurtured and cared for. Healthy eating and exercise does wonders for our body image. We don't need to be extreme; restrictive diets do no one any good. But we can eat more fresh fruit and vegetables, limit our alcohol intake and give up smoking. Find an exercise regime that you enjoy, that way you will stick to it. 

Your body will love you and reward you for this, with increased energy and an inner glow that will enhance your self-esteem and do wonders for your self-confidence. Accepting and taking good care of the only body we will ever have is the most positive step we can make to improve our self-image. 

