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[bookmark: _Toc400701811]Background 
The concept of body image relates to how people experience their body in the world, covering:
· [bookmark: _Ref400443873]Body confidence – how satisfied they are with their appearance[footnoteRef:1], and [1:  Burrowes, N. 2013. Body confidence: a rapid evidence assessment of the literature. Government Equalities Office. ] 

· Self-objectification – how much they see themselves through others’ eyes, investing their self-worth in how their appearance is judged by others1.
Body image, and particularly body confidence, is an issue of enormous public concern, especially to parents and young people.  Low body confidence is a contributory factor in poor mental wellbeing[footnoteRef:2], eating disorders[footnoteRef:3], obesity[footnoteRef:4], low aspirations and a range of risky behaviours[footnoteRef:5]. [2:  Puhl, R. & Latner, J. D. 2007. Stigma, obesity and the health of a nation’s children. Psychological Bulletin. 133: 557-580.]  [3:  Cohane, G. & Pope, H. 2001. Body image in boys: a review of the literature. The International Journal of Eating Disorders. 29(4): 373-379. ]  [4:  Van den Berg, P. & Neumark-SZtainer, D. 2007. Fatn ‘n’ Happy 5 years later: is it bad for overweight girls to like their bodies? Journal of Adolescent Health. 41: 415-417.]  [5:  Littleton, Radecki, Britkopf, & Berenson, 2005.] 

In 2010 the Government launched its Body Confidence Campaign to tackle the causes and consequences of body image anxiety by:
· Responding to public concerns and facilitating public debate to promote cultural change
· Supporting effects to promote media literacy and resilience, particularly among young people
· Developing constructive relationships with industry and other stakeholders to encourage positive action and good practice.
To better understand public perceptions of body confidence and body image, the Government Equalities Office commissioned questions in the 2013 British Social Attitudes Survey.
[bookmark: _Toc400701812][bookmark: _Toc390681005]Key findings
· A significant minority of the population is dissatisfied with their appearance; women have lower satisfaction rates than men (63% of women are satisfied with their appearance compared with three-quarters – 74% - of men).
· Women’s body satisfaction does not improve as they move toward and into midlife (63% of women aged 18-34 satisfied with their appearance, compared to 57% of women aged 35-49).  Body satisfaction peaks in the years 50-64 (at 71%).  In those aged over 65, 63% are satisfied with their appearance – almost the same as those aged 18-34.
· Three-quarters (77%) of adults think that society puts too much pressure on females to have a sexualised appearance, half of all adults (47%) think that ‘how you look affects what you can achieve in life’, and one-third (32%) agree with the statement ‘your value as a person depends on how you look’.  Opinions did not vary significantly between men and women but were shown to be more of a concern amongst certain age groups.


[bookmark: _Toc400701813]Research findings
[bookmark: _Toc400701814]Satisfaction with own appearance
Around three-quarters (74%) of men are satisfied with their own appearance. This is significantly higher than rates reported by women (63%).  Similarly, one in twenty (5%) men report being dissatisfied with their appearance compared with around one in ten (11%) women.  Again, this difference is statistically significant.  
However, this gender difference in satisfaction with appearance varies by age.  There were no statistically significant differences in reported levels of satisfaction with appearance between men and women in either the 18-34 cohort (71% and 63%) or the 50-64 cohort (79% and 71%).  However, women in the 35-49 cohort reported significantly lower levels of satisfaction with their appearance than their male counterparts (57% and 71%) as did those in the 65+ cohort (64% and 75%). 
Satisfaction is relatively stable across all age groups of men.  However, women in the 35-49 cohort report significantly lower levels of satisfaction (57%) compared to those aged 50-64 (71%).
Figure 1 - Proportion of people who are satisfied with their own appearance, by age and gender

[bookmark: _Toc400701815]Perceived importance of appearance 
Three-quarters (77%) of all adults think that society puts too much pressure on females to have a sexualised appearance.  Half (47%) of adults agree with the statement ‘how you look affects what you can achieve in life and one-third (32%) agree with the statement ‘your value as a person depends on how you look’.  Opinions did not vary significantly between men and women.  
Those in the oldest cohort were significantly less likely (70%) than those in both the 18-34 and 50-65 cohorts (79% and 80%) to agree with the statement ‘society puts too much pressure on females to have a sexualised appearance’. Those in the oldest cohort were significantly more likely to agree with the statement that ‘how you look affects what you can achieve in life’ than those aged 35-49 (53% and 43%). 
Around one-third (32%) of those in the youngest cohort agreed with the statement ‘your value as a person depends on how you look’. This was significantly higher than those in 35-49 cohort (23%). Those in the oldest cohort were also significantly more likely to agree with this statement (43%) than both those in the 35-49 cohort and the 50-64 cohort (23% and 31%).
[bookmark: _Toc390681006]Figure 2 - Proportion of people who agree with different attitudinal statements



[bookmark: _Toc400701816]Discussion
These findings affirm those of other studies that have demonstrated that a large minority of the population is dissatisfied with their personal appearance (for example, that half of adults feel ashamed of the way they look[footnoteRef:6], that women are more likely to be dissatisfied than men[footnoteRef:7], and that there is widespread concern about the expectations placed on women in terms of physical appearance[footnoteRef:8]). [6:  Centre for Appearance Research, 2012]  [7:  Algars et al. 2009; Frederick, Forbes, Grigorian & Jarcho, 2007; Krauss, Paxton & Alasker 2007; Wardle, Hease, & Steptoe, 2006.]  [8:  YMCA, ComRes Poll, Attitudes to Body Image in the UK; Girlguiding UK, Girls Attitudes Survey 2011] 

Of particular interest are the body satisfaction rates by age for women.  They suggest that poor body image does not naturally recede alongside the self-consciousness of youth.  Instead, they demonstrate that a 45 year old woman is as likely to be dissatisfied with her appearance as her 19 year old daughter.  
The survey questions elicit information on body confidence (appearance satisfaction) but not on levels of self-objectification (investment of self-worth into how personal appearance is judged by others).  These two elements of body image interact in a number of ways: someone who has low investment in their appearance may rate their appearance positively or negatively, and someone with high investment may also rate their appearance positively or negatively.  The personal and public health consequences for those with high investment but low satisfaction pose the greatest concern, though high investment and high satisfaction can also pose risks.
It is possible, therefore, that if we also measured self-objectification we might find a different story.  It may be that although midlife women report body satisfaction no higher than that of younger women, they have lower levels of self-objectification (and, indeed, lower levels of sexual objectification from those around them).  In other words, they rate themselves lower, but they care less.  Perhaps they are too busy coping with the demands of work and family to prioritise their physical appearance.  It is also possible, though, that they do care just as much, but the responses to this survey do not provide the detail to understand why this particular age group is unsatisfied with their bodies. 
This is a relatively under-explored area, but one study that explored the prevalence and nature of body image in midlife women[footnoteRef:9] found that 80% reported weight dissatisfaction and increased present-day dissatisfaction with their bodies in comparison to their younger years (defined as below the age of forty).  Women in this age group also reported that their dissatisfaction with their bodies curtailed their day to day activities, suggesting that the prevalence and impact of low body satisfaction could be high for midlife women. [9:  McLaren and Kuh 2004, cited in Burrowes N, 2013, Body Image – a rapid evidence assessment of the literature, Government Equalities Office 2013.] 

To complicate the picture further, there is a significant rise in body satisfaction in women aged 50-64.  It may be that women get social permission to focus less on their appearance, and the social penalties for imperfection reduce. The age cohort 50-64 may also be reaping the combined benefits of lessening of caring responsibilities, more time/money for self-care, and a body that is still functioning reasonably well.  The low body confidence of the 60+ age group may reflect the increasing infirmity and chronic conditions associated with old age, or feelings of social invisibility.
These suggestions are highly speculative and need to be explored further.  But we can assume that the consequences of poor body image – lower self-esteem, more depression, poorer self-care (including less physical activity and more likelihood of weight gain), disordered eating, lower confidence and aspirations – are as damaging for midlife women as they are for younger women and girls.  
These survey results also highlight the gender differences in levels of body satisfaction.  The gender gap demonstrated here is not as wide as that shown in other studies[footnoteRef:10], though there is growing concern that boys and men can also suffer from poor body image and its detrimental effects on health, wellbeing, aspirations and confidence.  Again, however, these findings do not show us the relative importance men and women invest in their appearance, or their levels of self-objectification.   [10:  Burrowes 2013, ibid.] 

More research is needed to improve our understanding what the particular effects of poor body image are on men and boys, and how these experiences might be gendered.  In particular, we need to know:
· Whether the predominant perception that body image is a woman’s issue isolates men and boys who are affected and prevents them from getting effective help and support.
· Whether men’s wider diversity of role models and gender roles may partially account for their generally higher body confidence.
· Whether rates of poor body confidence will ‘catch up’ with men and boys to the same prevalence as for women and girls.
· Whether media representations of gender and bodies influence body image in teh same way for men as they do for women.
· Whether the gendered nature of the ‘desirable body’ (i.e. powerful and muscular for men, thin and hairless for women) makes a difference to how men and women experience body confidence and its impact on their confidence and aspirations.


[bookmark: _Toc400701817]Conclusion
This survey demonstrates that a sizeable minority of the population is dissatisfied with their appearance, and that women are significantly more dissatisfied than men.
Men’s appearance satisfaction is relatively stable through life.  Women’s body satisfaction does not rise until they reach the years 50-64, when it is at its highest.
Three quarters of adults think that society puts too much pressure on women to have a sexualised appearance, and half of all adults think that how you look affects what you can achieve in life.
Further work is needed to explore:
· What role is played by self-objectification in the body image of men and women at different life stages.
· How gender affects body image in both men and women.
· How body satisfaction, self-objectification and other psychosocial factors interrelate in the mental wellbeing of midlife women.
[bookmark: _Toc400701818]Notes
The British Social Attitudes Survey (BSAS) is a cross sectional survey of the general population, which has been conducted annually since 1983. The survey is conducted in Britain with adults aged 18+.  The 2013 survey was split into three equally sized portions. Each ‘module’ of questions then was asked either of the full sample (3,244 respondents), or of a random third or two-thirds of the sample. The survey was conducted between June and November 2013.  Significance testing was carried out at the 95% level.  
More information on the government’s body confidence campaign can be found at: https://www.gov.uk/government/policies/creating-a-fairer-and-more-equal-society/supporting-pages/body-confidence-campaign.



© Crown copyright 2014 Cover Image © iStock.com/ ivanastar 
You may re-use this document/publication (not including logos) free of charge in any format or medium, under the terms of the Open Government Licence v2.0. Where we have identified any third party copyright information you will need to obtain permission from the copyright holders concerned.
To view this licence:
visit 	www.nationalarchives.gov.uk/doc/open-government-licence/version/2
email 	psi@nationalarchives.gsi.gov.uk
About this publication:
enquiries  	womensengagement@culture.gsi.gov.uk 
download 	http://bit.ly/ZTftq8 
		[image: ]
	Follow us on Twitter: @Government_Women
	[image: ]
	Like us on Facebook:
facebook.com/GovernmentEqualitiesOffice



Men	
4.064229720029914	9.4579108055246053	8.5310457121250494	7.4745009722881122	7.1785106665297747	4.064229720029914	9.4579108055246053	8.5310457121250494	7.4745009722881122	7.1785106665297747	All	18-34	35-49	50-64	65+	73.770491803278603	71.232876712328704	71.304347826086897	78.5123966942148	75.471698113207495	Women	4.1821475355989861	8.5429778790588955	8.6542323641331649	7.9331862627362284	8.039406685871505	4.1821475355989861	8.5429778790588955	8.6542323641331649	7.9331862627362284	8.039406685871505	All	18-34	35-49	50-64	65+	62.9937629937629	62.7737226277372	56.589147286821699	70.8737864077669	63.963963963963899	All	2.934778281804256	6.349349750359579	6.1580196994984178	5.4555814504037556	5.4443444015001461	2.934778281804256	6.349349750359579	6.1580196994984178	5.4555814504037556	5.4443444015001461	All	18-34	35-49	50-64	65+	68.523029434322893	66.901408450704196	63.786008230452602	75	69.4444444444444	18-34	32
47
79

7.7114048369078106E-2	8.2421955172426564E-2	6.7865882660827881E-2	7.7114048369078106E-2	8.2421955172426564E-2	6.7865882660827881E-2	Your value as a person depends on how you look	How you look affects what you can achieve in life	Society puts too much pressure on girls and women to have a sexualised appearance	0.32042253521126701	0.46478873239436602	0.78521126760563309	35-49	23
43
78

6.6492615782365261E-2	7.7643228935468822E-2	6.5239000721021081E-2	6.6492615782365261E-2	7.7643228935468822E-2	6.5239000721021081E-2	Your value as a person depends on how you look	How you look affects what you can achieve in life	Society puts too much pressure on girls and women to have a sexualised appearance	0.234567901234567	0.42798353909464998	0.77777777777777701	50-64	31
44
80
7.1436207244525957E-2	7.6596052703696099E-2	6.182594904204379E-2	7.1436207244525957E-2	7.6596052703696099E-2	6.182594904204379E-2	Your value as a person depends on how you look	How you look affects what you can achieve in life	Society puts too much pressure on girls and women to have a sexualised appearance	0.31111111111111101	0.44	0.79910714285714202	65+	43
53
70
7.1577805415670992E-2	7.222428140871287E-2	6.6186188880963073E-2	7.1577805415670992E-2	7.222428140871287E-2	6.6186188880963073E-2	Your value as a person depends on how you look	How you look affects what you can achieve in life	Society puts too much pressure on girls and women to have a sexualised appearance	0.42592592592592504	0.532407407407407	0.70232558139534806	All	32
46
77
0.04	0.04	0.03	0.04	0.04	0.03	Your value as a person depends on how you look	How you look affects what you can achieve in life	Society puts too much pressure on girls and women to have a sexualised appearance	0.32012746474014298	0.46504886537164097	0.76734979472950793	11

image2.jpg




image3.png




image4.png




image1.png




