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How do you grow up healthy in an era of body shaming and anonymous bullying on social media?

You fight back

On a farm in Kentucky, Emma Langley, 13, Camille McCay, 10, and “Emerald” Shean, 10,
play on a break from a daylong mother-daughter retreat to help girls understand and
appreciate their bodies as they change with the onset of puberty.

“Emerald” Shean, 10, lies next to her mother, Jen Shean, and Brennan Stoner, 16, during a
guided meditation to encourage them to listen to the cycles of their bodies.

Alexandra lives in a peaceful, leafy subdivision in a suburb of Dallas, Texas, with her
parents, a brother, a sister, and at the moment, five dogs—her family rescues dogs.
Alexandra, who is 22 years old, rescues people.

In high school she was president of the teen board of a suicide hotline. Before that, she and
friends had founded a blog on Tumblr for suicidal adolescents. She gave out her cell phone
number and counseled people who called, tracking down their Facebook friends and even
calling the police.

When adults found out, they told her to stop immediately, terrified that amateurs might
inadvertently do harm. “I had no training—it was really reckless on my part,” Alexandra
said. “At that time I saw it as heroic. Now part of me thinks I was trying to save them
because I couldn’t save myself.”

As early as first grade, she was comparing herself with other girls. They were more
popular, prettier, thinner, smarter, more interesting. “I remember just really wanting to be
someone else,” Alexandra said. “Even innocently—just spending a day as someone else.
But that thought became more intrusive and obsessive.”

In high school Alexandra was depressed to the point of contemplating suicide. She wanted
to change everything about her appearance. “I knew I had friends and family who loved
me. I knew I had potential. I knew I was intelligent. But I was almost disgusted with
myself.” (The last names of some people in this story have been withheld at their request
to protect their privacy.)
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Alexandra resorted to self-harm, a strategy some teenagers use to try to deal with their
emotions, or even to punish themselves. She started burning the inside of her arms with
her hair straightener, covering the burns with bracelets.

From ninth grade through 12th, Alexandra secretly skipped meals, and on days when she
ate three meals, she would feel suicidal afterward. She was already thin—a serious ballet

dancer, taking classes every day after school and all day on Saturdays—but wanted to be

thinner. “I grew up in front of a huge mirror,” she said.

In a way, every girl in America grows up in front of a mirror. The normal existential
struggles of teens—Who am I? Am I worthy of love and respect?—are too often channeled
through another question: How do I look? For girls the most significant social pressures
they face as teens are to conform to conventional notions of beauty.

Coping with this is easier today in some ways and much harder in others. Easier because
America has become gentler on kids who are different: Beauty still rules, but our definition
of beauty encompasses people previously excluded. Harder because social media—a
factory for the mass production of insecurity—is transforming everything about
adolescence.

In extreme cases this pressure can trigger the onset of anorexia—the disorder with the highest
mortality rate of any psychiatric illness. Alexandra’s eating disorder was serious enough that
she spent months of her senior year of high school in a daytime hospitalization program.

Restricting food allows a girl to seize control of one of the few things she feels she can
control. “I thought that if I achieved the societal ideal of thinness, everything in my life
would be perfect,” said Estrella, 23, a friend of Alexandra’s who was hospitalized for
anorexia. “I would be controlling all the chaos of my life—which now I see is privileged and
not very chaotic,” she said with a laugh.

Alexandra and Estrella are part of a group of young Dallas women, all of them survivors of
eating disorders, who are trying to create a different way for girls to grow up: valuing
themselves for their inner beauty, free from body shame.

Until recently in the United States there were only a few sure paths to high school
acceptance for girls; the most obvious was being a beautiful, sleek-haired cheerleader.
Now, in much of the country, a girl can be a geek, goth, jock, prep, nerd, emo, punk. “I've
been called weird; I've been called strange,” said Desirée, a 15-year-old in Cranford, New
Jersey. “There was a moment when I decided to be myself. In seventh grade I found my
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people, found my village.” Her village was nerds, she said, kids who loved Broadway
musicals and video games.

EMBODY LOVE WORKSHOP

Being a teenager is definitely harder now because everyone thinks they’re supposed to look
like pictures in the magazines. But every picture is photoshopped. They’re trying to get us to
buy their products. Nobody looks like that.

TYLA KEYS, 14

| saw Cindy Crawford interviewed about pictures they photoshopped of her. She said even she
wishes she looked like that! Models are noticed around the world, and even they feel those
insecurities and wish they could change parts of themselves.

CLARE LARSON, 14

| don’t think about my confidence every day, but doing the exercise made me think about how
| felt about myself. | wanted to be really confident in myself. Not so other people would know |
was confident—but so | would know.

SOPHIA SHAHLAEI, 15

When you see something in a magazine, you see it as a whole picture. But when you take
certain pieces out, you realize, oh, that’s Photoshop. It’s obviously not real when you put that
next to someone’s body that hasn’t been tampered with.

There were fewer villages when I was in school, and they were harder to find. Now the
Internet can make life hell for teens, but it can also help those who are different or who
feel different. Girls who can’t find their village at school might find a version online. They
can find other girls who bake Hello Kitty cupcakes, raise money to save elephants, practice
mixed martial arts, love Barbra Streisand, build robots, or believe that Ross and Rachel

on Friends should still be together. With Wi-Fi, no one is truly alone.

There were few women of color in the fashion magazines I read, few models who had normal
curves. None was disabled, or transgender. Rarely was there even a model with curly hair.
Now all are more common. The pressure to be beautiful is still oppressive, but beauty is
increasingly seen as coming in all colors and a wider spectrum of shapes.

Life has improved in many ways for LGBTQ youths—most dramatically for gay, lesbian,
and trans teens. These teens have always been victimized. They are nearly twice as likely to
be bullied as heterosexual teens, and more than four times as likely to attempt suicide. The
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention says that nearly 30 percent of gay, lesbian, and
bisexual teens have attempted suicide.

But in major cities and increasingly in parts of rural America, these teens are more
accepted and suffering less. About half of gay teens report having a gay-straight alliance
club at their school, for example, double the number from 2001.
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The same stigma, harassment, and rejection that lead to victimization and suicide also put
gay, lesbian, and bisexual people at higher risk for eating disorders. Catherine Ratelle went
to the prestigious Hockaday School in Dallas. Her eating disorder began when she was 15.
This was also when her parents told her they were divorcing. “That was my world falling
apart, and the world I wanted to control and fix.” Her secret eating disorder, she said, was
embedded inside another secret: She was in a relationship with a girl.

She went to college at Texas Christian University in Fort Worth—“an environment even
more difficult than Dallas,” she said. “I made it hard on myself. I wonder sometimes if I
did that on purpose so I could prove to myself it was just a phase. In the heteronormative
families I was growing up with, I didn’t see my reflection anywhere.”

It wasn’t a phase. She came out after moving to Washington, D.C. She took an internship
and then a job coordinating pride festivals and community events for the Human Rights
Campaign, which works for full equality for LGBTQ citizens.

Amaiya Zafar, 16, practices boxing every night in a St. Paul, Minnesota, gym. She aspires to
compete in the 2020 Olympics.

A devout Muslim, Amaiya Zafar announced at six that she wanted to wear a hijab, but she is
not allowed to compete in it. On one of the last days of Ramadan, Amaiya prays in her room
while fasting. Shortly after, she headed to her gym to resume her training.

BOXING DOWN BARRIERS

Amaiya is a 16-year-old boxer. She’s also Muslim. Her goal is clear: “I want to fight in my hijab
... in the 2020 Olympics.” Here, Amaiya speaks to the challenges she faces as she fights to
remain true to her religion, her sport, and herself.

It would be easier at Hockaday now, said Ratelle, who’s 26. Just in the past three years,
she said, there’s been enormous progress. “The way being gay was talked about when I was
15 to 16 is not the way it’s talked about today. I laugh and want to hold my 15-year-old self
so tightly. ‘Sweet girl! You will get through this!” ”

When I was reporting this story, in Dallas and in Cranford, I found that expectations for
girls vary widely. In New Jersey they said they felt pressure from adults and other girls to
excel in science, technology, engineering, and math, popularly known as STEM. “Not being
interested in STEM was very hard for me,” said Grace, a Cranford girl who’s 15.
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Jennifer Bartkowski, chief executive officer of the Girl Scouts of Northeast Texas, which
includes Dallas, believes that in much of Texas, the social expectations run in the opposite
direction. “It’s a little better, but it’s still not cool to be smart after fourth or fifth grade.
We haven’t moved the needle as much as we need to.”

Bartkowski believes that while there’s been progress for teenage girls, it’s often
overshadowed by the harmful effects of media. Girls can find people who share their
interests on the Internet, but they are “friends,” not friends. “So many girls are texting
rather than having real conversation,” she said.

Bullying is an example of how advances have been undermined by online behavior. Many
schools now have effective programs to create peer pressure against bullying. But in
cyberspace bullies are empowered by anonymity—they need not face their victims or
disapproving bystanders.

Estrella said she became a victim of bullying by a friend who was upset that Estrella
missed her birthday party. Over a few days Estrella received several dozen text and
Facebook messages from the girl’s other friends: “Nobody likes you.” “You're a slut, no
wonder no one wants to be friends with you.” “The world would be better without you in
it.”

Estrella said she already was depressed and having suicidal thoughts, and the messages
“confirmed all of my doubts about myself.” She never tried to commit suicide, but the incident
intensified her eating disorder.

Ads, celebrity photos, and fashion layouts aimed at teen girls set standards of beauty and
thinness impossible for girls to meet. Literally impossible, thanks to Photoshop and other
photo-editing software. They start with stunning women, add hair extensions, false
eyelashes, and makeup, and then use Photoshop to give them a longer neck, smaller waist,
thinner thighs, smoother skin, silkier hair, wider eyes, lusher lashes. A video on
CollegeHumor’s website shows it’s possible to create a photo of a beautiful woman
modeling a bikini—starting with a shot of a slice of pizza.

Stephanie Rosales, 18, and Stephanie Bastidas, 17, care for their babies on a Saturday
afternoon in Miami, Florida. Rosales and Bastidas recently completed high school at an
alternative school that provides support for teen mothers.

At the same school, Tahje Sylvestre, 19 (left), gets ready to pose for a portrait in her cap and
gown with her one-year-old daughter, Jordyn Thomas. Watching her are two of the school’s
day care providers, Linda Thomas and Cherbbie Hanna.
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And it’s not just models who get photoshopped. Many girls won’t post their own selfies on
Instagram or Facebook without running them through Photoshop first.

Women have always relied on their peer group to set the rules for how they should look.
For the first time in history, that pressure is coming from peers who do not even exist. Is it
any wonder girls find themselves wanting?

And it starts young. Estrella, who is planning to apply to graduate school in psychology,
works as a nanny. One day she and a seven-year-old girl were taking pictures and adding
dog ears to them with Snapchat filters, when the girl looked at a particular picture. “Can
you delete that?” the girl asked. “My cheeks look fat.”

Estrella thought carefully about how to respond. “Well, your cheeks look a lot like my
cheeks, and I like my cheeks,” she told the girl. “Do you like my cheeks?”

“Yes,” said the girl.

“And I like yours,” she replied.

“It was like a dagger to my heart,” Estrella said.

At 17, Alexandra was the oldest in her hospital’s eating disorders unit—most of the
children were 13 or 14. She was far from the sickest. “I met girls who were so kind—on
feeding tubes, nearing heart attacks, on the edge of death,” she said.

“Every chance I got, I tried talking to people,” she said. “No, your weight doesn’t matter.
No, you're beautiful right now.” On her last day she gave each patient CDs she had burned
with inspirational songs. “I promise you, I will be back as a therapist,” she told them.

When she was discharged, she had reached her goal weight, but her thinking about her
body had not changed, she said. Right after her high school graduation, though, she began
the activity that would transform her life.

On a Wednesday evening in Dallas in early June 2012, Alexandra walked into a group
therapy session run by psychologist Melody Moore. Moore liked group therapy for teenage
patients, since they listen mainly to each other. Alexandra joined a rotating group of high
school girls. “I remember feeling above a lot of people in a sick, twisted way,” she said,

A Challenge for Girls Today

by Tine Rosenberg ~ National Geographic



because she was the only one who’d been in the hospital. “It’s some sort of achievement,
being that bad.”

Moore’s other group, of college women, had been stable for a few years. Estrella and
Catherine were among the members, as were two University of Virginia students, Caroline
and Chloe. They met in person during summers and holidays, and by Skype when they
were at college. Going to college is always perilous to self-esteem, and all the girls had
fallen into and out of eating disorders.

The women were in recovery, “but what could I do to get them to berecovered and not have
this be a lifelong struggle?” Moore said. One answer was for them to help other girls.
“When you’re involved and engaged in being an activist, you are much less likely to fall
back into it.”

Moore had other reasons. “If I didn’t do something to prevent more girls from body
hatred, from negative self-image, from potential eating disorders, from criticism and
comparison being ‘just the way it is,” then I would be spending the rest of my life sitting
back and waiting for more girls to get eating disorders so that I could help them recover.
Everything about that felt wrong to me.”

In early 2011 Moore had sketched out a rough workshop that included yoga, which she
often used in her practice. The workshop was designed to expose body shaming, identify
its roots, and help girls change their thinking. In December she led it for some of her
patients as a holiday gift. The women loved the idea and ran with it. They refined the
workshop and practiced it with groups of girls in Moore’s office.

In May 2013 they presented it outside the office for the first time, to about 60 seventh
graders at a Catholic school in Dallas. The women began by speaking briefly about how
they got there. Chloe, now 24, said that when she was in seventh grade, a boy told her she
had thunder thighs—the remark she credits with setting off her eating disorder. “Someone
reaffirmed that I'm not normal,” she said. And yet, she told the girls, those thighs got her
on the rowing team, which got her into the University of Virginia. “My thunder thighs have
been good to me. Now I wouldn’t call them ‘big,” but ‘strong.””

Mehayle Lynnea Elliott has competed in about 120 pageants. A room in her Humble, Texas,
home is dedicated to her awards and portraits, which are sometimes retouched. She recently
appeared on the reality TV series Toddlers & Tiaras.

In one exercise the participating girls formed a circle. The leaders read out statements: “I feel
ugly sometimes.” “I compare myself to others.” “I would rather look different.” Girls who
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thought the statement applied to them stepped inside the circle. The purpose was for them to
see that they were not alone in having such thoughts.

Chloe talked about how the media use unreal images to sell things. Then the girls broke
into three groups of 20. In their group Alexandra and Estrella passed out magazines and
asked the girls to tear out the first five pictures of a woman they found. “Do you see a
woman of color?” they asked. “How many of these women would be considered plus sizes?
Do you see any scars or acne?”

In the most powerful exercise, each girl wrote down what she didn’t like about herself, one
thought per sticky note. In her group, Caroline, who is now 24, stood in the middle of the
circle, and the girls stuck the notes on her corresponding body part. Soon she was covered
with brightly colored notes. Alexandra read them aloud. “Fat legs,” she read. “Frizzy hair.”
“Yellow teeth.”

“You wouldn’t say these things to a friend,” she told the silent girls. “So why say them to
yourself?” The girls tore the notes into confetti.

“It got so concerning,” Alexandra said. “Over and over it was: no thigh gap, no thigh gap,
no thigh gap. That was on my mind. But these girls were 11 or 12. Why was it on their
minds?”

Moore required each of her patients to have progressed in her recovery before leading the
workshop. “I was better, but far from full self-acceptance and self-love,” Estrella said. “But
being next to Alexandra, doing that workshop, I felt an overwhelming sense of pride for
both of us. I realized I could make this my life, carrying myself this way and not talking
about how much I hate my thighs.”

That was the beginning of the Embody Love Movement, which now has 250 trained
volunteers who run workshops in the U.S., Canada, England, Ireland, Australia, and New
Zealand.

I watched a workshop in suburban Dallas one morning with about 60 Girl Scouts, ages
10 to 13, and also attended part of a weeklong summer camp at Alluem Yoga in Cranford.

Karen Gilmour, who runs the yoga studio, had the girls do partnered yoga, physically
supporting each other in the poses. Other exercises were about mental support. The girls
mirrored one another’s movements. They had to tell their partners one thing about them
they found beautiful. Gilmour asked the girls to assume powerful poses, then they lay
down on body-size sheets of paper and their partners traced them, creating a life-size
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portrait of a powerful girl. They received hand mirrors with “I am loved” written on the
front.

Grace has taken the Embody Love workshop at Alluem four times. “Every time I've been at
a different stage of my life,” she said. It was an epiphany the first time. “Whenever I felt
insecure, I felt like I was the only one who feels like that. It turns out everyone feels like
that.”

For Lily, who’s 12, four days at Alluem’s Embody Love camp reconfirmed her
determination not to grow up too fast. Her screen time consists of watching old musicals, /
Love Lucy, and cooking and home decorating shows on TV with her family. She’s not
allowed on the Internet unsupervised, a rule she endorses. “I'm not sure I want to be
exposed to the world yet,” she said.

When she is, she’ll understand better how to interpret the photos she sees. “It’s a false
reality—even if you know it could be photoshopped, your brain forces you to believe it,
because you're seeing it,” she said. “It must be one of the worst jobs in the world to edit
those pictures. You have to see the flaws in everything you look at.”

She keeps her “I am loved” mirror on her dresser. “I always look in there,” she said

Mina Mahmood, a 19-year-old plus-size model, posts selfies on and comments on her life,
feminism, and body positivity. Every day she gets messages, some saying she’s an inspiration
and others mocking her.

Nineteen-year-old Dounia Tazi, also a plus-size model, poses during a photo shoot for the
fashion brand Ekineyo. The company’s director found Tazi and messaged her to ask if she
would model.

The sorority Tri Delta hired Moore to design a workshop for its second-year members. The
workshop is now a part of Tri Delta on every campus. Estrella and others have led it at
schools nationwide.

Alexandra brought the Embody Love workshop back to her college, leading several large
workshops and training other women to lead them. She even confronted her friends. “We
would sit around in the cafeteria and talk about bodies and our food and our weight,” she
said. One day she’d had enough. “Can you imagine what we’d get done in the world if we
weren’t spending time on this crap?” she told them. “I can’t remain friends with you if this
is all you talk about.”
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They stopped.

Alexandra considers herself recovered. “If I'm hungry, I eat,” she said. “I don’t know the
last time I weighed myself. I don’t think about calories.”

Preventing suicide remains a focus of her life. The week we met, she had attended a funeral for
a close friend who had killed herself. She works as research coordinator for a clinic that treats
suicidal adolescents. She plans to go to graduate school in psychology. A few weeks earlier
Alexandra’s mother had dropped her off for professional training at the hospital where five
years earlier she had been treated—and had promised to come back as a therapist. “I felt just
like she had dropped me off for therapy,” she said. “But this time, I had a badge around my
neck.”
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