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Abstract

Purpose: With this pilot study, we evaluate the outcomes of an interactive body positivity program
designed to mitigate symptoms of negative body image and to support the development of positive
body image among college women who self-identified as experiencing struggles with body
dissatisfaction. To develop the body positivity program, we adopted a positive psychology approach
to nurturing positive body image. The specific purpose of this research was to explore college
women’s perceptions about how participation in the program supported changes in their ways of
thinking relative to body image. Methods: In-depth interviews were conducted with nine
participants before and after program participation. Data were transcribed and were analyzed using
the constructionist grounded theory approach. Findings: Participants uniformly appreciated the
opportunity to be a part of our program. Although participation did not wholly ameliorate
participants’ body image concerns, participants frequently articulated post-program experiences
reflective of the positive psychology conceptualization of flourishing and of the core features of
positive body image, including (a) a newfound appreciation and care for the self/body, (b) flexible
thinking, (c) engaged coping, and social support. Participants also offered recommendations for
future offerings of the program. Conclusions: Participation in our program served a protective
function against feelings of body negativity by strengthening participants’ body images and by
providing participants’ access to a “toolkit” of skills to combat body negativity when it did arise. In
the future, it will be important to build upon this exploratory analysis by assessing whether the
benefits discovered in the present work are sustained long-term. Advances in Knowledge: Our
interactive body positivity program represents a beginning effort to develop, pilot, and evaluate a
body positivity program grounded in positive psychology and related empirical work on the concept
of positive body image.

Introduction

Positive psychology emphasizes the
promotion of health by assisting people to identify,

enhance, and foster their strengths so that they can
build happy and meaningful lives (1,2). Proponents
of positive psychology argue that positive mental
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health represents the absence of negative mental

positivity, and filtering information in a body

health as well as characteristics associated with

positive manner (1, 8).

positive mental health, such as flexible thinking,

Researchers also have identified

enriched interpersonal relationships, and resilience

characteristics that promote and emerge from having

(1,3,4). As such, within therapeutic interventions, it

a positive body image (1, 8, 9-11). This work

is essential to both minimize negative characteristics

suggests that positive body image is supported by

of a mental health construct (e.g., body image) as

being unconditionally accepted by others, by

well as to foster positive characteristics of that

developing media literacy skills, by embracing one’s

construct (1). According to the positive psychology

spirituality, and by practicing self-compassion.

perspective, minimizing negative characteristics

Consequences or outcomes of having a positive

without nurturing positive characteristics will yield

body image may include offering help to others

an intermediate mental health state, but not one

suffering from negative body image; engaging in

characterized by exceptional well-being, or

self-care behaviors (i.e., behaviors to nurture the

“flourishing” (1,5,6). Individuals who flourish have

mind, body, and soul); and opting to befriend others

generally positive affect, which allows them to

who also have a positive body image.

appreciate themselves, to engage in flexible thinking

With this exploratory pilot study, we

and proactive coping, and to feel accepted in and

describe and evaluate the outcomes of a body

positive about their social relationships (1).

positivity program grounded in positive psychology

In recent years, researchers have dedicated

and designed to mitigate symptoms of negative body

attention to conceptualizing and exploring the

image and to support the development of positive

construct of positive body image, adopting a

body image, including “appreciating, honoring, and

positive psychology perspective to do so (1,7,8).

celebrating” the body (1) through interactive

This research suggests that positive body image is

discussions and activities. With our initial offering

independent of negative body image, is multifaceted,

of the program, we chose to target the needs of early

and is protective. This work further suggests that

adult college women1 (aged 18-22) who self-

positive body image is not incumbent upon

identified as experiencing struggles with body

satisfaction with all components of one’s

dissatisfaction. Among young women,

appearance, is not limited to aspects of physical

dissatisfaction with the body has been found to

appearance at the exclusion of other aspects of the

increase during the transition from adolescence to

body (e.g., functionality), and is not indicative of

early adulthood, a trend that is linked to attendant

being vain or narcissistic (7). Core features of

increases in body mass index (BMI) (13). It has

positive body image identified through this work

been argued that demands for thinness and

include body appreciation, body acceptance and

attractiveness may be particularly intense within the

love, a broad conceptualization of beauty, inner

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
   	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
1

We did not target college men, as well, because their body
image concerns differ qualitatively from college women’s (12).	
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context of the college campus, prompting concern

Consistent with the positive psychology

for and attentiveness to body image among college

approach, our body positivity program seeks to

women, in particular (14). As many as 90% of

nurture positive body image by positioning

college women report some degree of dissatisfaction

participants to “flourish” (1,5,6). Participants met

with the body (15), which places them at increased

every other week across eight weeks. Table 1

risk for compromised self-esteem, depression, and

includes a summary of the content of each program

disordered eating (16). Our key research question for

session, including objectives that guided the session,

this inquiry, then, was whether participants

topics covered in the session, sample activities

perceived a change in their body images and selves

participants completed, and core features of the

by virtue of their participation in our body positivity

positive psychology perspective on body image

program?

integrated into session content. We purposefully
opted not to include content addressing weight-loss

Methods

strategies in our program curriculum, as we sought

Program Development

to mitigate negative body image and to support

Wood-Barcalow et al. (8) and Tylka (1) have

positive body image among women regardless of

put forth calls suggesting that researchers and

their weight/body mass index (BMI) (18). In

clinicians invoke their seminal work in the area of

facilitating the program sessions, we attempted to

positive body image as a foundation for the

foster experiential learning and interactions among

development of interventions and programs

participants whenever possible through in-session

designed to support positive body image. With the

discussions and hands-on activities.

design and delivery of our interactive body

With the present work, we consider the

positivity program, we answered this call. In

analysis of qualitative data collected to address

keeping with the spirit of the work undertaken by

outcomes of participation in our body positivity

Wood-Barcalow et al. (8) and Tylka (1), we adopted

program; analyses of quantitative data are

a positive psychology perspective to create the body

forthcoming. Insomuch as qualitative approaches

positivity program. Although Steck et al. (4)

emphasize participants’ voices, they are valuable in

supported the adoption of a positive psychology

understanding the meanings that individuals assign

perspective in the prevention of eating disorders and

to a lived experience (19). Thus, of interest in the

identified an eating disorder prevention program

present analysis were college women’s perceptions

(17) that had “high compatibility” with the positive

about how participation in our body positivity

psychology perspective, prior to our effort,

program – that is developed with a positive

researchers had not previously invoked positive

psychology perspective – supported (or did not

psychology and related body positivity research as a

support) changes in their ways of thinking and

model to guide the design of a body positivity

seeing relative to their body image and their sense of

program.

self.
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identifiers (e.g., P1, P2, etc.). Participants ranged in
Participants
The body positivity program was piloted to

age from 18 to 20 years (mean = 18.6 years). Six
participants self-reported their race/ethnicity as

nine women in spring 20182. The program was

“White,” two participants self-reported their

offered on the Colorado State University (CSU)

race/ethnicity as “Hispanic,” and one participant

campus, where all participants were enrolled as

self-reported her race/ethnicity as “Black.”

undergraduate students. Upon obtaining approval

Participants’ body mass indices (BMIs) were

from the Institutional Review Board, participants

calculated based upon self-reported weight and

were recruited via emails sent to the CSU student

height and ranged from 21.8 to 46.1 (mean = 27.5).

body. Email content promoted the body positivity

Three participants were classified as “normal

program for women aged 18-25, struggling with

weight” based upon their BMIs, five participants

body image satisfaction, currently not in counseling

were classified as “overweight” based upon their

or therapy, able to speak and English, and willing to

BMIs, and one participant was classified as “obese”

participate in the program. Prior to being accepted

based upon her BMI.

into the program, participants who responded to the
recruitment email were screened to ensure that they

Data Collection

met the inclusion criteria. Specifically, a researcher

All nine participants gave written, informed

contracted the participants and asked them (a) to rate

consent to participate in two assessment sessions

on their body image satisfaction on a 5-point scale

immediately before and after the program. As part of

(1 being not satisfied at all and 5 being highly

the initial assessment session, we conducted a semi-

satisfied) and (b) whether they were receiving

structured, face-to-face pre-program interview with

counseling or therapy for their body image or related

each participant to gain an understanding of (a) her

concerns. Individuals who responded 4 or 5 on the

baseline body image/level of satisfaction, (b) her

body image satisfaction scale and who were

critical/shaping body image experiences, (c) her

involved in psychological treatment were not

current body image coping mechanisms, and (d) her

qualified to participate in the body positivity

body image goals/hopes for the future. And, at the

program.

conclusion of the program, we again interviewed

Demographic profiles for participants are

each participant using a semi-structured, face-to-face

reported in Table 2. Within Table 2, and throughout

approach. With these post-program interviews, we

the discussion, participants are referred to by code

explored perceived impacts of participation in our

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
   	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  

body positivity program upon participants’ (a) body

We originally recruited 13 participants, but 4 participants
discontinued their enrollment in the course of the program due
to schedule conflicts. This was understandable given that the
participants were drawn from the college student population,
and all sessions were scheduled on Saturday mornings. Later,
with the agreement of study participants, we shifted program
sessions to late weekday afternoons, and the issue was
resolved.

image, in general, (b) approaches to managing

2

feelings of body image dissatisfaction, (c) responses
to media messages about the body, and (d)
interpersonal interactions related to the
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body/appearance. Recommendations for future

analysis. During this process, the first author

offerings of the body positivity program also were

continued to search the data for new meanings,

explored. All interviews were audio-recorded. Most

incorporating additional concepts and categories into

interviews lasted between 45 to 75 minutes.

the coding guide as needed. Finally, we adapted
more conceptual, directed searches of the data for fit

Data Analysis
Interviews were transcribed verbatim. Prior

with emerging themes – sometimes referred to as
“selective coding” (22) – to characterize the essence

to beginning the data analysis, we divided the

of the participants’ perceptions of how participating

interviews into meaningful chunks of text, a process

in the body positivity program contributed to their

referred to as “unitizing” the data (20). Although our

experiences of body and self.

aim was not to develop a new theory, we adapted

We adapted several strategies to establish

elements associated with the “constructionist

trustworthiness and dependability of data collection

grounded theory” approach (21) to analyze our data.

and analysis (24). To encourage open dialogue with

We valued this approach for its emphasis upon

participants, we guided participants to be candid in

gaining interpretive understanding of participants’

their interview responses and reassured them that

realities and its focus upon identifying emergent

there were no “right or wrong answers” to the

meanings within the data (21). First, we adapted an

questions asked. All interviews were conducted by

“open coding” process to search each text unit, line

the body positivity program staff who were

by line, for key concepts meanings within the data

acquainted with the participants, which could have

(21,22). Although, during this process, our primary

increased participants’ comfort in sharing their

aim was to understand participants’ views of their

experiences within the program.3 Additionally,

realities, we also remained attuned to how the

throughout the data analysis process, we engaged in

“sensitizing concepts” of positive psychology and

regular dialogue, contemplating meanings and

positive body image could deepen our understanding

relationships discovered within the data until mutual

of the data (i.e., insomuch as participants’ realities

understanding among authors was achieved. And, to

aligned with prior understandings in the literature)

confirm the reliability of the first author’s

(21). Next, we compared concepts identified through

application of the coding guide to the data, the third

open coding to one another and grouped similar

author independently coded three randomly selected

concepts together under more general “categories,”

transcripts (i.e., 1/3 of the data). Interrater reliability

engaging in “constant comparison” (21-23). We then

between the first and third authors was 85% and was

developed the concepts and categories into a coding

calculated by dividing the number of agreements

guide (i.e., a list of inductively generated codes),

about coding decisions by the total number of

which the first author applied to the data by
identifying all instances of each concept/category in
the data, thereby facilitating a more in-depth
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It is possible, however, that the interviewers’ affiliation with
the body positivity program may have compromised some
participants’ willingness to disclose negative experiences
within the program. This is a limitation of the study.
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coding decisions made. The authors negotiated

In their pre-program interviews, participants

disagreements about the application of the coding

alluded to the importance of personal physical

guide.

appearance at various junctures in their lives; P6
noted that this focus had intensified during her

Results
In the following discussion, we present

college years, owing, in part, to the campus
environment:

themes that emerged from our analyses of pre-

[Now], I focus more on what I look like and

program and post-program interview data. In

my physique and stuff like that. It’s more

analyzing our data, we took the position – often

important to me than it was in high

advanced by qualitative researchers – that, if even a

school…seeing the [student rec center], I

single participant reported an experience, it could

want to utilize it as much as possible, so I

produce a meaningful insight and be worthy of

think that kind of made me think more about

careful consideration to the research. Further, rather

it, and “Oh, I can do this now, and I can try

than to yield to the positivistic impulse to quantify

this…” (P6)

our data by reporting frequency counts for the

Although all participants self-identified as struggling

occurrence of various themes or subthemes, we have

with issues of body image satisfaction at the outset

used terms such as “most,” “many,” “selected,” and

of the program, there was variation in the depth of

“few” to provide a sense of how many participants

their body image concerns, with some participants

within the data set shared a given perspective. Such

expressing deeper and more wholesale discontent

an approach is generally considered most

with the body as compared to others:

appropriate with a small, purposive sample (25).

[I: How do you feel about your body?] I
would say, pretty negative. I’ve always kind

Pre-Program Interview Data: A Critical Interpretive

of felt that way. I’ve just never really been

Lens

confident at all, so. Yeah, pretty bad, I guess.
Brief narrative sketches of the critical body

(P3)

image experiences each participant shared in her

[I: How do you feel about your body?] I

pre-program interview are presented in Table 2.

don’t hate [my body] as much as I did [when

These sketches – and the themes discussed in this

I was an adolescent], for sure…there’s still

section – offer a critical interpretive lens for

obviously pieces I want to fix. I mean, I feel

understanding the potential for our body positivity

everyone’s like that. But, like, I’m not afraid

program to give rise to more positively-charged

to go wear a bikini; I’m not afraid to wear

body image experiences.

tight clothes. There’s some days where it’s,
“Meh, I feel like wearing a baggier shirt,”

Body Image Concerns, Behaviours, and Coping

or something, or just like I’m not quite happy

Mechanisms
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with it today,” but, I don’t, I don’t hate on

In critiquing their bodies and appearances,

my body. (P5)

participants also often regarded themselves as “body

Selected participants also acknowledged that their

parts” rather than as whole individuals with unique

body images were somewhat “fluid,” which is

bodies and souls. In prior work, this tendency has

consistent with Melnyck et al.’s (26) observation

been linked to body-focused negativity and has been

that body image may vary somewhat across

found to be more common among women (30):

situational contexts:

[I: What types of concerns do you have about

You know, it really varies from day to day.

your body?] Weight. ‘Cause I've been going

There’s some days that I’m like, I’m extra

to the gym lately trying to fix it. My hair,

confident in what I’ve got, like, “Yeah, you

‘cause society tells me I should have it

rock it.” And, then, there are other days

straight and relaxed, and it's taken me

where I feel a little bit lesser, like less

awhile to actually like my natural hair, so

confident, because obviously, I am a little bit

I'm working on that. But it's a process…I

on the heavier side, and there are times

guess those are the first things. But like if I

where I just feel inadequate because

stare in the mirror too long, I can pick out

everyone else is not as heavy, and they are

like everything. Like, "Ooh there's the acne,

like the ideal beauty standard, so it just

there, oh you got some wrinkles there. Wait,

really changes from day to day. (P1)

you're 19. What are you doing? Why do you

In articulating specific body image concerns,

have wrinkles?" (P1)

participants frequently alluded to their perceived

[I: What types of concerns do you have about

failure to meet cultural demands of hegemonic

your body?] My stomach's my big one. It's

femininity, which perpetuates a unidimensional

the, bigger than I want to be. Um, obviously I

ideal of female beauty that privileges the slenderness

want bigger boobs and butt, ‘cause why not?

and the looks and realities of White, heterosexual,

Um, and then, I kinda got the double chin

physically able-bodied women (27-29). In this vein,

after I came to college. Like that Freshman

several participants shared a resolute desire to lose

15, and so like that's always something that I

weight; P9 weighed herself three times per day, and

like kind of look at when I'm taking a picture.

expressed,

I kind of make sure that I don't like push my

I feel like I still want to lose weight…[I]

chin down too much…(P5)

imagine myself at a certain weight that I

Participants’ body image concerns prompted

would like to be at and just kind of changing,

and were entwined with varied body-related

like getting better, and kind of looking

behaviors and coping mechanisms. Many participants

different. Looking more put together. I think

had dieted or engaged in severe forms of food

that's what I'm always trying to do. (P9)

restriction at some point in their young lives. Often,
participants framed experiences with dieting in rather
33	
  
	
  

	
  

	
  

negative terms, sharing “dieting failures” and the

so that she could “speak up about how [she] was

perception of dieting as ineffective or as a source of

feeling” (P5).

frustration:
I am like constantly trying diets and stuff…I

Critical Experiences: Body Image As Embedded in

feel like nothing really works…I’ve

Intrapersonal, Interpersonal, and Sociocultural

tried…diets where you basically starve

Contexts

yourself for like a week, and then you lose all

Participants’ critical body image experiences

this weight in a week, but then it goes right

were intimately embedded in interconnected

back on, so it doesn’t really work. (P3)

intrapersonal, interpersonal, and socio-cultural

In spite of a history of discouragement and

contexts. For instance, body image concerns were

disappointment, several participants continued to

often intertwined with one’s intrapersonal

intermittently restrict their food intake in various

characteristics, such as one’s subject position as a

ways (e.g., omitting various foods from their diets,

woman of color or as an “early bloomer. As the

consuming diet products, consuming foods perceived

following comments suggest, experiences of the

to be “healthy”), often with the intent of losing

intrapersonal were tightly interwoven with those of

weight. Participants framed exercise more positively

the interpersonal and with socio-cultural discourses

than dieting, praising it for its capacity to support

privileging hegemonic constructions of femininity:

self-image and to assist with stress management.

Dang, where can I start? Um, man, just

However, exercising, too could be a source of guilt

interactions with other people are the cause

and shame, when participants could not make time

of my self-loathing…I'll use this example,

for it, or when participation in it did not achieve

cause it was recent. Um, "Oh you're pretty

desired (weight loss) ends. Selected participants also

for a black girl." And that takes a toll on

sometimes sought to soothe their body image

you…like [they’re] actually being mean and

concerns by pushing such concerns to “the back of

racist at the same time. (P1)

[their] minds” (P1). Such an approach to confronting

…around middle school, I was bullied a lot. I

body image concerns might be considered a form of

was called fat and stuff. I like, I just

disengaged coping, or an attempt to evade a stressor

developed a lot earlier…than everyone

or to shield oneself from a stressful situation (31). A

else…that's when it got really bad, and then

limited number of participants also acknowledged

it just kind of keeps going…it was always the

participation in more constructive,

boys…awful. But, yeah, it hasn't really gone

engaged/proactive coping approaches to addressing

away. (P3)

body image concerns (31), such as soothing body

The role of interpersonal interactions in

concerns through the creation of feminist art or by

giving rise to their body image concerns, in

working with a school counselor to find her voice,

particular, was a central theme in participants’ preinterview accounts, with participants sharing stories
34	
  
	
  

	
  

	
  

of peer, familial, and health care provider influence.

women’s body images insecurities and concerns.

Participants spoke candidly about severe food

Participants were quite critical of the hegemonic

restriction that had its roots as a dare from an

ideal, acknowledging it as out of reach for most girls

adolescent friend (P5), about a mother who required

and women to emulate:

her daughter to diet and wear a corset for eight

[The ideal] is trash, ‘cause nobody even fits

months in preparation for her quinceañera (P4), and

it…it’s just so crazy that we all try to fit this,

about a mother who put down her own body (P7) or

and it’s not even achieveable. (P1)

her daughter’s body (P5):

It’s really sad…from the time we’re very

I remember one day that always sticks out.

young, we’re…brainwashed into thinking…if

My mom…called me, “fat”…She tries to tell

you’re super thin in the waist and have like a

me she…was probably just joking or

big ass and skinny legs…I mean, it’s the

something…Like, I know you weren’t.

whole Barbie thing…you’re supposed to look

Like…I know how you meant it. You were

like a certain way; you’re supposed to look

trying to be helpful and trying to get me back

like a Kardashian. Like, that’s such an

to being more active, but that’s not how I

unrealistic body standard, I think. (P3)

took it, and I never will take it that way. Like,

Selected of participants also referenced an

that hurt. (P5)

awareness of the media and fashion industry’s use of

As reflected in P5’s comment below, such forms of

techniques to digitally manipulate imagery of the

social feedback played a palpable role in shaping

female body (e.g., airbrushing). Even in spite of

participants' body image concerns and behaviors:

their relatively critical stance about the hegemonic

[I: How did you respond to your mom’s

ideal, some participants made comments suggesting

comment?] …I was very shocked, and…I

that they struggled to resist this ideal, sometimes

definitely stood in front of the mirror for

invoking it as a standard of comparison with which

awhile, looking at my body…kind of like the

to gauge the cultural value of their own bodies and

body dysmorphia thing, where, like you see

selves:

your body like 10 times heavier than it really

I’m not 100% comfortable with my

is. Then, I started to weigh myself more, and

body…society and your culture affects

like I still kind of have a problem with like

you…it makes a huge impact on your self-

“the number” [on the scale]. (P5)

image, and the negativity of it. (P1)

Participants also acknolwedged the

I think you always strive for it, in a

sociocultural context, and in particular, the

way…people on TV always kind of look

hegemonic ideal of femininity, which demands

alike, in a way. Like, kind of

slenderness – along with the “right” amount of

beautiful…I…compare myself to them (P9)

muscularity and curves in “certain places” (27-29) –

I think that [the ideal is] very exclusive of

as an unmistakable influence upon girls’ and

basically everyone, except for blonde hair,
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blue eyes, white women, who are a size 2,

Post-Program Interview Data: Moving toward A

and everyone else who doesn’t fit that

More Positive Body Image

description, just feels very out of place…I

Analyses of post-program interview data

feel like [the ideal] affects a lot, cause, I’ll

revealed that participants uniformly appreciated the

see clothes on the models on the posters in

opportunity to be a part of our body positivity

stores or something, and like, that’d look

program, finding the experience to be valuable and

cute, if I was like her size, or something (P7).

rewarding and characterizing the program as
“helpful,” “informative,” “educational,” “fun,”

Body Image Aspirations: Goals for Engagement in

“enjoyable,” and “empowering.” Notably – and

the Interactive Body Positivity Program

consistent with the aim of the program – all

When asked about their goals for

participants perceived that by virtue of their

participating in the interactive body positivity

engagement in the program, they had evidenced

program, participants noted that they hoped to

movement toward a more positive body image:

improve their body image, to become more

[The body positivity program] has made me

accepting of and compassionate toward themselves,

more body positive…thinking

and to “fight the power” of societal pressures to be

positive…about what your body can do…and

thin (P2):

that’s made me more positive. (P6)

I just want to have a better image of myself.

I feel like [the body positivity program]

Have better self-love. I definitely need to

helped me…become more content

work on that…In my family, we were taught

with…myself and…the people around me.

to…put others before ourselves, and that’s

(P7)

not always healthy. ‘Cause you keep doing it,

Also of significance, however, is that most

then you neglect your own self and your own

participants noted that their newfound feelings of

self-care (P1).

body positivity coincided with continued body

[I want to] appreciate [my body]. To accept

struggles and feelings of body insecurity, reflecting

that things like stretch marks are

the complexity, multidimensionality, and fluidity of

normal…they’re nothing bad…that I don’t

body image (26):

have to look like Kim Kardashian or these

I still have like the…daily struggles of, “Oh,

glorified celebrities to be beautiful. So, just

am I skinny enough?,” or whatever. But,

learning to love my body for what it is…even

now, I have the tools to be able to say, “No,

if I don’t have what I want. (P3)

that’s what society wants you to think,” or,
“that’s coming from past experiences with
other people saying”…and then, being able
to say, “I can feel comfortable in my own
skin and actually be able to work through it
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within my own self and try and be more

In seeking to accept their bodies “as is,” these

comfortable.” (P8)

participants described how they were working to be

As P8’s comments suggest, to some degree,

less critical of and more forgiving of aspects of the

participation in the body positivity program served a

self that they did not “like,” even invoking the

protective function against these continued feelings

truism of self-compassion that they should treat

of body negativity by strengthening participants’

themselves as a “loving friend” might (32).

body images and by providing participants’ access

Instead of trying to cut myself down all the

to a “toolkit” of skills to combat body negativity

time, when I do, I’m like, “Wait, but I

when it did arise (i.e., helping them to “filter”

wouldn’t do that to another person.” So, I

negative body image information in a body-

think…[I’m] changing that. (P8)

protective manner (1,8). Thus, although participation

Many participants also spoke about “combatting

in the program did not wholly ameliorate

[body negativity] with positivity,” as illustrated in

participants’ body image concerns, as we discuss

the following comment:

below, participants frequently articulated post-

[I: How do you manage feelings of body

program experiences reflective of the positive

negativity?] Um, combatting that with

psychology conceptualization of flourishing and of

positivity. So, when I saw like a pimple on

the core features of positive body image (1,8).4

my forehead…I [was] like, “It’s okay, ‘cause
my eyes look good today,” or, “My smile is

Newfound Appreciation and Care for the Self and
Body.

great.” (P3)
P8 identified her participation in the “Practicing

Almost all participants shared that, since

Self-Compassion” activity (see Table 1) as critical in

participating in the body positivity program, they

her recently discovered capacity to emphasize body

had made concerted efforts to accept and love their

positivity over negativity:

bodies and to demonstrate self-compassion towards

…writing the letter to yourself really stuck

themselves in times when they were experiencing

with me…because I’ve never really talked to

moments of bodily concern:

myself…in my head in a super positive way.

[In the body positivity program], we learned

So, writing it down on paper and then

[to] accept yourself [and] to love…the body

reading it back to myself, it seemed to help.

you’re in…I’m just trying to work on

And, I feel like…I could do that in the future,

that…and to change my feelings…when I do

too, as an exercise, just to help myself,

have negative feelings about myself. (P3)

again. (P8)
Additionally, a couple of participants articulated
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Interestingly, participants’ post-program experiences did not
vary in any distinct ways along BMI. What was clear is that
participants approached program content from a standpoint of
lived experience with body dissatisfaction, independent of
BMI.

how, after their engagement in the body positivity
program, they had become more confident about
accepting compliments without feeling the need to
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offer a deprecating remark about the self, seemingly

Since the start of the program…I started

finding the courage to transcend Western cultural

exercising more…and, I’ve just been eating a

expectations for women to deflect praise about the

lot better foods that actually make me feel

self (33). And, as they became more accepting of

good…and not necessarily for weight loss,

themselves, several participants also began to value

‘cause, like, I’ve done every single diet in the

those aspects of themselves that they perceived as

past…and it was just a constant back and

“unique,” “special” or more authentically

forth…so now, I’m trying to be healthy

“themselves.” For instance, P4 shared how her

rather than to lose the weight…just like be

participation in the program prompted her to

healthy at the weight that I am. (P3)

abandon her decision to “go blonde” and to instead

Additionally, a number of participants shared that,

embrace the beauty of her brunette hair.

since their engagement in the body positivity

An enhanced sense of appreciation for and

program, they had adopted a more compassionate

acceptance of the body also prompted several

and forgiving attitude toward themselves when they

participants to adopt a deepened commitment to

occasionally experienced “lapses” in their healthful

caring for the body. This commitment frequently

eating and fitness routines:

took form of a pledge to “treat the body with more

I’m not, I used to get upset with myself about

respect” (P4) by honoring it “as is” without feeling

eating a candy bar, and now…I’m not like as

obliged to change it to align with cultural ideals:

hard on myself…I just try and make sure I’m

I look at myself more like this is the body I’m

doing better the next day. I don’t beat myself

in. ‘Cause I’ve always wanted to be very

up about it, and I’m not like upset with

bony, and I don’t have the structure for

myself….(P5)

that…I’m trying to accept that more…when I

[The body positivity program] kinda helped

look in the mirror…like this is the body that I

me with thinking of things, like you don’t

have, so I need to take care of it…I think

have to be perfect all of the time, like if I

learning in this class…it’s not so much about

didn’t have a good work-out, not to beat

the body you wish you had, it’s the body you

myself up over it. Not to like think negatively,

have and…how well you take care of that…I

but think really positively about what my

don’t think I took very good care of

body can do, and like what it is able to do

myself…so, it’s nice to have a change. (P3)

rather than like, “Oh, well, I could have

For these participants, caring and respecting the

done this.” (P6)

body also frequently encompassed a paradigm shift

For P5 and P6 to demonstrate this kind of mercy

in which they replaced a focus on calories and/or

toward themselves for their occasional “body

weight with an emphasis on eating and fitness for

lapses” represents significant growth; in their pre-

health and wellness:

program interviews, both participants described
rather rigid perspectives on issues of body/weight
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and fitness (e.g., a preoccupation with weight [P5]

continued to express concerns about their bodies, at

or fitness [P6]).

least some also were moving toward the

Flexible Thinking. Analyses also revealed

embracement of a world view in which they saw

that, in their post-program interviews, participants

beauty and value as being embodied in diverse

demonstrated a flexible and multifaceted

forms and as being independent of achieving a

understanding of appearance and beauty, both in

singular cultural ideal.

terms of cultural beauty ideals and in terms of

In addition to understanding the relativistic

themselves and others as subjects (1). For instance,

nature of what is considered beautiful from a

several participants shared a relativistic

cultural perspective, taking part in the body

understanding of beauty that acknowledged how

positivity program also moved many participants to

shared cultural meanings regarding which

expand their own understanding of the concept of

appearances are beautiful are socially constructed,

beauty to include more than their physical

varying across time and place:

appearances – including their “presence” and their

[I: What changes have you noticed in how

guiding beliefs:

you think about cultural ideals of beauty?]

[I’ve come to see that beauty] is not just

I definitely think it's…realizing that every

physical, it’s mentally, the way you

country has its unique idea of beauty.

like…how poised you are, and how you

Like…China and Japan want super, super

stand, how you talk, what you believe in.

pale skin, like huge eyes, and like here, we

(P4)

want like tanner skin, bigger boobs, bigger

We characterized participants’ acknowledgement that

butt…So, realizing that, like especially our

they were “more than” their appearances as the

view on women's bodies right now... the

Multidimensional Self. For P2, the “My Beautiful

ideal image is literally unattainable. Like

Partner” activity – completed during Session 1 of

it's not possible for a woman to actually

the program – was instrumental in supporting the

look like that naturally, and so like

development of the Multidimensional Self:

realizing that you shouldn't believe what

[The body positivity program] made me

society thinks the woman should look like,

realize that I’m more than just what I appear

because…that changes over time, and it’s

to be. I have so much more that I can offer to

always changing…Like you should just

the world just besides my waist size…like

follow what's healthy for you. (P5)

even the first session…I was like, “Wow, this

As echoed in P5’s remarks above, the deepened

is very enlightening.” (P2)

recognition that cultural beauty ideals are dynamic

Central to several participants’ articulation of the

– and, frequently “out of reach” for most “real”

Multidimensional Self was an emphasis upon the

women – positioned some participants to discount

functional aspects of the body, or all of the things

or question these ideals. Thus, although participants

that the body allows one to do and be within the
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larger world, including the body’s creative,

technology (e.g., Photoshop) is frequently used to

expressive, and cognitive capabilities:

digitally manipulate imagery of the female body.

[Now], when I’m by myself, I’m not thinking

Armed with this knowledge, participants launched

about [my physical appearance] as

well-articulated critiques of media representations of

much…Instead…now, I’m thinking more

women, suggesting that they did not align with their

about school, and like how I want to better

first-hand observations of what “real” women look

myself, academically and like, personally.

like. This sense of mismatch in perception – which

I’m trying more to work on myself on the

Condor (37) refers to as “double consciousness” – is

inside. (P3)

reflected in P5’s comments below:

This shift among participants from a critical gaze

I’m definitely a lot more critical when I see

focused upon the evaluation of specific body parts to

media. I’m definitely like looking for

a more forgiving gaze that emphasizes the

Photoshop…for stuff that’s unattainable.

functionality of the body is noteworthy, as in prior

Like, when I see a 50 year old woman…and

work, focusing on what the body can do – rather

she has absolutely no wrinkles, I’m like,

than how it looks – has been linked to positive body

“That’s…not realistic…because I’m getting

image among young adult women (34).

wrinkles!”…We don’t look like what the

Engaged5 Coping. Analyses revealed that,

magazines show us! Like, go outside into the

after taking part in the body positivity program,

world, and you’ll notice that no one

participants described adopting varied engaged

looks…like that. (P5)

coping strategies to proactively manage and

Significantly, several participants further suggested

minimize the psychological effects of their body

that, since participating in the body positivity

image concerns (31,36). For instance, participants

program, they had begun to disengage from making

invoked newly honed media literacy skills – the

social comparisons with media imagery of the body,

focus of Session 2’s program content – in seeking to

largely owing to their recognition that such imagery

cope with body image concerns. Most participants

had been digitally altered and was therefore an

expressed that the media literacy component of the

inappropriate target of comparison:

program was valuable in building or further

I really liked when we…went over the

fortifying their awareness of the ways in which

Photoshop stuff…I wasn’t really super aware
of how prevalent people use Photoshop, and

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
   	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  

like made me realize, like, “Oh, wow, these

5

In prior work, proactive coping, or coping undertaken in
anticipation of a stressful experience (35), has been linked to
flourishing. Here, we characterized the coping strategies
described by participants during their interviews as “engaged”
rather than as “proactive,” because not all of the coping
strategies discussed by participants represented future-oriented
coping. For instance, reframing of a past interpersonal
interaction was not undertaken in advance of the stressful
situation. Like proactive coping, engaged coping does require
the demonstration of initiative, and in this way, could be
considered “proactive” (31,36).

people aren’t even real.”…Like looking
through my social media, like Instagram and
Twitter, I was kind of like, “Hmm, I don’t
know if that’s real or not?” Like, I shouldn’t
be comparing myself to them, because I
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don’t think it’s real. ‘Cause there’s so much

coping strategies – taught within the context of our

Photoshop.” (P6)

program’s third session – to mitigate the impact of

Interestingly, a couple of participants noted that,

negative (real and imagined) body-related feedback

although they still engaged in self-to-model

from others in their lives. The most common coping

comparisons (or at least visually engaged with

strategy participants referenced was the “reframing”

media imagery of models/celebrities) after

of interpersonal exchanges that might otherwise bias

participating in the program, their strengthened

them toward body dissatisfaction (39). Here,

sense of self positioned them to experience such

participants recounted how they invoked reframing

comparisons/viewings in a new way:

to see such interpersonal exchanges “in a new light,”

On Twitter, there’s a lot of models…and

prompting a reconsideration of the intention of other

before, I would really beat myself up about

actors:

it, be like, “I need to look like that.” It would

Over Christmas, [my mom] gave me presents

kind of make me angry at them, or jealous.

that were larger than my normal size, and it

But now, I look at them, and I recognize

like freaked me out! I was like, "Do you think

they’re beautiful…but, I’m not angry at

I've gained weight?" Like, “What?” And, we

them, anymore...Sometimes, I still wish I

talked it out, and it was all good. It was like

looked like them, but then, I realize… “I’m

just a mistake, I guess. But, like I realize that

me.” So, that’s okay…that’s good, too. (P4)

like I still have some small little things that

A handful of participants also offered critical

can like set me off. But like, I'm trying to do

analyses of the social impacts of idealized and

better on that and not like take it as like

sexualized media representations on women:

negative feedback, but just more like it could

The biggest problem is…sexually portraying

be an accident -- it could literally have been

women as bodies…women are trying so hard

an accident. (P5)

to improve their bodies because we think that

Through reframing, then, P5 came to see what she

we’re seen as our bodies rather than as who

might have interpreted as an affront from her mother

we are. (P5)

as an honest mistake on her mother’s part. P5 also

In the above comments, then, P5 questions the very

sought to assuage tense body-related exchanges with

tangible ways in which hegemonic representations

her mother through the adoption of a second coping

of women may compel women to focus on the

strategy taught within our body positivity program –

surfaces of their bodies and to participate in

being more assertive (39). Thus, when P5’s mother

regimens of bodily maintenance in order to meet

“crossed a line” in her discussions about P5’s body,

cultural demands of femininity, a state of play that

P5 confronted her, noting, “You need to stop

P5 clearly found quite problematic (38).

discussing my body.” In the context of this

In their post-program interviews, selected

discussion, P5 was able to share her concerns with

participants also shared how they had adopted
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her mother, with the goal that the two of them could

of others...around the same age as

achieve mutual understanding of the situation.

me…’Cause…when I first came to

Social Support. In their post-program

college, I was like, "Everyone's so thin and

interviews, several participants articulated how their

beautiful,"…but it's nice to like be in a

involvement in the body positivity program had

room where people are like, "Actually, I

prompted varied experiences in which they were

don't feel good about myself either," So…

either the recipients or the providers of social

it helped me…learn that…

support, or those behaviors undertaken to help an

unfortunately…it’s a normal thing, but

individual navigate a stressful experience or reach a

with like the support of others, you can

personal goal (40). The social support received and

kinda help yourself with it. (P3)

shared by participants was affective/emotional in

Participants also sought and received

nature and included expressions of concern, care,

emotional/affective support from sources beyond the

reassurance, sympathy, empathy, and love (41).

context of the body positivity program. For instance,

Many participants were especially grateful

involvement in the program highlighted for some

for the affective/emotional support provided by

participants sources of emotional/affective support

other one another within the context of the body

within their existing social circles:

positivity program. Participants experienced our

In the middle of the program, I realized that

program as a “safe space” where “everyone was

I have a really good support group of friends

respected” and where they could “talk about things

that [sic] told me that…I don’t meet the ideal

[they didn’t] really talk about a lot” (P4). For some

beauty standards, but that I’m still

participants, expressions of empathic concern from

beautiful…And, I started to notice that, as

other program participants were especially

well, with the program. Like, I don’t need to

significant in the journey toward improved body

lose a lot of weight to be a phenomenal

image. Here, support from other program

person. (P2)

participants took the form of normalizing

Some participants noted that the emotional/affective

participants’ bodily concerns. Seemingly, hearing

support of romantic partners during the program

similarly-situated others share their bodily struggles

experience was particularly significant to the

rendered the experience of living with bodily

progress they evidenced in the program; these

concern less stigmatizing:

individuals helped participants to process their

…The number one thing was that…other

experiences in the program. In a couple of cases,

people felt the same way. Because…being

participants also shared that their engagement in the

in a group setting…it helped other people

body positivity program had laid a foundation for

being there and like with the same issues,

the forging of a healthier, more supportive

you know, that they feel about their body.

relationship with family members, particularly

So that was really nice to have the support

parents:
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[The body positivity program] has…opened

program. The most commonly shared suggestion

up a new…relationship with my parents

was to provide even “more space for discussion”

because…they …think…it was like almost

(P3). Thus, dialogue among members – and the

like a phase or something that I was like

ensuing support shared – was perceived as a “strong

really self-conscious…Then, when I told

aspect that could be elaborated upon” (P6). Another

them, “I'm doing…this study at school and

suggestion was to further expand the multicultural

it's like for body positivity.” They

focus of the program, particularly in relation to

were…like, "Oh…why do you need that?”

discussion around what it means to be beautiful. P6

And, I was like, "Oh, I still feel this way."

mentioned that this was especially relevant owing to

And, so…it's…opened up a new dialogue

the racial/ethnic diversity of the participants,

for my parents, so I think we like have a

themselves. Finally, P5 proposed that the program

better relationship because…my dad used

content more openly tackle the complexities and

to…tease me…I grew up kind of chunky and

difficulties inherent in moving along the path toward

so [he’s] like called me,

improved body image:

“Chunks”…And…now he like doesn't say

[Include] more about…the thoughts that

that after…I told him I was in this…So

you have and how to stop just those

that's good. I mean, it's opening up a new

thoughts or like...what happens when you

dialogue…they're definitely gonna ask me

have negative thoughts and like how to just

about it when I go home…which will be

boost yourself up without like making it

good…I can tell them I'm healthier now and

superficial. ‘Cause like…all the little

trying to better myself, so. (P3)

posters that [say], “You're beautiful.”

Participants’ recognition of these readily accessible

Sometimes those just feel stupid since like I

sources of support and acceptance is significant, as

don't need to hear that, like I don't feel

in prior work, support and unqualified acceptance by

good, I don't want to hear like, ”'Oh, you're

others have been found to promote (and develop

beautiful just the way you are,” cause

from) positive body image (1,8).

sometimes it just like makes me angry
instead. (P5)

Recommendations for Future Offerings of the Body
Positivity Program.

Conclusions

Although, as noted, all participants shared
that they were grateful for the opportunity to
participate in the body positivity program and
perceived that they had benefitted from their
engagement in the program, several participants also
made recommendations for further strengthening the

This work represents a beginning effort to
develop, pilot, and evaluate a body positivity
program grounded in positive psychology and
related empirical work on the concept of positive
body image. Although most participants in our
sample acknowledged that engagement in the body
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positivity program did not wholly mend their body

concern when they did arise. Here, participants

image concerns and anxieties, all participants

“filtered information in a body-positive manner” as

perceived that, through their involvement in the

they applied media literacy skills and reframed

program, they had come to embrace a more positive

interpersonal interactions, coming to feel more

body image6. This perception of strengthened body

accepted in and positive about their social

image was born out within participants’ post-

relationships (1,42). Thus, in various ways,

program accounts, where they described experiences

participants perceived that engagement in the body

echoing features of flourishing and positive body

positivity program positioned them to better accept

image that parallel characterizations of these

and honor their bodies while at the same time

concepts in existing work. For instance, according to

fortifying them to withstand diverse risk factors for

their accounts, participation in the body positivity

negative body image, including their own critical

program moved participants to demonstrate

judgments of the self, unrealistic media

acceptance, compassion, and care toward their

representations, and negatively-charged

bodies and selves; to embrace a complex,

interpersonal interactions. To this extent, findings

multidimensional, and flexible understanding of

from this work provide some preliminary evidence

beauty; and to reinforce their understanding that

that our body positivity program grounded in the

cultural beauty ideals are not “natural” or “given,”

tenets of positive psychology may be helpful in

but rather, are socially constructed. In comparing

moving early adult college women with body image

these participant experiences to how positive body

concerns toward positive body image.

image has been characterized in prior work, there

In considering future offerings of the body

are noticeable intersections with concepts of body

positivity program, it will be important to integrate

appreciation, body acceptance and love, a broad

participants’ suggestions for strengthening the

conceptualization of beauty, inner positivity, flexible

program. Perhaps the most challenging of these

thinking, and self-compassion (1,9-11,42) – themes

suggestions is to address P5’s counsel that we

that were interwoven into the program content.

ensure that the program’s content tackles broader

Notably, participants also described how the

issues that complicate women’s movement toward

program helped them to develop skills (e.g., various

body acceptance and love, and ultimately, the

engaged coping skills) and/or to recognize and

achievement of body positivity. Key here may be

appreciate resources (e.g., sources of social support)

addition of an activism/social change component to

that could assist them in managing feelings of bodily

the program (18). Such a component could
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This is consistent with the proposition that negative and
positive body image are independent of one another and can
coexist as well as the idea that positive body image does not
imply strong satisfaction with all aspects of one’s appearance
(1,8,42).

emphasize that, although assisting women to cope
with various aspects of their social environment may
be helpful in strengthening body image, the most
enduring change may come about by prompting
shifts in the social environment such that a broader
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range of bodily sizes, shapes, and appearances come

whether individuals of different racial/ethnic

to be valued and accepted (18). Although, there has

backgrounds may respond in different ways to the

been some positive movement in this direction in

content of our body positivity program.

recent years (43), our participants’ pre-program
accounts suggested that they still felt quite stifled by
contemporary Western beauty ideals and norms.
Through their consumer power, however, women
may have the potential to play a critical role in
prompting future changes in cultural representations
of women’s bodies (18). The key, then, is helping
women to be empowered and to find a way to
mobilize this potential.
Findings from the present analysis lend a
richness of understanding as to how early adult
college women struggling with body dissatisfaction
benefitted from participation in the body positivity
program. In the future, it will be important to build
upon this exploratory analysis. For instance, the
present work focused upon short-term outcomes for
participants in the 8-week body positivity program.
Thus, in the future, it will be critical to assess
whether the benefits discovered in the present work
are sustained long-term. Also of interest will be
whether these benefits are experienced among other
populations who grapple with body image concerns,
such as adolescents, bariatric patients, and members
of the LGBTQIA+ population. With each offering of
the body positivity program, it will be important to
tailor the program content for the given target
population. Finally, replicating the present program
offering and evaluation with a larger and more
racially/ethnically diverse sample would be
valuable. Although the current sample was
somewhat racially/ethnically diverse, the small
sample size did not afford a deep understanding of
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