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The effects of body shaming and its links to mental health
The nature of this essay provides a critical review of the chosen research topic body shaming. The topic is considered, given the current issues faced by individuals daily, such as negative comments, verbal abuse and ridicule regarding their appearance. Social Media platforms play a significant role in the rise of body shaming and as such, individuals of non-celebrity and celebrity status are affected (NEDA, 2016). Body shaming is not selective, it targets all age groups and genders, highlighting the need for research in what is a developing health issue. The impact body shaming has on an individual can result in health problems including mental and physical disorders, and as such the issue correlates to the United Nations Global Goal #3 of promoting good health and well-being and the World Health Organisation (WHO) policy on health and well-being (UN, 2017; WHO, 2017) and has scope for inclusion under theses policies. The concept of body shaming is one that is negative in its nature, therefore the thought process moves to how, as a society steps can be taken to prevent further issues arising through its actions. Throughout this review, an understanding of the impact body shaming has on individuals shall be identified, highlighting the many ways in which it effects individuals, and the correlation between body shaming, physical and mental health.

In the wake of social change, society appears to over-look the perfect physical appearance for comment. Instead, there is an increasing development of either negative comments on others’ bodies or consistent offerings of advice about how to hide faults and imperfections. Such advice is given whilst not knowing the impact it has on those it is bestowed upon and can be identified as body shaming (Webb, Fiery and Jafari, 2016). The act of body shaming is described as the practice of mocking or humiliating individuals through negative comments on their body image, such as size and shape (Vargas, 2015). People give themselves the right to comment on others’ appearance without hesitation or thought which in turn, could lead to negative outcomes for those targeted. To better comprehend why body shaming occurs, an understanding of body image and how one views themselves and others has precedence. The term body image (Tylka, 2015 ), is used to define the mental image a person develops concerning his or her body built on both pleasurable and un-pleasurable concepts.

It comprehends how one feels regarding their body concerning matters such as weight, height and shape. Generalizations, memories and assumptions signal ideas and beliefs of how one should appear, created through influences such as media, peers, and family (Tiggemann, 2015). External factors have a significant role on body image however, and how one feels within their body has relevancy too. A negative body image mindset can create individuals who view themselves in a distorted perception of one’s actual shape. Individuals can develop feelings of shame and anxiety, feeling self-conscious of their appearance as well as developing an uncomfortable and awkward inner well-being (Adams et al., 2017 ). The concept of body image can create an opportunity for scrutiny which could then lead to the development and actions of body shaming.

Research in to body image, identifies the preferred appearance amongst society today as one that has beauty without flaws and most of all, a slim not overweight physique (Glauert, 2009; Rysst et al., 2010; Ahern et al., 2011). This preferred appearance can have a significant impact on how individuals view themselves and others, as highlighted in research carried out by (Dove, 2016). More than 10,000 women from around the globe took part in what is the largest study of its nature on the way women feel and view themselves and their bodies. The results showed that 9 in 10 women avoid special occasions with family and friends and change their eating habits based on how they felt about their bodies. Social media played a negative role with up to 60% of women saying that media created pressures for them to look a certain way, 70% of women said social media created unrealistic and often unattainable standards of beauty, the study also highlighted that 70% of women wanted the media to do more in portraying women of diverse physical attractiveness. Doves marketing campaigns have looked to use real women rather than models to promote their products and has a policy that does not allow airbrushing of its images. To promote self-esteem further, the brand launched the ‘Dove Self-Esteem Project’ in 2004, positively impacting lives globally through self-esteem education and training. While this is a positive step from a global marketing company, there are still significant issues around body image and body shaming through media platforms. 


Television, magazines, the internet. All are media platforms in which image is viewed constantly. As discussed previously the public believe the media create unrealistic image ideals using editing and airbrushing tools when promoting individuals such as those of celebrity status. However, it becomes apparent that these images are falsely portrayed when such individuals are seen through media platforms without the professional editing additions applied (Kretz, 2011; Donovan, 2012). This un-edited image then creates an opportunity for body shaming. Several high-profile celebrities have suffered body shaming abuse. The singers Kelly Clarkson, Rhianna, and Demi Levato along with actors Rebel Wilson, Amy Schumer and Melissa McCarthy have all been subject to body shaming through social media (CNN, 2017). Their incidents detail accounts of abuse concerning their weight, ridiculing their size and lack of effort to maintain what is idealised as the preferred body image. It seems the very platform that succeeds to promote them also gives access to those who would seek to shame them. Magazines with gossip columns share images that mock and humiliate celebrities who may have cellulite on show whilst on holiday or without make-up when they are out shopping. Research (McDonall, 2016) shows in one month, just over 12% of a magazines content specifically criticised or praised the appearance of celebrities. Whilst the magazine discussed both genders, females were subject to more scrutiny than males, with underweight women also being scrutinized, men who were overweight were criticised, whilst the representation of non-white subjects was found to be lacking. Further research supports this evidence (Engeln-Maddox, 2006; Ferguson, C., Winegard, B and Winegard, B, 2011) The public want to see the real person behind the celebrity however, when it is reported in such a negative way, it can only promote the opportunity for body shaming further.
 
Television over the years has also played a role in the development of body shaming (Greenberg et al., 2003; Saluja and Karan, 2016). Actors play many different roles given the diverse nature of characters created. Some actors are cast typed in roles, in this situation, shape and size can be used as a mocking tool when creating characters for television programming. Characters of an overweight nature are often the subject of humour with programmes such as Little Britain, (2003) creating characters such as Marjorie Dawes, a weight loss consultant who runs a support group for overweight and obese individuals. In the show the character who herself is overweight, mocks the participants of the group consistently for being overweight. 
The scenes show the participants in a light that is often humiliating and creates feelings of self-loathing and shame from the individuals for being overweight. Research from (Myers and Rosen, 1999) indicates that when overweight people are subjected to criticism surrounding their image and weight, this has a negative impact that not only creates low self esteem and depression but can increase the likelihood of the individuals weight to increase. Further and more recent research from (Murakami and Latner, 2015; Murakami and Latner, 2015; Shentow-Bewsh, Keating and Mills, 2015) supports this. Other shows such as Newzoids (2015), My Mad Fat Diary (2013) and Fat Friends (2000) all have characters where their weight is the key aspect of the role they play. These roles are seen to stereotype overweight individuals as people who eat too much, are lazy, never exercise and are desperate to be loved. A study conducted by Greenberg et al. (2003) showed that overweight male and female characters were less likely to be in televison roles compared to their normal weight counterparts. The study also highlighted that when portrayed in the roles, characters were less likely to be seen as atractive or linked in romances and often seen eating. Similar research from (Bessenhoff and Sherman, 2000; Greenberg, 2003) supports this steroptyping factor. The portrayal of such characters in this stereotypical way can be a way of making body shaming the norm. With the platform for media growing rapidly, it is easy to see how negative body image ideals can create a world where body shaming becomes part of everyday activity. The media inundates people with a tsunami of body images that are deemed as ideal or perfect, leaving opportunity for dismissive and disparaging comments to take place. 

Throughout this review the topic of body shaming has highlighted a particular target group for criticism. That group includes those who are overweight or obese. The term used for this specific form of criticism around body image is fat shaming. Individuals who are seen as overweight are often fat shamed through harrasment and critisism of their weight and eating habits, encouraging feelings of self shame. This form of shaming is thought to make the individual want to exercise more, eat less or change eating habits and eventually lose weight. Research however, shows this has an opposite action (Sutin and Terracciano, 2013; Jackson, Beeken and Wardle, 2014; Jackson and Steptoe, 2017). The consequences of such actions for the intended and the impact on social, mental and physical health for the individuals highlights that in no way is this helpful or constructive and the evidence supporting such consequences is developing and will be discussed further. 
Emerging research (Lapidot-Lefler and Barak, 2012; Anderson, Bresnahan and Musatics  2014; Chou, Prestin and Kunath, 2014) indicates that the majority of discussions on social media platforms such as Facebook and Twitter are based around fat shaming. Women are the more likely candidate for abuse often suffering harrasment and cyberbullying about their weight. Individuals who are discriminated against develop feeling of discontent leading to stress, overweight people have been shown to eat more and gain more weight through stress when discriminated against (Brewis, 2014; Tomiyama, 2014). In a study from (Schvey, Puhl, and Brownell, 2011) 73 overweight women ate almost three times the amount of calories when exposed to weight stigmtizing videos compared to overweight women who watched non stigmatizing material. A further study carried out by Major et al (2014) showed that overweight women ate more and felt less in control of their eating when exposed to weight stigmatising information compared to their normal weight counterparts. This evidence is supported further by (Puhl and Heuer, 2010; Tomiyama, 2014; Puhl and Suh, 2015) highlighting that in no circumstance is fat shaming a positive criticism. Often, it only causes overweight people to increase their size through consumption as a result of stress. The risk of obesity and weight gain  through discrimination is a concerning one and as such, research in this area is a continual development. A study from (Sutin and Terracciano, 2013) suggests that obese individuals who experienced weight discirimination were three times more likely to increase weight issues in the following years. The study also found that non obese people facing weight discrimination were also at risk of weight gain. Evidently, this research highlights that fat shaming is not a predictor of weight loss nor does it motivate those targeted to lose weight.







The effects of fat shaming and its and its cause for harm have an impact on more than just weight gain. Individuals may experience a number of health issues which include eating disorders, depression and low self-esteem (Carr and Friedman, 2005; Sutin, et al., 2015). There is evidence to suggest that fat shaming increses the risk of recipients developing eating disorders such as binge eating disorder (Levitt, 2004). Further research (Tomiyama, 2014) suggests that there is a link between weight stigma and weight gain through eating more due to stress as discussed previously, the research also highlights that individuals are in a cycle of weight gain, induced through weight discrimination and shame that is hard to break. Fat shaming is also linked to increased mental health issues such as depression, research (Sjöberg, Nilsson and Leppert, 2005) shows that those discriminated against due to their weight are at risk of depression and other mental health issues. The findings suggest that weight stigma and fat shaming also reduces self esteem, inhibiting the well-being of the individual. The evidence found from this research suggests that fat shaming is both physically and psycholigically damaging.

There are a number of studies which further highlight the increased risk of depression in regard to weight discrimination. In a study conducted by (Hatzenbuehler, Keyes and Hasin,  2009) results indicated that individuals on the receiving end of weight discrimination were almost three times more likely to form depression, with further evidence from (Papadopoulos and Brennan 2015; Spahlholz et al, 2016) to support this. The likelihood of depression amongst those who are overweight is very common, especially in those who are extremely obese as shown in research from (Luppino et al., 2010; Preiss, Brennan, and Clarke, 2013). Individuals who are overweight or obese and have depression may be at higher risk of suicide (Mather et al., 2009; Klinitzke et al., 2013). One study from Wagner et al. (2013) indicated that those who were extemely obese had a risk of suicidal behaviour 21 times higher than their counterparts and were 12 times more likely to attempt suicide. The negative impact associated with weight stigma, in particular fat shaming, could as identified in this research, increase weight gain and possibly increase the risk of depression and its links to suicide. 



Whilst the understanding that being over weight can cause health issues such as type 2 diabetes, stroke, heart condidtions, muscle and joint problems (WHO, 2013), being overweight or obese is increasing on a global scale (WHO, 2011). The risk from such health issues can increase from going just slightly overweight. A poor diet and high BMI are an indicator that weight is an issue (Nuttall, 2015). The reduction of obesity and its effects should be a top government priority given the health issues imposed however, campaigns to create awareness about obesity have not always been helpful and have been seen to encourage body/fat shaming. One particular campaign (LiveLighter, 2017) where an image of someone grabbing fat around their middle area, came under fire as it was seen as fat shaming, intended to shock and disgust the veiwer and create feelings of shame. 

As discussed previously, the method of highlighting a persons weight and the risks to their health only increases their risk of physical and mental health. Some campaigns however, are having a positive impact on promoting healthy body image, tackling the negative responses that body/fat shaming encourages. Several social media campaigns such as The Fatkini Movement (Ospina, 2014) where women of an overweight nature post pictures with the hashtag #fatkini, and Lose Hate Not Weight (Tovar, 2017). This campaign was set up by activist against body shaming Vergi Tovar to promote a healthier body image and create a forum where individuals under discrimination can communicate and get support from others in their situation. All have a positive outcome against the act of shaming based on appearance. It is not yet illegal to discriminate against an individual based on their weight as it is not a protected class such as gender, disibility or religion however, research into support for potential laws to prohibit weight-based discrimination identify strong public support for such laws to be brought forward (Puhl et al., 2015; Hilbert et al., 2017). 

The impact body shaming has on society is highlighted as a negative one and critisism, stigmatisation and harrasment through any means should be stopped. Creating an issue where mocking ones appearance causes health problems is not acceptable. Individuals should not be made to feel bad about themselves regardless of identified health risks. Such health risks are a concern however, and steps should be taken to address them without discriminating against body image. For the benefit of public and individual health, discussing the impact being overweight has, and the health consequences of body shaming are important. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Professionals and the public need to show understanding and compassion when addressing such problems. These mesures can be conducted through aknowledgement that being healthy is more than about weight. Furthermore, weight, body image and shaming issues can and do affect health. The key point to discuss alonside such factors should be, that there are many features that impact human behaviour. Factors such as age, gender, mental health, sense of ability and motivation all play a part in how people eat or whether exercise is part of daily life. These factors also also define how individuals appear to others and themselves which in turn impacts body image. To create a society where body image is diverse and identifies all races, gender, size, shape and abilities, public perceptions on what is a normal or healthy body image need to be promoted, wehther that promotion is through media campaigns, social media platforms, education or home life, a different message from the one that is portrayed in society now is needed. The need for laws to protect those at risk of body shaming are needed if there is to be a prevention on physical and mental health issues escalating. As discussed, the research into the effects of body shaming is vast and is continuously developing, hopefully indicating that there is an issue around body shaming and that more needs to be done to combat its effects.
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