
of car. Suddenly it seems as if there are many more of that type
of car on the roads. If you were to concentrate now on how
your big toes feel, after a minute or so you might start to feel
a sensation that you were not aware of before. A person with
a spider phobia will notice a spider in a room far more readily
than someone without that kind of fear. 

People with body image problems are a lot more aware of
a feature (or any changes that occur in their appearance) than
someone without a body image problem. This ‘attentional bias’
is a result of their over-concern about their appearance, and
also contributes to its maintenance, since their personal world
can seem flooded with information about the importance of
appearance, reinforcing their own sense of the exaggerated
importance of appearance. If you have experienced this, you
will know that, because your own fears are related to threats
about certain features, you are very likely to want to focus on
those features. In this way, a vicious circle is set up, whereby
the more preoccupied you are with your features, the more
you focus your attention on them, further fuelling your preoc-
cupation and so on. We discuss how to overcome self-focused
attention in Chapter 6.  

EXERCISE 4.5: WHAT DO YOU ‘OVER-NOTICE’?

Take a moment to consider the past day or past week, and
complete the following statements. Try to identify the things about
yourself that you tend to notice too much. (These are things that
your imaginary twin without a body image problem would hardly
notice, if at all.)

I’m over-aware of: _____________________________________
_____________________________________________________
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The unintended consequences, for myself, of being over-aware
of certain features are: 
______________________________________________________
______________________________________________________
______________________________________________________

The unintended consequences, for others, of my being over-
aware of certain features are: 
______________________________________________________
______________________________________________________
______________________________________________________

To tackle this aspect of a body image problem, start by recog-
nizing that biased attention will very probably lead to biased
conclusions. For example, if you constantly monitor your feature,
you are more likely to rate it as ugly. Once you recognize this,
you can correct for this bias in your mind.

Imagine riding a bicycle that tends to veer to the right
when you point the handlebars straight ahead. What would
you do to make the bicycle go straight? You would correct
for the bias by steering slightly towards the left. You can do
exactly the same in your mind. So, if you tend to over-assume
ugliness, you can correct your thinking by deliberately
assuming that most people, most of the time, do not hold the
same view as you and do not notice what you are aware of. 

However, it is also important to realize that trying not to
notice something, in an attempt to correct this bias, is doomed
to failure. This is because it is impossible not to think of some-
thing – by telling yourself not to think of something, you
inevitably focus your thoughts on that very thing! However,
later on we will be teaching you how to practise being absorbed
in your surroundings, rather than your own thoughts. 
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