
74 OVERCOMING BODY IMAGE PROBLEMS

more preoccupied with how you look, creating a further vicious
circle. Anything that improves your mood and decreases other
stresses is likely to improve your body image. 

EXERCISE 4.7: THE EFFECT OF YOUR MOOD ON
YOUR BODY IMAGE

Completing the following statements will help you assess the
effect of your mood on your body image.

I feel 

When (in what context)? 

The unintended consequences of such feelings on my pre-
occupation with my feature(s) are:
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The unintended consequences of such feelings on others are: 

Thought suppression 

Many people with body image problems experience negative
thoughts, images, or doubts relating to their appearance. One
way of coping is to try to push them out of your mind or to
suppress them. Unfortunately, the main effect of suppressing
intrusive thoughts is to increase the frequency of the upsetting
thoughts and make the person feel worse. This is quite normal,
since your brain will keep putting them back into your mind
while it is trying to sort them out. 

To understand how trying not to think of something increases
rather than decreases its intrusiveness, try the following exper-
iment. Close your eyes and try really hard not to think of a pink
elephant. For a minute, try and push any image of a pink elephant
out of your mind. Every time you think of a pink elephant, try
to get rid of it from your mind.

What did you notice? Most people find that, when told not
to think of a pink elephant, all they can think of is a pink elephant.
Understanding this apparent paradox is the key to understanding
and overcoming a body image problem. Many people with this
problem are caught in the trap of trying too hard to rid them-
selves of thoughts and doubts, and in fact this brings about the
very opposite of what they want. 

What keeps a body image problem going? 75
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