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Understanding Body Image and
Self-Perception
Body image, self-perception and eating-disorder recovery

Body image is not simply what you see in a mirror. It includes the thoughts, emotions,
memories and expectations attached to your body - and it can shift from one hour to the
next.

What may be happening
• Body image has perceptual, emotional, cognitive and behavioural parts.

• A difficult body-image day is an experience, not an objective verdict about your appearance.

• Eating-disorder thoughts can narrow attention towards perceived flaws and make neutral sensations
feel threatening.

You do not have to love every part of your body to begin treating yourself
with dignity.

A gentle reminder
Body-image distress can feel convincing and urgent. You do not need to solve your relationship with
your body in one moment. The next helpful step may simply be to pause, reduce checking or
comparison, eat according to your support plan, and tell someone that the thoughts are loud today.

Ways to respond with care

Try these small steps
• Name the feeling before judging the body: anxious, exposed, tired, full, lonely or overwhelmed.

• Ask: “What happened just before my body thoughts became louder?”

• Move from appearance to experience: “My body is carrying me through a difficult moment.”

A short reflection
What triggered me? Think about the situation, conversation, image, sensation or emotion that came
first.

What did the eating-disorder voice ask me to do? Name the urge without automatically following it.

What would protect my recovery? Choose one small action involving nourishment, rest, connection,
boundaries or professional support.
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Words you can borrow
• “You do not have to love every part of your body to begin treating yourself with dignity.”

• “A thought is not an instruction.”

• “My body deserves care even when my feelings are difficult.”

Use this resource alongside care
This guide is supportive information, not a diagnosis or a replacement for individual medical, nutritional
or psychological care. Eating disorders can affect people at any body size and can become medically
serious. If you are worried about your eating, compensatory behaviours or physical symptoms, contact
your GP or eating-disorder team as soon as possible.

Support and next steps
You deserve support before things become “bad enough”. A GP can ask about eating and wellbeing,
check physical health and refer to a specialist service when appropriate. You can take someone you
trust to the appointment.

Seek urgent medical help now if you are
• fainting or close to fainting, confused, extremely weak or unable to stay awake

• experiencing chest pain, breathing difficulty, a very fast or irregular heartbeat

• unable to keep fluids down, severely dehydrated, or feeling at immediate risk

• thinking you may harm yourself or cannot keep yourself safe

In an emergency, call 999 or go to A&E.; For urgent mental-health help in England, call NHS 111 and
select the mental-health option. Beat offers UK eating-disorder information and support; its helpline is
0808 801 0677. Availability can change, so check the organisation’s website.

Trusted information
NHS: Eating disorders overview -
www.nhs.uk/mental-health/feelings-symptoms-behaviours/behaviours/eating-disorders/overview/
NICE guideline NG69: Eating disorders - recognition and treatment - www.nice.org.uk/guidance/ng69
Beat: www.beateatingdisorders.org.uk

Until next time, give yourself space to breathe.

Maggie Learoyd
Space to Breathe Therapy


