THE COMPASSIONATE COMPANION SERIES

Photographs,
Mirrors and
Difficult

Body-Image Days

A gentler way to meet the moments
when seeing yourself feels difficult.

Thoughtful guidance, practical support and private reflection for

anyone struggling with body image.

SPACE TO BREATHE THERAPY

SPACE TO BREATHE THERAPY / SUPPORT HUB

01



A PLACE TO BEGIN

You are more than
the image you see.

Some days, a reflection or photograph can seem to take over everything. You may find

yourself checking, comparing, hiding, seeking reassurance or wishing you could
disappear from view. The pain can be very real, even when other people do not

understand it.

This book is not asking you to love your appearance, or to look in a mirror until you
feel comfortable. It offers space to understand what happens, respond with care and

begin to loosen the hold that appearance-related worry can have on your day.

A THOUGHT TO TAKE WITH YOU

“I can feel uncomfortable about my appearance and still deserve

kindness, rest, food, connection and a meaningful life.”

Use the chapters in any order. Skip exercises that feel overwhelming. For persistent or severe distress, a

qualified professional can help you make a personalised plan.
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UNDERSTANDING BODY DYSMORPHIA

CHAPTER 01

Understanding body dysmorphia

Body dysmorphic disorder is more than everyday dissatisfaction with appearance. It involvée
persistent preoccupation with perceived appearance flaws, often alongside repetitive behaviours

or mental rituals.

Someone may spend significant time checking mirrors, seeking reassurance, comparing
themselves with others, changing their appearance, hiding certain features or avoiding situations
where they might be seen. The focus can be on any part of the body. Distress and disruption to
daily life are important features of BDD.

Not everyone who struggles with body image has BDD. Body-image distress can also occur with
eating disorders, depression, anxiety, trauma, disability, visible differences and difficult
experiences of criticism or bullying. A qualified professional can help work out what is happening

without reducing your experience to a label.

Why reassurance may not last Being told that you look fine can feel soothing for a few minutes.
But if your brain learns that it needs repeated confirmation before you can cope, the urge to ask
again may return stronger. The aim is not to stop accepting kindness; it is to gradually build

confidence that uncertainty and discomfort can be tolerated without endless checking.

What effective help can look like Cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT) adapted for BDD, often
including carefully planned exposure and response prevention, is an evidence-based treatment.
Depending on symptoms and clinical assessment, medication such as an SSRI may also be
considered. Exposure work is best tailored with a suitably trained professional, especially when
distress is intense.

You are not required to prove that your concerns are “bad enough” before asking for help.
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THE MIRROR AND THE CHECKING CYCLE

CHAPTER 02

The mirror and the checking cycle

A mirror can become a place to seek certainty. You might look closely, change lighting, com

angles, avoid mirrors entirely, or return again and again hoping to feel better.

Checking may offer short-term relief, but it can also make appearance feel increasingly important
and dangerous. Avoidance can work in a similar way: it brings immediate relief while leaving the

fear untested. Both are understandable attempts to manage discomfort.

Notice your own pattern Trigger: You catch your reflection in a shop window. Thought:
“Everyone must notice what | notice.” Feeling: Shame, panic or dread. Urge: Check another
mirror, adjust clothing or ask for reassurance. Short-term result: A moment of relief. Longer-term

result: More doubt and stronger urges next time.

A kinder experiment Choose a small, manageable situation. You might use a mirror for a practical
purpose, such as checking whether your face is clean, and then leave without inspecting
individual features. Decide the practical task before you begin. If the urge to return appears,

name it, breathe slowly and redirect attention to your next activity.

The goal is not to force yourself to feel attractive. It is to practise letting a feeling exist without
allowing it to take over your day. If this feels overwhelming, discuss a graded approach with a
therapist rather than pushing through alone.

A mirror can be a tool for daily living. It does not have to become a courtroom.
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PHOTOGRAPHS AND UNEXPECTED IMAGES

CHAPTER 03

Photographs and unexpected images

Photographs can feel especially difficult because they freeze one moment and invite repea
inspection. A single image may become something you zoom into, crop, compare or revisit for

hours.

A photograph is affected by lens, distance, angle, lighting, movement, timing and perspective.
More importantly, it is not a measure of your worth, relationships or the meaning of the

occasion. Yet it can be tempting to let one image rewrite the memory of an entire day.

Before a photograph Ask yourself what matters about the moment: being with friends, marking a
birthday, sharing a meal, enjoying a place. If you choose to be photographed, agree with yourself
that participation matters more than controlling every image. You may also choose not to be

photographed; choice and consent remain important.

After a photograph Notice the first urge. Do you want to zoom in, compare it with an older
picture, demand deletion or ask several people what they think? You could try putting the
photograph away for a while and returning to the event itself. Write down one memory that has

nothing to do with appearance.

When someone shares an image without asking It is reasonable to communicate boundaries
around tagging or posting. You can request that an image be removed without having to explain
every detail of your body-image struggle. A boundary is different from allowing fear to dictate

every interaction; finding that balance may take time.

The photograph is one record of a moment. It is not the whole moment, and it is not the whole of

you.
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COMPARISON, CAMERAS AND SOCIAL MEDIA

CHAPTER 04

Comparison, cameras and social medi

Comparison can happen almost automatically. A feed, a video call or an advertisement may

you suddenly conscious of features you had not been thinking about minutes earlier.

Online images may be selected, posed, edited, filtered or shaped by professional lighting. Even
when they are not altered, they show a narrow slice of another person’s life. Comparing your
ordinary, moving, three-dimensional self with a carefully chosen image is rarely a fair

comparison.

Make your digital environment less demanding Consider muting accounts that consistently
trigger distress, limiting appearance-focused browsing and following people who share interests
beyond looks. Pay attention to whether a camera preview makes it harder to concentrate during

calls. If your platform allows it, hiding self-view may be a useful practical adjustment.

A three-question check-in After scrolling, ask: “How do | feel in my body?”, “What am | being
encouraged to compare?” and “What would | rather give my attention to?” You do not have to
quit social media to use it more deliberately. Small changes in what you see, when you scroll and

what you do afterwards can matter.

Your attention is valuable. You are allowed to spend it on something other than monitoring your

appearance.

SPACE TO BREATHE THERAPY / SUPPORT HUB 06



THOUGHTS THAT SOUND LIKE FACTS

CHAPTER 05

Thoughts that sound like facts

Body-image thoughts often arrive in absolute language: “Everyone is staring”, “I cannot go
looking like this”, or “If | looked different, | would finally be happy.”

These thoughts may feel convincing because they come with strong emotions. But emotional
intensity does not establish accuracy. Rather than arguing with yourself about whether you look

good or bad, try looking at what the thought is asking you to do.

From judgement to observation Judgement: “I look disgusting.” Observation: “I noticed my
appearance and felt a wave of disgust.” Supportive response: “This is painful. | can be gentle with
myself and continue with what matters.”

Judgement: “Everyone will notice.” Observation: “| am predicting what other people are
thinking.” Supportive response: “| cannot know what others notice. | can choose how | want to
take part.”

A values-based question Instead of asking, “How can | make this feeling disappear?”, ask, “What
would | do next if | did not need to settle this thought first?” The answer might be sending a

message, going for a walk, finishing work, resting or meeting someone you care about.

You can disagree with a thought without having to win an argument against it.

SPACE TO BREATHE THERAPY / SUPPORT HUB 07



GETTING THROUGH A DIFFICULT BODY-IMAGE

CHAPTER 06

Getting through a difficult body-imag

day Some days, the distress arrives before you have even started. On those days, a complic

routine may be too much. A small, realistic plan can help you move through the next hour.

A five-part support plan 1. Name it. “This is a difficult body-image day.” Avoid turning the feeling
into a description of your body. 2. Reduce fuel. Step away from repeated mirror checks, photo
comparisons or appearance-focused searches where possible. 3. Regulate gently. Feel your feet
on the floor, notice the support of your chair, or take a slow breath without forcing relaxation. 4.
Meet a basic need. Eat regularly as appropriate, drink something, take prescribed medication,
rest or change into comfortable clothes. 5. Reconnect. Choose one small action connected to
your life, not your appearance.

If the feeling becomes overwhelming Contact a trusted person and say what kind of support
would help: company, a distraction, a short walk, or help arranging professional care. If you feel

unsafe or at risk of harming yourself, seek urgent help. In the UK, call 999 for immediate danger,

NHS 111 for urgent advice, or Samaritans on 116 123 for emotional support.

A difficult day does not erase the progress you have made on other days.
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CLOTHING, COMFORT AND DAILY ROUTINES

CHAPTER 07

Clothing, comfort and daily routines

Clothes can become another place where body-image distress shows up. You may change o
repeatedly, avoid certain fabrics, hide in oversized clothing or feel unable to leave until
everything feels exactly right.

Comfort is a legitimate need. Choosing clothing that fits your body and feels manageable is not a
failure. At the same time, notice whether getting dressed has become a long ritual of checking,
adjusting or seeking reassurance. Practical comfort and compulsive certainty-seeking are not the
same thing.

Create a less stressful morning Consider preparing a few comfortable options in advance,
allowing a realistic amount of time to dress and choosing clothes according to the activity ahead.
If you catch yourself repeating the same inspection, try moving attention towards the purpose of

your day. You might ask, “Can | move, breathe and do what | need to do in this?”

Body neutrality Body neutrality means you do not have to feel positive about every part of your
body. You can acknowledge that your body helps you experience the world, while recognising
that bodies also experience pain, disability, illness and limitations. There is no need to force
gratitude. A neutral statement such as “My body deserves comfort and care” may feel more

believable than an affirmation about loving your appearance.
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RELATIONSHIPS AND ASKING FOR SUPPORT

CHAPTER 08

Relationships and asking for support

People who care about you may not know how to respond. Some offer repeated reassurance;

others say “just stop worrying”, which can leave you feeling misunderstood.

It can help to explain that the distress is not a request for compliments. You may be looking for
help to resist a checking ritual, remain connected to an activity or tolerate uncertainty without
feeling alone.

Words you could use “I am having a difficult body-image day. | do not need you to tell me
whether | look okay. Could you sit with me for a little while and help me focus on something

else?”

“l am trying not to keep checking photographs. If | ask you repeatedly what | look like, please
gently remind me of the plan we made.”

“l am finding it hard to go out. | would appreciate company, and | do not want the conversation

to centre on my appearance.”

For family and friends Listen without minimising the distress. Avoid debating whether a
perceived flaw is real, and try not to become involved in repetitive checking or reassurance
rituals. Encourage professional support when symptoms are persistent or disruptive. Ask the

person what helps them feel respected, not scrutinised.

Support is not about convincing someone that they are beautiful. It is about helping them feel

less alone and more able to live.
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YOUR PERSONAL REFLECTION PAGES

CHAPTER 09

Y our personal reflection pages

You can return to these prompts whenever you need them. You do not have to answer eve
qguestion, and there is no correct way to respond.

A moment | found difficult What happened? What did | notice in my thoughts, feelings and
urges? What did | need in that moment?

The checking or avoidance pattern What did | feel pulled to do? Did it help briefly? What
happened afterwards?

One gentle alternative What is a small response | could try next time that would support my
wellbeing rather than feed the cycle?

Something | want my life to include Which relationships, interests, responsibilities or experiences
matter to me beyond appearance?

A sentence for difficult days Write a compassionate, believable sentence that you could return to
when the inner critic becomes loud.
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WHEN TO SEEK ADDITIONAL HELP

CHAPTER 10

When to seek additional help

Body-image difficulties deserve support, particularly when they begin to restrict daily life o
cause significant distress.

Consider speaking with your GP or a qualified mental-health professional if appearance worries
take up a lot of time, interfere with work or relationships, lead to repeated checking or
avoidance, or leave you feeling trapped. You can describe your experiences even if you are
uncertain whether the term BDD fits.

Preparing for an appointment You might note how much time you spend thinking about
appearance, any checking or avoidance patterns, the impact on everyday life, and whether you
have experienced anxiety, low mood, eating difficulties or thoughts of self-harm. You do not

need to present this perfectly. Written notes can help if speaking about it feels difficult.

Support in the UK Your GP can discuss assessment and referral options. NHS Talking Therapies
may be appropriate for some difficulties, while suspected BDD may require a service or clinician
experienced in BDD-specific CBT. For further information, see the NHS body dysmorphic
disorder information at nhs.uk/mental-health/conditions/body-dysmorphia/.

If you are in immediate danger, call 999. For urgent but non-emergency help in England, contact
NHS 111 and select the mental health option where available. Samaritans offer free emotional
support on 116 123.

Asking for help is a meaningful step, even when you are unsure how to explain what you feel.
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A LIFE LARGER THAN APPEARANCE

CHAPTER 11

A life larger than appearance

Recovery is rarely a straight line. You may have a week when mirrors feel less powerful, fo
by a day when an unexpected photograph brings back familiar distress. That does not mean you

are back at the beginning.

Progress can look like spending less time checking, leaving the house despite discomfort, staying
present in a conversation, wearing comfortable clothes, or letting a photograph exist without
analysing it. These moments may seem small, but they represent a shift in what has control over
your time and attention.

There may still be days when you dislike how you look. The goal is not to guarantee a positive
body image every morning. It is to make space for a fuller life, where appearance is only one part

of a much bigger story.

Your next small step Choose one realistic action for the coming week. Make it specific and
compassionate. Perhaps you will reduce one checking ritual, tell a trusted person what you need,
book a GP appointment, or take part in something you have been avoiding. Notice the effort

involved, not just the outcome.

You are a person with experiences, relationships, hopes and needs. Your life is worth

participating in, exactly as it is today.
This guide offers education and self-reflection, not a diagnosis or a replacement for individual

therapy. Activities involving feared situations should be adapted to your needs, ideally with

professional support when distress is severe.
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YOUR PRIVATE REFLECTION

REFLECTION / 01

When a photograph feels painful

A photograph captures one moment, not your value, your relationships or the whole'story
of your day.

What happened just before the photograph felt difficult?

What did | feel urged to do next?

What would help me return to the moment rather than analyse the image?

You may leave any question unanswered. Your reflection belongs to you.
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YOUR PRIVATE REFLECTION

REFLECTION / 02
A gentler mirror moment

The aim is not to force a positive opinion of your appearance. It is to practise noticin
distress without letting checking take over.

What tends to trigger repeated checking or avoidance?

What might a reasonable, time-limited mirror routine look like?

What could | do afterwards that matters to me?

You may leave any question unanswered. Your reflection belongs to you.
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YOUR PRIVATE REFLECTION

My difficult-day plan

Prepare this page on a calmer day. You can return to it when words and decisions feel hard.

Three signs | am entering a difficult body-image moment

One person, place or activity that helps me feel grounded

A small next step | can take without changing my appearance

You may leave any question unanswered. Your reflection belongs to you.
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FURTHER SUPPORT

You do not have to manage
this alone.

Professional support

Body dysmorphic disorder can respond to specialist cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT),
including carefully supported exposure and response prevention. A GP can discuss assessment,
treatment and referrals. If you also experience an eating disorder, tell your clinician so both needs
can be considered.

When to reach out

Consider getting help if thoughts about appearance take up substantial time, affect eating or
daily routines, prevent you from going out, or leave you feeling hopeless. You deserve support
before things become unbearable.

If you are in immediate danger

In the UK, call 999 in an emergency. For urgent mental health help, NHS 111 can advise.
Samaritans can be contacted on 116 123, day or night.

A final reminder

You do not need to win an argument with your reflection to take part in your life. A difficult

body-image day is still a day in which you deserve gentleness and care.
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