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Our interpersonal relationships, the way we see ourselves in comparison to
others, and the feedback we receive all contribute to our self-concept, in-
cluding how we feel about our physical appearance. This premise is under-
scored when we consider what really makes us anxious about our appear-
ance. More often than not, we are nervous about how others will evaluate
the way we look. A passing comment can either elevate or dampen our
mood and self-confidence: Hearing “You look great!,” we feel uplifted, our
confidence renewed; hearing, “You look tired today,” we may feel more fa-

others’ opinions have a profound impact on how we view and feel about
our bodies. For example, Rosen and his colleagues conducted a comprehen-

on appearance and peer or familial competition.
This chapter reviews the interpersonal processes that shape body image

research explored. (Kearney-Cooke discusses familial influences in the pre
ceding chapter in this volume.)

tigued as well as self-conscious. A growing body of literature suggests that -

sive study on body image influences; of the 19 critical experience categories .
identified, more than half were tied to interpersonal factors such as feedback

and examines evidence that explicit and implicit messages regarding ap-
pearance have an important effect on an individual’s body image. The
unique influences of peers, romantic partners, and strangers are described,
implications for assessment and treatment offered, and directions for future
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INTERPERSONAL PROCESSES THAT SHAPE BODY IMAGE
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Three primary interpersonal processes that play significant roles in the de-
velopment of body image are reflected appraisals, feedback on physical ap-
earance, and social comparison. The reflected appraisal process refers to tlrlfe
notlon.thgt ‘others’ opinions of us (or our perceptions of how others view us)
have s'1gn1f1cant influence on how we see ourselves. In the area of physical
attractiveness, research findings suggest that, for both children anc%) agults
p'ercept-zons of others’ evaluations have a significant impact on self—evalua:
tions; indeed, others” actual appraisals have significantly less impact th
individuals” often inaccurate perceptions of them. ’ .
Receiving feedback on physical appearance is often the means by which
people develop perceptions of how others view them. This feédbgck ma
come from parents, siblings, peers, romantic partners, coaches, emplo erg
or even complete strangers. Feedback may range from outriglr;t tezliosiny or,
criticism to ambi'guous comments or subtle body language. Regardles% of
thg source or varlety, any negative feedback about appearance can be dam-
aging. The negative consequences associated with disparaging feedback
~ have been well documented. Researchers have found that being teased is
one of the most commonly reported precipitants of body dissatisfaction. A
mstpry of f?equent teasing has been linked to higher levels of bod dissaéis—
faction, eating disturbance, depression, and lower self-esteem in }lgoth ad
lescent. and college females across numerous studies conducted in sever(;i
countries. In a 3-year longitudinal investigation, Cattarin and Thompson
found ’Fhat being teased predicted increases in body dissatisfaction Ilfan—
;)r’:l;re; hlllzlil .of fiese;rch, people with physical deformities and bociy dys-
isorder have re i ipi i
e Sy ported that being teased precipitated their body
Soczal comparison is yet another process through which self-appraisals of
phyS}cal attractiveness are formed. Social comparison theory suggests that
within the realm of body image, the propensity to compare one’s ph sicai
~ 3ppearance to others moderates the extent to which the pervasive rg r};se
- tat1on of the thin, attractive ideal results in body image disturbanIZe RI;:
~, iﬁarch'has shown t.hat individuals who compare themselves to others V\;hom
; jnz}j]v?éiwl as p}?ysmally attractive rate their own attractiveness lower than
Correlatii 5 1W O compare themselves to others viewed as unattractive.
e lni gtudms have con51s.tent1'y found that higher levels of compari-
T da 183 to greater body dlssa‘Flsfaction. In theory, targets of compari-
o He important va}nables in d.etermining how people feel about
- ha‘}e 1ozlvevelr, experimental manipulations of the social comparison
g e f;me researchers to suggest that it is the general tendency
éfacﬁop neself with others that plays a critical role in body image dissat-
achon, not to whom those comparisons are made. In a recent study by
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Cattarin and colleagues, participants who were encouraged fto compare
themselves to thin models in commercials became more dissatisfied with

their bodies than participants who were distracted or shown non-appear-
ance-related commercials. (For further discussion of media influences, see
Tiggemann's chapter in this volume.) Additional research has identified the
frequency of appearance comparison as a predictor of body image and eat-
ing disturbances, thereby explaining more unique variance than do mat-
urational status, teasing history, or awareness and internalization of socio-

cultural pressures for thinness and attractiveness.

INTERPERSONAL RELATIONSHIPS

a lifelong process inevitably influenced by the

significant others who play the most central roles at different times in our
lives. Thus young children may be most influenced by parents, whereas ad-
olescents’ body images may be more affected by interactions with peers.
Adults’ body images are likely to be influenced by romantic partners, who
are often important sources of feedback and support. With these interper-
sonal processes in mind, the specific influences of peers, romantic partners,

and strangers is discussed.

Body image development is

Peers
The influence of peer groups can be paramount, particularly throughout ad-

olescence. The most obvious, direct manner in which peers may influence

body image is through feedback on physical appearance. Teasing, in particu-
lar, is an experience common to most children and foreign to few adults. Ac-
and Cash on social development factors that

cording to a study by Rieves
contribute to women’s body image, peers and friends are among the most
d only to brothers. Being

frequent and “worst” perpetrators of teasing, secon
teased by peers 18 associated with greater concerns about physical appear-

ance and more dieting behaviors.
Research findings suggest that the link between receiving appearance-

celated feedback from peers and the development of disturbance may notbe

direct. Rather, perceptions regarding peer acceptance may serve

concerns about appearance. Studies have found
boys believe that thinness increases likeability, and
belief is held predicts weight
school report engaging in more body-
boys, and these interactions ca
concerns later in development. In a rece
surprisingly boys reported receiving more I
about weight and shape than girls did. However,

to elevate
that girls more often than
the extent to which this
and body image concerns. Girls in middle
and weight-related interactions than
n become associated with weight and shape
nt study by Vincent and McCabe

egative commentary from peers
in studies of adults, fe
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males typically report receivin
Dice : g more feedback on physi
males. Ricciardelli and colleagues found that, re irc%smal afppeara]'nce o
viewed feedback from female frie ds as havhlw ag ?t(iss ot
. M O !
image, Whgreas they viewed feedback from ma%e frlfe Sél e i o
in influencing body change methods, such as eati P iias ereise pattorn,
Iy ’ ing and exerci
. Iinnfalidmor}b to appearance—related feedback, pegrs’ mogzﬁzebi;t;ffl:n&
giﬂ}; inf me;;ceenk(;cli}?ftﬁgiie anii eating behaviors. Studies have shown ;ﬁ;
: oys to report peer modeling of wei
1%1@i Paxtton_ and .cglleagues’ research on peer mf%uen‘g:slglk‘:xigzlseze}iv_
aho escent girls within friendship cliques are similar in the degree to whi at
ts h?(; are fconlcerned about body image and engage in dietir% behz:v i .
i:mmsalc])n co ltzge—age women have also found similar levels o% disorziflorz
Ea %\, .thjong riends. Suc;h findings lead to questions as to whether o
ers wi f]ln peer groups influence one another, or whether choice o;n eor
?:rrc;i%sa lrl?s iitsd preex1icmg body image attitudes and eating behaviors gegr
udy on the social contagion of bin i upon
Crar dy ¢ L cor ge eating found th
joining a sorority, its members’ eating behaviors were ungorrelated Z?lti};ferrl

living together for a time, a member’s bi ;
bingeing behavior of her friends. 1's binge eating could be predicted by the

S

e e

Romantic Partners

Romanti
Ron aﬁgvcv Izﬁztrr;iresivspe?dba great deal qf time together, share experiences
e Thus T see rr(1es h(;( le vulnerable in a way they rarely do with otheé
people: Thus it seer s1 ; y that perceptions of how romantic partners feel
about one Substants' 10'0 s and their feedback on each other’s appearance
e and e seltionship, I foct escatchin this area sugets fht grener
’ . : ition . , ch in this area su

S;?g; Siijsﬁlifiétﬁn 1fhassociated with lower relaﬁons}ﬁpgsg;tsii;?t?:)r%rézﬁi
Sisent with Hndi ng m;: sltrléi?sst nlletril placg more emphasis on physical at-
1atetho satisfaction withltheir p:ftr?er(’)? zilaI;ZaﬁSfaCtlon s stgnificantly e
- op?§:;zhszi? agsi)i shpwn that l.)oth men’s and women’s perceptions of
o et s 1: im: yf}deals are inaccurate. Women think their romantic
i women both overestamare th bresst chest 17 prefered by the opper
S . st/ chest size preferred by th -
- Ihorlrf; :orsltii?’e (i'esagn;d .to examine such perceptions, Tal}itlefi-(g;(;
e ins 1g1at_e dlscrepar}aes between self-ratings and roman-
e Sgc ! relation to body image disturbance. We found that, for
e ila_nq(; bﬁtweep gelf—ra’dng and their perception of t,heir
g dstaian, g) al]:mj the majority of variance in body dissatisfaction

Lirepancy betweénm 1ge1lr1e1ral psychological functioning. In contrast, the’
e e ales self—rapngs and their female partners’ actual rat-
: al male figure predicted males’ body image. We speculated
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that females may provide their partners with more direct feedback that sub-

sequently highlights this discrepancy.
Rieves and Cash developed the Physical Appearance in Intimate Rela-

tionships Scale (PAIRS) to measure one’s perceptions of the partner’s atti-

tudes and behaviors vis-a-vis one’s own appearance. More negative PAIRS
scores were associated with greater body dissatisfaction and less relation-

ship and sexual satisfaction for both sexes. The specific relationship between
body image and dynamics within romantic relationships has yet to be em-
pirically evaluated, but relevant qualitative data and anecdotal evidence
suggest that body image distress may parallel characteristics of eating disor-
ders in couples. As Thompson and his colleagues hypothesized in Exacting

Beauty, individuals may knowingly or inadvertently encourage negative
body image in their partners in order to maintain power, enhance self-
image, encourage a partner’s efforts to maintain or improve appearance, or
foster dependency. Further research is needed to evaluate these possibilities.
It is important to note that, in addition to the feedback of romantic part-
have déleterious ef-

ners affecting body image, body image disturbance may
fects on relationships. For example, as Wiederman's chapter on body image

attitudes and sexual functioning reveals, negative body image is associated
with fewer sexual experiences and lower sexual satisfaction, and body im-
age self-consciousness and avoidance in sexual situations is related to lower
sex drive for both men and women. The relationship between body image
and sexual functioning is a good illustration of the reciprocal nature of inter-
personal influences: Just as body image disturbance may negatively impact
a couple’s sex life, a poor sexual relationship may
anxiety in partners who interpret sexual difficulties as a 1
unattractiveness and undesirableness.

flection of their

Strangers

The influence of stranger
types of the appearance preferences of others. The
anate from sociocultural messages, SO i
of these influences on body image. Non

how individuals think they should look to

ors and how they think they actually look can lead to significant

satisfaction.

Murray and colleague
females with eating disord
found that close to half of the total sample reporte
general, affected their eating, exercise,
ficant differences between comparison groups.

s can be conceptualized
s

ers and female and male controls. The researc

posite sex, in
with no signi
eating disorders were most likely, and
port that members of the same seX influence

exacerbate body image

as transmitting stereo-
e stereotypes often em-
t is difficult to separate the effects
etheless, discrepancies between

be considered attractive to oth
body dis-

s examined the role of interpersonal influences in
hers

d that members of the op:
and body satisfaction
Women witl
male controls were least likely, t0 re-
d their body image and eating

2
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behavior. Interestingl
. gly, men were i i di .
wactive to the opposite sex. more likely to indicate desire to look at-
In addition to the so
mewhat passive influence i
about appeari . uence introduced b
body irrI:apg :;mg :é:fr%qtlve to others, strangers may more directl}}; i;(;ﬁf:rrlns
incident that ha
one of us (8. T~ . ppened to a wom
motivatiorf - 1]DDQ-) Eeated for F)be51ty and depression. After mus’i:I;i:lv hfc)}rie1
when teenage bog | all exercise program, her confidence was shattger d
prisk walk throu Y; ? a passing car yelled “Cow!” when she was takin )
her progress and% er neighborhood. This cruel act undermined m hg i
et eventually riczrnllle (tihf focus of several therapy sessions Althougfl tl(ljef
= ed to exercising, shi 1
K . g, she would only rid i
bike in the privacy of her home and had resigned hers 1}f7 t be 2 stationary
outcast” until she lost weight. elf to being a “social
Fortunatel ’
nd much mor}g :Ej;‘gelrzs appearance-related feedback is often less critical
ot facial expressionse;c ; peiscesa(l)r;:h on appearance-related feedback indicates
) , conversation, and level ; :
res ect SO s evels Of fl‘lend
evaﬁuate orr?ee’:mﬁs c.:orivey a great deal of information about hc])lslvef)i}?nd
~scribe a varie p }f’lca appearance. Numerous studies suggest that pe eis
e and/o’cry o nega‘hve attributes to individuals they perceive af u(;P e
o ividuals (inclg‘ézl;we;gj}f; They give preferential treatment to attracti?fte_
eatment can lead to % i?fe ren) across many contexts, and this differential
rences in psychosocial adj
can aff : s adjustment. Th
affect body image, which in turn can impact sg)cial functiorllli;StrangerS
g.

IMPLICATIONS FOR ASSESSMENT

. Increasing recognition that inter

neeasin personal factors play an impo i
e {)gsr?:;’;?nd sequelae of body image disturbz}a,nce hasplegtigtcrr:;’? -
T Oetr;lteme.asures that tap into the extent to which peers falr?z
25 instrm,nents o rs, in genera}, influence body image. A wide Varilet of

S a, or.oughly reviewed in Thompson and colleagues’ 1};99
R }}lfer;:ci'leasable and valuable for both research and cliiical ur-
V———— VIS emplgyed measures such as the Feedback on P}? i
g e Saal e, : erﬁeptilon. (?f Teasing Scale, Peer Dieting Surve zzilc;
S ton oy et }glga e the mgmﬁcance of these factors individuall ayr,1d i
L omaay fortten E; Including interpersonal measures in body iria e rm
o compin pics 5 Ofance our gnderstanding of how relationships fi% intec;

lly oxpratn by o m:(air}y widely studied variables that have failed to
cicaty SOundy age disturbances. Construction of additional h

measures that are more comprehensive (some quz’;oﬁ-

Ures contain a

~ s few as one t i

. : o four item s .

Orts in this area. s) may facilitate increased research




114 1L DEVELOPMENTAL PERSPECTIVES AND INFLUENCES

many of the available instruments are easily adminis-
tered questionnaires, clinicians may yield the most valuable information by
simply asking clients sbout their teasing history, familial influences on
body image, and perceptions of how romantic partners contribute to their
appearance—related concerns. Clients may inadvertently omit interpersonal
aspects of their body dissatisfaction, sometimes because they have difficulty
recognizing when appearance CONcerns reflect experiences in their relation-
ships. Children typically do not tell adults about teasing incidents, and
adults sometimes do not recall their influential childhood experiences. In-
volving clients’ significant others to gain their perspectives and observe

lso prove beneficial. Overall, including interpersonal

their inferactions may &
questionnaires and/or interviews may be helpful in treatment planning and

the effectiveness of most body image therapies.

Although

may increase

IMPLICATIONS FOR TREAT MENT

Consideration of interpersonal fa
ment but also treatment from an interpersonal pe

therapy (IPT) focuses primari

personal problems and enhance their relationships rather tha

ing on overt symptoms of disturbance (e.g., body image conc
tionally, cognitive—behavior therapy has
body image disturbances (see Cash and
Although the efficacy
yielded promising resu
in Garner and Garfinkel’s Handbook
Fairburn and his colleagues have cond
IPT, cognitive—behavioral therapy (CBT),
apy, and wait-list controls. The findings have sometimes favore
the research has generally demonstrated tha
tained impact. In fact, inone s
a 12-month follow-up period, and another stu
ferences between CBT and IPT at posttreatment
using IPT as a primary or at least adjunctive thera
bance may be beneficial, especially for clients w
clearly contribute to their negative body image.
Another implication of an interpersonal perspec
the value of including si
members and romantic partners about their impa
to clarifying misinterpreted feedback, broadening the focus to includ

ers may be therapeutic

and the opportunity to
be beneficial when issues such as lack of assertivenes

ents’ struggles with body image.

e

ctors leads us to approach not just assess-
rspective. Interpersonal

ly on helping clients identify and modify inter-
n concentrat-

erns). Tradi-
been the treatment of choice for
Strachan's chapter in this volume).
of IPT is yet to be determined, outcome research has
lts of IPT treatment for eating disorders. As reviewed
of Treatment for Eating Disorders,
ucted several studies that compared
behavior therapy (BT), group ther-
d CBT, but
¢ IPT has a profound and sus-
tudy IPT patients surpassed those in CBT over
dy showed no significant dif-
and follow-up. Therefore,
py for body image distur
hose social relationship

tive on body image i

gnificant others in treatment. From educating famil
ct on a client’s body imag
e oth

for everyone involved. In addition, group therap

enhance communication and relationship skills ma
s are involved in €
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Based on the
personal factorésiirsz ;0 .dat.e,. we c‘an say with relative certainty that inter-
age and on body ima SlgmflCént impact on the development of body im
md do matters, but gsr;’ftes in evgryday life. In short, what others zhml;
think and prefer regarlzijn p}s\ more importantly, perceptions of what others
our bodies. Despite the wch; 1}"smal appearance influence how we feel about
mfluence development fl E y accepted premise that the opinions of other
derstanding the llzn ot of t e se.ﬂf., research has largely been limited to unS
exploring their actfalr jIE;nce individuals place on those opinions rather thar;
theories have been the su%jtz;c Z\f]hriraia; isrlo‘fioﬁultlfral and social comparison
. X estigations, mo

‘\;Va:tl;]f ;ezﬂiﬁfgié aetXPerlepces have rec:eivedg relatively ﬁiﬁgﬂ;ile};;eoli
physical attractivene contains pervasive, almost inescapable, messages th. t
P s and musculari ;Saﬁoﬁgoiaen; e;r;i .Where unrealistic images E(;)f thili—
develop b . i 4 ( investigate why some indivi
Schulfu rec;dg; algrgrarii ;i;s;:i):;xcc:srealn? (;)tt})lell;s do not. D}(; farni(ii;lll1 (ilr‘lléd;:éi
serve either ce-related be iefs, values, and behavi
P ressures? T:)Ov\]rg}?afieéxct)r angpllfy media influences and other soi;ggﬁ;ﬁ:
sonal influences? Do dief?etrer?c:sg (1.21’1 %f)gcrlstri,vand ethnicity mediate interper-
ential res ; e processing accoun i
b Cléigfsefsu’;(;hteasmg and.others forms of appegrance—retlaftoe{idflgeec?
Tcidate the I/)rocesser }r)esearc.h is needed to answer these questions anc;
age. This knowled ee; l}cliwtlllrtCh interpersonal experiences impact body im-
treatment and pfefentio s the potential to enhance current ap rOaChy

on of negative body image. P es to
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