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Ayana Habtemariam, MSW, RD, 
LDN
•Nutrition therapist, macro social 
worker, intuitive eating counselor.

•Owner of private practice 
specializing in disordered eating 
and serving Black and other 
individuals with identities that 
have been pushed to the margins. 

•Provides anti-oppression 
consultation to individuals and 
groups, drawing from her lived 
experience and training as a social 
worker. 

•Board member, Association for 
Size Diversity and Health



Presentation Objectives

1

List three potential 
benefits of body 
positivity

2

Identify two 
alternatives to body 
positivity that may 
be more useful for 
people with 
intersecting 
marginalized 
identities

3

Describe the 
relationship 
between negative 
body image and 
chronic dieting

4

Explain why people 
may choose 
nutrient dense 
foods more often 
when they view 
their bodies 
positively.



Body Positivity Defined

Body positivity aims to challenge the prevailing thin-ideal messages in the media and 
foster acceptance and appreciation of bodies of all shapes, sizes, and appearances.3

The rejection of narrowly-defined and inaccessible body ideals in favor of a more 
inclusive and positive conceptualization of body image. 4

Body positive content aims to disrupt the monopoly of idealized appearance-focused 
media and encourage individuals to adopt a positive stance towards their body by 
increasing diversity and inclusiveness and rejecting harmful appearance ideals. 5

A social movement focused on the acceptance of all bodies, regardless of size, shape, 
skin tone, gender, and physical abilities. 6



Radical Roots: The History 

of Body Positivity
Early body positivity: Those pushed to the margins of society had no 
other choice than to advocate for themselves in bodies that were never 
viewed as good enough. 

1960s: Fat acceptance movement – National Association to Advance 
Fat Acceptance (NAAFA) and The Fat Underground.  

1990s: The internet allowed people across the world to connect in ways 
that they hadn’t before.   

Early 2000’s and beyond: #BoPo - social media as a catalyst in the 
recent evolution of the movement.



Impacts of Negative Body 
Image on Health Outcomes

• Negative body image includes being dissatisfied with the body or parts 
of the body, preoccupation with appearance, and engaging in behaviors 
like frequent body checking, self-weighing, or avoidance of public 
appearances. 1

• A hyperfocus on body shape, size, and weight interferes with our ability 
to sense our body’s internal needs.

• Relying on our body’s wisdom and learning to understand what and how our body’s 
communicate fosters body trust. 

• Chronic dieting and negative image can erode our self-worth, leading to 
poor psychological outcomes like depression, reduced adherence to 
self-care, and an overall reduction in quality of life.2

• Weight cycling, a known result of negative body image, has been linked 
to adverse physical health and psychological well-being. 



Benefits of Body Positivity

Better body 
image

Higher self-
esteem

Decreased rates 
of disordered 

eating

Increased 
satisfaction 

with life

Improved 
cholesterol 

levels

Improved 
metabolism



Other Individual-Based 

Ways to View Body 

Body Neutrality

Body Acceptance

Body Trust

Radical Self-Love



Not For EveryBODY: 
Criticisms of BoPo
“…Whether or not you love 

on, show up for, and 

transform how you view 

your body, the structure of 

the World does not shift.”

Da’Shaun Harrison, Belly 

of the Beast: The Politics of 

Anti-Fatness as Anti-

Blackness

“When your body is treated 
as fundamentally less 
human, when your 
emotional range is presented 
as too stunted to appreciate 
how you’ve been 
dehumanized by a 
movement that claims to be 
for you, then where do you 
turn to start healing?”

Mikki Kendall, Hood 
Feminism



Not For EveryBODY: 
Criticisms of BoPo

Some researchers have questioned whether the large number of images of 
women’s bodies and the emphasis on “loving your looks” continues to 
reinforce, rather than nullify, society’s preoccupation with appearance over 
other attributes.10

Conventionally attractive white women still make up a very large portion of 
body positive social media accounts while people who old historically 
oppressed identities, like diverse ethnicities, individuals with a physical 
disability, and gender non-conforming bodies are excluded.11

Body positive accounts are becoming commodified as they grow in 
popularity. 5



Not For EveryBODY: 
Criticisms of BoPo
BODY POSITIVITY AS A STEPPINGSTONE IN A PERSON’S EVOLUTION TOWARD:

Body Liberation:

Freedom from social and 
political systems of 
oppression that deem 
certain bodies more 
worthy or superior to 
others. 

Fat Liberation:

A social justice 
movement seeking to 
end the oppression, 
discrimination, medical 
fatphobia, weight stigma, 
and abuse experienced 
by fat people.



Body Positivity 
and Nutrition 
Behavior



What the 
Research 
Says

Positive body image was 
associated with healthier eating 
patterns and other health-
promoting behaviors in 
adolescent girls:

• Methods: 298 girls (majority white) 
aged 12-16 completed a questionnaire 
measuring of body appreciation and 
potential predictors and health 
outcomes including intuitive eating, 
alcohol use, and cigarette smoking,  at 
2 time points separated by 1 year.

• Results: 

• Body appreciation predicted a decrease 
in dieting, alcohol, and cigarette use 
and an increase in physical activity. 

• Body appreciation predicted intuitive 
eating 1 year later, consistent with the 
acceptance model of intuitive eating.

Andrew, R., Tiggemann, M., & Clark, L. (2016). Predictors and health-related outcomes of positive body image in adolescent 
girls: A prospective study. Developmental Psychology, 52(3), 463–474.



What the 
Research 
Says

Positive body image was associated 
with less dieting and drive for 
muscularity, among other health-
promoting behaviors.

• Methods: 284 undergraduate students 
between the ages of 18-59 (60% female, 
40% male; 43% White, 21% Asian-
American, 17% Black, 9% 
Latinx/Hispanic, 11% other). 

• Positive body image, self-esteem, 
dieting behavior, drive for muscularity, 
depression, and skin protection 
intentions were assessed using their 
own respective scales. 

• The Unhealthy Dieting Behavior 
subscale of the Weight Control Behavior 
Scale was used to measure dieting 
behavior. 

• Results:. 

• In both men and women, higher positive 
body image was significantly associated 
with fewer depressive symptoms, higher 
self-esteem, fewer unhealthy dieting 
behaviors, and lower drive for 
muscularity.

Meghan M. Gillen, Associations between positive body image and indicators of men's and women's mental and physical health, 
Body Image, Volume 13, 2015, Pages 67-74, 



What the 
Research 
Says

Attending to the signs of hunger 
and satiety, is associated with 
greater body satisfaction in 
people with type 2 diabetes:

• Methods: 179 adults and older adults 
(≥ 60); (75% female, 25% male) with 
type 2 diabetes participated in body 
perception and appreciation 
assessments and an intuitive eating 
assessment.

• Results: 

• Scores for total intuitive eating and the 
below subscales were higher in those 
who reported satisfaction with their 
body image.

• Subscales: reliance on hunger and satiety 
cues, eating for physical reasons rather than 
emotional eating, and  body-food 
congruence 

• Trusting hunger and satiety cues 
doubled the chance of an individual 
being satisfied with their body.

Ramos, M. H., Silva, J. M., De Oliveira, T., da Silva Batista, J., Cattafesta, M., Salaroli, L. B., & Soares, F. (2022). Intuitive eating 
and body appreciation in type 2 diabetes. Journal of health psychology, 27(2), 255–267.



Research 
Limitations 
• Dearth of research exists around positive 

body image and eating behaviors

• Sample sizes tended to be small

• Majority of the research focuses on 
students, adolescents, and white women 
which is not generalizable to the larger 
public

• Most studies were cross-sectional. More 
research to demonstrate causality through 
randomized clinical trials within diverse 
populations is necessary to improve 
generalizability

• Majority of the body image research 
measures healthy eating using the intuitive 
eating scales.



Case Study: Katrina

BELIEFS

• Being smaller would make her 
happy and give her access to better 
jobs, opportunities, and friends.

• Over the years, she noticed that 
when she did lose weight, people 
would pay more attention to her.

• Eventually found community with 
people who practiced radical self-
love, body positivity, and advocated 
for the humanity of people of all 
sizes, particularly fat people.

RESULTS

• Stress related to her size and health 
decreased.

• Self-esteem increased.

• Outlook on life increased.

• Developed the mental capacity to 
think about what foods she enjoyed 
and what would be the best ways to 
nourish her body.

• Became more self-attuned to body, 
including hunger and satiety signals.



Important Takeaways
• There are different ways to experience a positive body image that aren’t 
“body positivity.”

• When working with clients, it’s important to understand how they 
choose to relate to their bodies. To reduce harm, don’t assume that a 
client is body positive or that it’s a goal of theirs. 

• Positive body image has been shown to contribute to an increase in 
health-promoting behaviors. 

• Keep in mind that these behaviors will look different for everyone depending on their 
background, environment, culture, and socioeconomic status. 

• The relationship between body image and nutrition-related behaviors is 
one that is reciprocal. Not only does positive body image increase health-
promoting behaviors like increased fruit and vegetable consumption, but 
health-promoting behaviors such as honoring hunger improve body 
satisfaction.  
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