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Within the last ten years, body image research has increased and there has been a strong 

suggestion for body image and self-esteem prevention programs during early adolescence 

(Halliwell, 2015; Smolak, 2012; Rousseau & Eggermont, 2018). According to Rousseau and 

Eggermont (2018), approximately half of 9 to 14 year olds experience body dissatisfaction and 

desire a thinner figure. Adolescence is a time when the body and mind are developing and a 

sense of self begins to emerge (Hay, et al. 2014). It is also a time when adolescents become 

aware of social norms and standards. In western society the ideal female body is ‘thin’ and this 

standard of beauty has become important for the majority of women of all ages (Knobloch-

Westerwick, 2015). Rousseau and Eggermont (2018) suggest that poor body image during 

early adolescence can hinder the development of positive body image and self-esteem later on. 

With poor body image and self-esteem being a predictor of disordered eating patterns (Clark 

& Tiggemann, 2007; Hay, et al. 2014; Jones, 2016) promoting positive body image within the 

years of early adolescence could be a preventative measure against eating disorders and low 

self-esteem (Smolak, 2012). The Unique Program aims to target body image, social media, 

relationships, exercise and nutrition through techniques gained from Mindfulness and 

Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT). The program uses the journal entries of a 

fictitious girl called Scarlett to address the various contemporary issues and uses art activities 

to facilitate non-verbal creative expression of what they’ve learnt that week. 

 

Body image is not a rigid concept, it is a perception that develops from infancy and 

changes throughout the lifespan (Smolak, 2012). A contributing factor to changing body image 

during early adolescence is social comparison. Social comparison is seen to be engaged in by 

the age of 4 to 6 years with children recognising whether they are good or bad at an activity 

and by age 8, girls are engaging in wide social comparisons with the use of the media and social 

media. It has been suggested that adolescents can spend up to seven hours daily engaging in 

online and other media (Spurr, Berry and Walker, 2013). It has been identified that mass media 

and the promotion of the ‘thin ideal’ in western society has had an impact on the incidence of 

eating disorders and in turn on body image and self-esteem (Bardone-Cone & Cass, 2006; 

Derenne & Bersin, 2006; Hay, et al. 2014; Perloff, 2014). Tiggemann and Slater (2013) suggest 

that the rise of social media and its interactive nature has influenced the drive for thinness and 

body dissatisfaction in young women, especially when engaging with photographic imagery 

like on social media such as Instagram and Snapchat (Burnette, Kwitowski & Mazzeo, 2017; 

Tiggemann & Zaccardo, 2015; Utz, Muscanell & Khalid, 2015). The introduction to the media 

and social media platforms have projected the thin body type to become the perceived normal 



body type and therefore early adolescent girls are more likely to assume this is what their body 

should look like (Burnette, Kwitowski & Mazzeo, 2017). In the Unique Program body image 

and the western societies ‘thin ideal’ is addressed with a session on social media and the 

implications of Photoshop.  

 

 Another component of body image development and social comparison is the 

engagement in conversations around societal norms and what is viewed in the media (Burnette, 

Kwitowski & Mazzeo, 2017). Clark and Tiggemann (2007) raised the idea that parents, peers 

and the media all have a contributing part to play in the development of body image. 

Tiggemann (2005) suggested that the media projects the image of thin and attractive women 

being happier, successful and desirable which could suggest why girls in early adolescence 

believed that being thinner would in turn make them more popular (Oliver & Thelen , 1996).  

 

Bullying about appearance is also correlated with a lower self-esteem and negative 

body image in early and late adolescence (Smolak, 2012; Rousseau & Eggermont, 2018). 

Bullying has been said to be one of the causes of depression and anxiety in teenagers. Bullying 

in schools no longer takes place just within the school, with a large portion of bullying taking 

place online using social media. Teenagers in the social media age can’t get away from bullying 

as they are taking it home with them in their pocket. The constant barrage of negative influence, 

not just from online bullying but also from making comparisons of their own lives to the lives 

of their peers and celebrities, can take a negative toll on their own emotional wellbeing 

(Atkinson & Wade, 2015). With the combination of bullying at school, through social media 

at home and other negative influences online, it may lead to outcomes such as poor self esteem, 

low academic performance and low emotional wellbeing. 

 

The Unique Program addresses the issues of social comparison. Early adolescent girls 

may have compared their bodies to their peers and those on social media. The aim is to change 

the conversation around what is perceived as normal in society and to direct the conversation 

to what is unique and ‘normal’ to them (Burnette, Kwitowski & Mazzeo, 2017). The program 

addresses the relational issue of bullying through Scarlett’s journal and gives an opportunity 

for the girls to talk about bullying and how they would address the issue for themselves. This 

also brings up the issue of conflict within relationships and gives the group an opportunity to 

explore relationship rupture and repair within familial relationships and friendships. 

 



 Another component of the Unique Program is nutrition and exercise. 

Hausenblas and Fallon (2006), found that exercise was positively associated with body 

image. They also found that physical exercise increases physiological and psychological 

wellbeing. Mahlo and Tiggemann (2016) found a positive correlation between engaging with 

yoga and positive body image. In their study Mahlo and Tiggemann found that the 

participants who practiced yoga felt an increase in their body satisfaction and had a more 

positive attitude towards their bodies unique makeup. The Unique Program uses the medium 

of yoga to introduce the idea of appreciating and accepting the body for functionality rather 

than appearance based acceptance. The program also incorporates modern Australian 

nutrition guidelines and address the need for good nutrition for growing and active bodies 

(nutritionaustralia.org). There has also been a link made to increased positive mental health 

and good nutrition suggested by Rucklidge & Kaplan, (2016). They’ve found that depression 

and anxiety disorders have been linked to a Western diet, indicating that a highly processed 

and nutrient deficient diet made increase the chances of developing these psychiatric 

symptoms. Sánchez-Villegas, Ruiz´-Canela, Gea, Lahortiga, and Martínez-González (2016), 

also suggested that along with a nutrient dense diet, physical activity also decreased the risk 

of developing depression and anxiety. The Unique program addresses the importance of 

physical exercise and a healthy diet for children and adolescents through the story of Scarlett.  

 

 The Unique Program aims to engage early adolescent girls in topical discussions 

that are apparent for their peer group. Through the use of art and creative expression the girls 

are able to engage in an art activity and use non-verbal tools to express what they feel the 

activity is actively engaging them in (Deboys, Holttum & Wright, 2017). Fancourt and Steptoe 

(2019), suggests that creative thinking enhances the ability to see a situation or task from 

different perspectives. Along with this, engaging in creative expression such as drawing, 

painting and crafts that activate the creative process are associated with a reduction in social 

and behavioural instability at the beginning of adolescence. 

“This decentration (the ability to pay attention to multiple aspects of a situation) provided by 
engagement in creative tasks has been linked with enhanced emotional-social intelligence, 
which is defined as an increased ability to understand and express ourselves, understand 
others, and relate to them, and to cope with daily demands by considering or evaluating 

consequences of imagined actions” (Fancourt & Steptoe, 2019, p. 31) 

Engaging the early adolescent in creative processes during the Unique program is not only 

used as a tool to encourage participation but also to assist them in activating their creative 



thinking. Along with conversation, his may help to equip them to evaluate their own values 

and ideas about body image and health (Hennessey, 2017). 

 

The Unique program uses tools and techniques from Acceptance and Commitment 

Therapy and Mindfulness.  

“Mindfulness is a non-judgemental, present focused, moment to moment awareness of 

both our physical and mental states,” Wheeler, Arknoff and Glass, 2017. 

This is becoming aware of what is happening within our own state of mind and what 

our physical bodies are doing in the present moment. This approach to awareness of the 

emotional state has been found successful in treating anxiety, depression, addiction and 

PTSD. Mindful practice has also been associated with an increase in well-being and a 

decrease in emotional reactivity. Mindfulness instructs those to recognise the present emotion 

without judgement, label it effectively and then let it pass. It provides the process between the 

initial emotional stimulus whether that be a thought, confrontation or situational encounter 

and the reaction. Mindfulness practice teach those to respond well to a stimulus, to recognise 

the emotion for what it is and gives power to the participant to respond effectively (Wheeler, 

Arknoff & Glass, 2017).  

A school in New York implemented a Mindfulness program for both students and 

staff and saw a significant reduction in bullying by improving student’s behaviour and 

reducing conflict between peers. Mindfulness incorporates positives attitudes and social skills 

that include compassion, patience, empathy and generosity (Leland, 2015). By including 

these positive attitudes and social skills, they found the students were more aware of the 

effect that negativity had on others and themselves and therefore monitored their own 

negative influence.  

Mindful practice assists with maintaining and increasing focus from moment to 

moment. With focus being at the forefront of learning, consistent mindful practice increases 

the student’s ability to learn. It has also been tested that Mindfulness reduces the amount of 

anxiety and self worry because it directs the mind away from the negative and towards the 

positive (Crowley, et al., 2018). 

By paying mindful attention to the present moment and focusing on the here and now, 

practitioners learn to notice the negative thought or emotion, accept that it’s happened and 



allow it to pass. By learning to counteract the negative influences in their own lives with 

positive affirmations and influence through Mindfulness it will give the students the ability 

and skill to recognise what is helpful and what is not. Not only will their concentration and 

learning increase with regular mindful practice but also their own emotional wellbeing and 

self-esteem.  

ACT techniques are also employed throughout the Unique Program. ACT helps 

individuals recognize their own values and assists them in making choices that align with 

those values. 

 

ACT is “the process of contacting the present moment fully as a conscious human being and 

persisting or changing behavior in the service of chosen values.” (Hayes, et al., 2006) 

 

During the Unique Program the values of society are drawn on and held up against the values 

of the class and whether they agree with what society is selling in advertisements and media 

platforms. Values are an important part of goal development and help provide meaning and 

purpose for life (Twohig, 2012). By engaging in these conversations around values the 

understanding of behaviour choices begin to develop (Hayes, et al., 2006). 

 

There has been a strong increase in the need for early intervention and prevention 

programs for body image and self-esteem related concerns in early adolescence. The Unique 

Program aims to address these concerns in a creative and engaging program that starts 

conversations about contemporary issues effecting the lives of adolescents in our community. 
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