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Body Image
An Invitation to Chart New Territory

Personally & Professionally
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Objectives

1. Understand the importance of addressing body image as 
a key dietetic practice component.

2. Describe how addressing body image can have positive 
results for dietitians and clients.

3. Integrate current research, including neurobiology and 
positive psychology, to support evidence-based practice 
standards for body image counseling.

www.marciRD.com | 3www.marciRD.com | 3

Body Image Defined
A person’s experience of their physical body. 

Cognitive 

(thoughts & beliefs)

Behavioral 
(actions)

Affective 

(feelings)

Perceptual 
(felt 

sense)

www.marciRD.com | 4

When you think about 
exploring your own body 
image, what words come 
to mind?

Body Image

www.marciRD.com | 5

Scary

Complicated

Scary Pressure

Overwhelming
Perfection

Shame
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When you think about 
exploring body image 
with your clients, what 
words come to mind?

Body Image
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Unprepared

Scope of Practice

No clue

Hopeful Scary

Don’t know what to say
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What does this have to do with RDNs?

The degree to which a client’s negative body image impacts their 
food and eating behaviors will also impact our capacity to be 

effective with our nutrition interventions. 

Food
&

Eating

Body 
Image
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“I’ve found in geriatrics, most of my patients 
have body image issues, lifelong. For example, 

they want to be the weight they were before 
they had children because that was their 

lowest. They become so fixated on their weight 
gain and are ashamed. Or they lose weight as a 

result of their neurodegenerative disease 
progression, but they are so thrilled to have 

lost weight, though not recommended. Often 
they want to restrict their intake to induce 

weight loss, even at 90.”

Christina Ypsilantis, RD, LDN

Senior Nutrition
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“People with diabetes not only face weight 
stigma in the medical arena, but among family 

and friends as well. It's hard to hold respect 
for the body when they hear time and time 

again that the size of their body is what 
caused diabetes. This is expressed by clients 

both with Type 1 and Type 2 diabetes."

Nicole Patience, MS, RD, LDN, CDCES, CEDRD

Diabetes Nutrition
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“There is a huge overlap between GI issues 
and body image concerns. For so many of my 

clients, their bloating and distention make 
their body image concerns much worse. Their 

belly physically distends making them look 
pregnant. This makes it hard for them to come 

off of restrictive diets and try new foods 
because they are always fearing the bloated 

belly. And often makes them not want to eat at 
all. And it's really hard to trust your body 

when it's feeling "out of control" with all these 
GI symptoms.

Lauren Dear, MS, RDN

Digestive Health Nutrition
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"I am constantly battling the myth that lighter 
equals faster in sport. This distorted belief is one 
that has unfortunately become quite pervasive in 
certain athlete communities. It leads to greater 

resistance around dietary shifts to support overall 
health (and also performance!)"

Laura Moretti MS, RDN, CSSD

Sports Nutrition
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What does this have to do with RDNs?

• Bellisle F. Deux Assessing various aspects of the motivation to eat that can 
affect food intake and body weight control.

• Rounsefell K. Social media, body image and food choices in healthy young 
adults: A mixed methods systematic review. 

• Silva WRD. Impact of inherent aspects of body image, eating behavior and 
perceived health competence on quality of life of university students. 

• Vocks S. Food intake affects state body image: impact of restrained eating 
patterns and concerns about eating, weight and shape. Appetite.

Food
&

Eating

Body 
Image
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Body 
Image

Personally
(Influenced by our profession)

Professionally
(How it extends to our client work)
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Personal Body Image: Shaped by Identities

Photo credit: Mike Kaechele www.michalekaechele.com
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Personal Body Image: Shaped by Dietetics

As body size has become a surrogate marker for health, the 
pressure for dietitians to reflect health (aka thinness) out to 
the world may feel immense.

Who is drawn to the field

How training is experienced

How RDNs interface with clients
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Research Snippets

• >50% of Brazilian dietitians and nutrition students surveyed 
were dissatisfied by their body image. Severe body image 
dissatisfaction was more prevalent among students.

• “Undergraduate Nutrition students and dietitians are likely 
to develop attitudes suggestive of an eating disorder and 
being dissatisfied with their body image. The susceptibility 
of developing an eating disorder might have a relation with 
their professional field.”

Toral, et al 2016
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Research Snippets

• 89 undergrads: 31 nutrition, 30 exercise science, 28 other
• 83% expressed a desire to weigh less
• Exercise science majors displayed greater body weight 

dissatisfaction as compared to nutrition majors
• No differences in eating disorder risk or exercise dependence 

across majors

Harris, et al 2015
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Research Snippets

• Daphne Lordly – Dietitian and Faculty at Mount Saint 
Vincent University in Nova Scotia

• Special topics courses related to body image
• Body image conference
• Art presentations which reflected their body image 

experiences
• Introduction to self-compassion concepts
• Revealed specific connections to body image and 

relationship to dietetics
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Essential Questions

• How has your dietetic training impacted your body image?
• If body image was acknowledged and you could discuss it 

as a nutrition student, how might that have impacted you?
• How might we better support our students and one 

another when it comes to our feelings about our bodies?
• How does your dietetic training impact the way you 

experience your clients’ bodies?
• How does your current body image impact the way you 

counsel clients?
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Professional Perspectives

• Scope of Practice Concerns:
• Actions & interventions we are permitted to take under 

our registration
• Yes, we are permitted to address body image
• Named specifically in “Academy of Nutrition and 

Dietetics: Revised 2020 Standards of Practice and 
Standards of Professional Performance for Registered 
Dietitian Nutritionists (Competent, Proficient, and 
Expert) in Eating Disorders.

• Nutrition Assessment 1.5D, 1.5G6
• Nutrition Monitoring & Evaluation 4.1B6
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Professional Perspectives
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Professional Perspectives

Therapist
• Relationships
• Emotions
• Trauma

Dietitian
• Nourishment
• Movement
• Self-care
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Professional Perspectives

Educate
• Begin with yourself
• Weight stigma
• Neurobiology
• Positive psychology
• Self-compassion

Disentangle
• Food choices informed by nutritional need, interoceptive cues, balance, pleasure, culture, diagnoses 

rather than a reaction to negative body image
• Ask: how does your body image impact your food choices? How do your food choices impact your 

body image?

Cultivate
• Practice mindful self-awareness of the interplay between food and body image
• Strengthen interoceptive connection to hunger and satiety
• Expand concepts of health beyond body size
• Practice body appreciation
• Exposure to and celebration of body diversity
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Professional Perspectives: Neurobiology

Body 
Image

Precuneus (P)

Amygdala (F,T)

Insula (F)

Inferior 
Parietal (P,T)

Prefrontal 
Cortex (T,A) Extrastriate

Body Area (P)

Fusiform Body 
Area (P)

Prefrontal 
Insular 

Amygdala 
Network (F)

Amygdala 
Parietal (F)

Source: Scott Moseman. MD. Laureate Institute for Brain Research, iaedp Conference 2017
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Professional Perspective: Neurobiology

• 5/9 parts of the brain that process body image in some way 
are connected to emotion response and regulation

• Pee analogy
• Goals: 

• Decrease the frequency of food and exercise choices 
that are motivated by body image concerns

• Increase the frequency of food and exercise choices 
that are motivated by physical needs (hunger, sleep) 
and informed by social and cultural context, diagnoses, 
schedule, preferences, self-kindness and compassion
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Professional Perspective: Positive Psychology

Body 
Appreciation

Positive 
Rational 

Acceptance

Body Image 
Flexibility

Body 
Functionality

Attunement
Perceived 

Acceptance by 
Others

Beauty as a 
Concept

Body 
Sanctification

Body Pride Self-Accepting 
Body Talk

Source: Webb, Barcalow, Tylka 2015

Webb, Wood-Barcalow, Tylka (2015)
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Professional Perspective: Positive Psychology

Which principles point to areas of strength for me? 

Which principles point to areas of potential growth for me? 

The top two principles that I’d like to focus on most are: 

1.

2.

The action steps I can take to foster growth and change in the two principles I chose include:

1.

2.

29
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A Few of My Favorite Resources

“Self-compassion: The Proven Power of Being Kind to Yourself” by Kristin Neff

“Radical Acceptance: Embrace Your Life with the Heart of a Buddha” by Tara Brach

“Embody: Learning to Love Your Unique Body (And Quiet That Critical Voice) by Carol Sobczak

“Body Kindness” by Rebecca Scritchfield

“Journeys of Embodiment at the Intersection of Body & Culture” by Niva Piran

“The Body is Not An Apology” by Sonya Renee Taylor

“More Than A Body: Your Body Is an Instrument, Not an Ornament” by Lindsay and Lexie Kite

“My Body, My Home” by Victoria Emanuela and Caitlin Metz
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Free Resources

www.marciRD.com/bodyimage
1. Assessing Positive Body Image Webb, Wood-Barcalow, 

Tylka
2. Self-Compassion, Body Image, and Self-Reported 

Disordered Eating by Breines, Tool, Tu, Chen
3. Assessing Body Image: A Clinician’s Cheat Sheet
4. But I Hate My Body: Cracking the Code on Body 

Acceptance
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