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BUSINESS | Body image

Senior lecturer 
and therapist, Dr 

Fiona Holland, looks 
at what language 
used in marketing 

materials says 
about body image

The majority of western women 
struggle with body image (Grogan, 2007) 
and are aware of their ‘imperfections’.1 
The research into body dissatisfaction 
is plentiful; however, we can learn 
much from the research around body 
satisfaction. Body satisfaction refers to the 
unconditional approval and respect for the 
body (Avalos, Tylka, and Wood-Barcalow, 
2005).2 This more positive aspect of body 
image research emerged in the mid-2000s 
and, more recently, this field of study has 
been heralded as being essential to aiding 
future understanding of body image and 
body esteem (Cash and Smolak 2011).3 
Researchers (Avalos, Tylka, and Wood-
Barcalow, 2005) identified four qualities 
suggestive of positive body image: 
♦ favourable opinions of the body;
♦ body acceptance;
♦ respect for the body by attending to its 
needs and engaging in healthy behaviours; 
and 
♦ protecting the body by rejecting 
unrealistic ideal body images portrayed in 
the media. 

The researchers found a clear link 
between positive body appreciation and 
women’s well-being. Well-being is surely 
what we want for our clients, so enhancing 
this through the nurturing of positive 
body esteem makes good sense. Later work 
by Wood-Barcalow, Tylka and Augustus-
Horvath (2010) can help us to critically 
evaluate the messages we use.4 They define 
positive body image as ‘an overarching 
love and respect for the body’ that allows 
individuals to:
a appreciate the unique beauty of their 
body and the functions that it performs 
for them;

Marketing tools, such as websites, 
leaflets and advertisements, give our 

clients their first impression of the work 
we do. I’ve discussed what we do and say, 
and the images we use, in my previous 
articles (see www.fht.org.uk/body-image 
and www.fht.org.uk/body-image-update). 
The language or discourse we use also 
has meaning and this represents more 
than a treatment and the benefits it may 
offer; it can denote how we view and see 
our bodies and those of our clients, and 
also speaks to our underlying philosophy 
around self-care and health. I’ve spent 
many years researching body image, body 
shaming, body esteem and well-being 
and feel strongly that to be equitable 
and ethical, all professions should adopt 
a philosophy where everyone is equally 
welcomed and treated with respect 
regardless of age, gender, size, shape, 
health status, race, socioeconomic status, 
religious belief, ability and appearance.

I encourage us all to review how 
we market our business and ‘sell’ 
our treatments so that we ensure the 
descriptions are accurate and congruent 
with an inclusive philosophy. Ideally, 
this philosophy should be based around 
providing a space and services in which 
our clients feel welcomed, respected and 
nurtured; we should not be pitting them 
against their bodies, bringing attention 
to their ‘flaws’ or making them feel 
less than perfect to sell a product or a 
treatment. This is a difficult task in an 
industry that, when examined through 
its images, has messages that suggest 
the people most welcomed are white, 
young, slim, attractive and female (see my 
previous articles). Arguably, the spa and 

wellness industry may currently not be 
fully supporting a culture that supports 
body appreciation for all. In some cases, 
it capitalises on selling products to help 
women (and increasingly men) ‘fix’ their 
imperfections. As individual therapists or 
spa managers, we have an opportunity to 
review our underlining philosophies and 
enhance the congruence of the messages 
we offer our clients.

Reading between the lines
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b accept and even admire their body, 
including those aspects that are 
inconsistent with idealised images;
c feel beautiful, comfortable, con� dent 
and happy with their body, which is often 
re� ected as an outer radiance, or a ‘glow’;
d emphasise their body’s assets rather 
than dwell on their imperfections; 
e have a mindful connection with their 
body’s needs; and
f interpret incoming information in a 
body-protective manner whereby most 
positive information is internalised and 
most negative information is rejected or 
reframed.4

Interestingly, women who feel 
better about themselves attend to their 
body’s needs more and adopt healthier 
behaviours. They may be more likely 
to attend spas and seek out supportive 
treatments. This can therefore be good for 
our businesses. In the spa, massage and 
wellness industry, we see clients with a 
variety of body image concerns, but we 
can enhance this positive cycle of self-care 
by providing an environment that will 
promote body satisfaction and likely bring 
people back for more, as they leave feeling 
supported and their well-being enhanced. 

The women interviewed in the 
Wood-Barcalow, Tylka and Augustus-
Horvath study, who had high levels of 
body satisfaction, intentionally found 
supportive people in their lives who 
offered unconditional acceptance and 
who also had a positive body image.4 
This helped them to maintain their own 
positive body image. Could we be part 
of that unconditionally accepting group 
who offer non-judgmental support, avoid 
trying to ‘� x’ people and model positive 
body image ourselves?

HOW CAN WE SUPPORT 
SELF-CARE AND BODY 
ESTEEM IN OUR WORDS?
Considering our written materials, we can 
look at treatment menus. We may need 
to reshape any promises to ‘� x’ people, or 
any false promises or language reinforcing 
body-shaming beliefs and discrimination 
(such as anti-aging; anti-fat), and focus 
on the process of the treatment and its 
relaxation and therapeutic properties. 

Much of the language used to describe 
treatments talk about anti-aging 
properties. Everyone ages. I propose that 
there is a way to support people seeking 
self-care and health supporting treatments 
without them feeling at odds with the 
uncontrollable nature of time and some of 
the natural physiological consequences of 
this (for example, a decrease in elastin in 
the skin; a decrease in muscle mass).

In an internet search, I found a variety 
of treatment menus. Some set the body up 
as needing � xing and positioned clients 
battling against their bodies. For example,

‘Prevent visible signs of aging with 

clearly boost business).
An example of body nurturing language 

I found included:
‘An all over body exfoliation to soothe 

and calm the mind and body while 
revitalising and hydrating the skin and 
relieve tired aching muscles. Beautifully 
fragranced and gentle, this treatment is 
the perfect tonic to counteract the effects 
of a stressful life.’

This extract positions the stressful 
life rather than the person’s body as the 
‘bad guy’ and uses nurturing language to 
support the body and mind. 

To boost body satisfaction, researchers 
have suggested support should de-
emphasise body bashing ‘fat-talk’ (Nichter, 
2000)5 and focus on inner strengths, 
character and the functions provided 
by the body (Wood-Baraclow, Tylka and 
Augustus-Horvath, 2010). I argue that 
we can do this by using the tools I have 
presented in my three articles. We can 
strive for this harmonious relationship for 
ourselves and have this communicated in 
our language, our actions and all of our 
marketing.

In addition, researchers suggest 
that having role models who have a 
positive body image empowers others 
to do the same. We could work on our 
own relationship with our bodies and 
our de� nition of beauty/worthiness. 
Broadening this can be re� ected in the 
language and images we use to promote 
our businesses. Supporting our clients to 
use our services as a complement to other 
healthy lifestyle choices can also help 
them to make the link between self-care 
and positive body image – an outcome that 
bene� ts us all.

treatments that � rm and re-plump the 
skin. A lifting massage is followed by an 
intensive collagen face mask to smooth 
wrinkles that will leave your face with a 
much more even complexion.’

This extract clearly positions age with 
negativity and wrinkles, sagginess and 
an uneven complexion as something that 
should be avoided and ‘� xed’. Could it 
possibly be re-worded as follows?

‘Support yourself with this energising 
massage followed by an intensive 
collagen facial that will highlight your 
natural beauty and enhance a healthy 
complexion.’

Targeting cellulite in treatments such as 
‘cellulite blitz’ or ‘cellulite buster’ also sets 
the client up for a combative relationship 
with their body. Treatments propose to 
‘target stubborn cellulite and sagging 
skin on the thigh area’ for example. This 
language draws attention to the ‘problem’ 
that might be more supported with 
language of self-care, healthy nutrition, 
exercise, hydration and using massage to 
help boost the circulation of the body. It 
could be re-worked as:

‘Give your skin and soft tissue a natural 
boost with this full body treatment, which 
uses products made from carefully selected 
organic ingredients. We recommend 
complementing your self-care with 
nourishing movement, nutrition, rest and 
hydration to see the best results.’

Many spas, I am pleased to report, do 
use appropriately supporting language 
in much of their marketing materials, 
particularly those who feature in the top 
10 nationally and internationally (it can 
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