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let your biased thoughts overcome you
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The transformation from adolescence to adulthood is period of rapid growth and changes, in which
teenagers grapple with establishing an identity. It is estimated globally that 10-20% of young people
experience mental health problems (WHO, 2020) whilst half of all mental health problems begin
before the age of 14 (Brown & Triggle, 2018; WHO, 2020). Female adolescences are highly at risk
during this time, as they are twice as likely to experience depression (Thapar et al., 2012) and anxiety
symptoms than their male counterparts (Beesdo et al., 2009). Self-esteem significantly declines,
especially between the ages of 11-16 (Baldwin & Hoffmann, 2002; Clay et al., 2005), often occurring
in parallel with the decline in body satisfaction (Clay et al., 2005). Girls also experience higher levels
of self-criticism, external shame and resistance to compassionate feelings towards themselves
(Xavier et al., 2016).

Whilst helping adolescence to increase self-esteem appears as though it could improve their mental
wellbeing, it has downfalls. Self-esteem has been positively linked to happiness and optimism
(Lyubomirsky, Tkach & Dimatteo, 2006), yet it relies upon social comparison. People engage in social
comparisons to form an opinion of themselves by analysing their qualities in relation to others
(Festinger, 1954). This leads people to make upwards or downwards comparisons of themselves
against others. Typically, most people tend to view themselves as better than their average peer
(Alicke & Govorun, 2005), and whilst this cultivates self-esteems, it stems from judging others and
can lead to narcissism (Neff, 2003; Neff & Vonk, 2009).

Moreover, self-esteem is often contingent. For example, self-esteem has been positively correlated
with income (Neff & Vonk, 2009), yet economics research has found that our happiness can more
accurately be predicted by our relative incomelAl (Ball & Chernova, 2008; Clark et al., 2008). Relating
to self-esteem, how good we feel about ourselves or what we have is often dependent upon the
comparisons we make to what other people have. This is very common in adolescents, as they are
constantly comparing themselves with others to establish their identity and place within peer
groups. This can however negatively impact upon wellbeing therefore to improve wellbeing at this
age social comparisons should be minimised.

Self-compassion does not rely upon social comparisons and has been found to have the same
positive effects on wellbeing as self-esteem, without the downfalls (Neff, 2003). Unlike self-esteem,
self-compassion is not correlated with narcissism and it is a negative predictor of social comparison
(Neff & Vonk, 2009). It has been found to strongly correlate with psychological wellbeing and
negatively correlate with negative affect (Zessin et al., 2015), with several meta-analyses finding self-
compassion linked to reduced levels of anxiety, depressive symptoms and stress (MacBeth & Gumley,
2012; Marsh et al., 2017). Moreover, self-compassion is more stable than self-esteem in predicting
feelings of self-worth (Neff & Vonk, 2009).

As presented by Neff (2003), self-compassion is composed of three components; self-kindness as
opposed to self-judgement, common humanity over isolation, and mindfulness. Self-kindness
involves being kind and non-judgmental of oneself in difficult times. Common humanity refers to the
recognition that our feelings and experiences are part of the shared human experience, instead of
isolating us. Finally, mindfulness promotes living in the present moment and within self-compassion
it is used to acknowledge difficult feelings and emotions without judgement. | chose to develop my
SDA based upon these three principles.

Through my digitally created images, | chose to promote self-kindness by alerting adolescents to
challenge their critical self-talk and reconsider the way they speak to themselves. For adolescence,
self-kindness may be especially difficult due to cognitive changes in perception at this stage of life. At
the beginning of their teenage years, individuals begin to conceptualise the thoughts of others,



forming an imaginary audience in their mind who they are constantly acting for and being criticised
by, whilst developing a personal fable, leading them to believe their intense emotions and life
happenings only happen to them (Elkind, 1967). These changes can increase self-focus, concern with
evaluation from others, and self-criticism (Xavier et al., 2016; Bluth & Blanton, 2015). With this in
mind, | chose to promote this intervention in an alternate way, instead questioning young females if
they would speak to a close friend in the same way, aiming to make the exercise easier by taking the
focus away from the self.

The benefits of self-kindness may stem from biological underpinnings. High self-criticism engages the
threat system (Gilbert, 2009) leading to increased levels of stress and cortisol levels [Bl. However, by
speaking to ourselves in a kinder, compassionate way we can shut down the threat system and
activate the biological self-soothing system, releasing oxytocin (Gilbert, 2005). In compassionate
states, oxytocin can lessen emotional reactivity and calm the autonomic nervous system, responsible
for the fight or flight response (Carter et al., 2017). One recent study found that following a
compassion-based intervention, participant oxytocin levels increased in addition to empathy
(Bellosta-Batalla et al., 2020). Not only does this release of oxytocin aid kindness to ourselves, but it
also promotes sociability with others (Carter et al., 2017) which could be a gateway to decreasing
feelings of isolation.

Alongside promoting kindness to the individual, self-compassion deepens our connections with
others. The etymology of the word ‘compassion’ comes from the Latin ‘compati’, which means ‘to
suffer with’ [€]. In this way, self-compassion emphasises that we are not alone when facing difficult
emotions and suffering is a shared human experience.

Within my images, | wanted to present this idea alongside the concept of building resilience.
Contrasting to the bright colour scheme across the rest of my images, | chose to use a dark
background to make the symbol of the two hands a focal point, with rainbow coloured text in the
background conveying a sense of hope and strength in tough times. By acknowledging suffering as
temporary and universal, self-compassion can promote resilience. Research also supports this, as a
study by Yarnell & Neff (2013) found self-compassion to build resilience and emotional intelligence.

Adolescents are often lacking in emotional intelligence, and another way this can be strengthened is
through mindful practices. Mindfulness is particularly useful in stopping the mind from processing
information in biased way, which is typically common for girls who suffer from body image issues.
Within my images, | chose to present mindfulness through other forms of practices such as through
art and exercise [P1. | chose to do this, as | believed that the typical forms of mindfulness, such as
meditation, may be more difficult for teenagers and appear less appealing. Engaging in artistic
expression and exercise cultivates many similar experiences to typical mindfulness exercises, such as
being present in the moment by cultivating a sense of ‘flow’ (Csikszentmihalyi, 1975). Part-taking in
activities of artistic expression has been found to improve mental health in patients suffering from
mental health problems (Caddy et al., 2011) and also improve wellbeing in adolescents, developing
self-confidence and self-esteem (Zarobe & Bungay, 2017). Moreover, part-taking in artistic expression
can increase eudaimonic wellbeing by adding a sense of purpose to life (Zarobe & Bunday, 2017).
Physical exercise, such as dance and yoga, has also been linked to increased wellbeing (Richards et
al., 2015).

| chose to use a social media platform to promote self-compassion to adolescent and young adult
females due to its increasing popularity with this age group and its role in exacerbating the current
wellbeing crisis. Amongst under 18-year-olds in the United States, Instagram is more popular than
Facebook, Snapchat and Twitter (Anderson & Jiang, 2018). Girls are more likely to spend their time
on social media websites than boys, with high usage linked to lower psychological wellbeing across
both genders (Twenge & Martin, 2020). An increased social media usage has also been linked to
increased tendency to make social comparisons, which negatively impacts upon self-esteem (Steers
et al., 2014). Adolescents focus on likes and followers as positional goods for comparison, which
provide them with a sense of validation and status (Chua & Chang, 2016; Steers et al., 2014).



Not only do young girls make comparisons against their peers, but also against the media
presentations they view. Social media platforms, such as Instagram, reinforce sociocultural factors of
beauty, often presenting unrealistic images of thin women, and accentuate the idea that a women’s
beauty depicts her worth. Research has shown exposure to such thin ideals predicts body
dissatisfaction, negative affect and reduced self-esteem (Harrison, 2001; Clay et al., 2005). Repeated
exposure to these images presented by the media can lead many girls to internalise thin ideals,
which can cause body image issues and disordered eating behaviours (Harrison, 2001). One recent
UK study found 40.7% of teenage girls in their sample engaged in disordered eating behaviours
(Bould et al., 2018), and eating disorders involving restrictive eating or purging behaviours are much
more prevalent in females than males (Striegel-Moore et al., 2009).

There have however been recent movements to change the presentation of female bodies in social
media, predominantly on Instagram, such as the #bodypositivity movement (Cohen et al., 20193;
2019b). The movement has changed the diversity of body shapes broadcast across the media and
has brought light to problems such as eating disorders, body dissatisfaction and social comparison
(Cohen et al., 2019a), opening up the conversation about these issues which negatively impact upon
mental health and making those who experience them feel less alone. Moreover, exposure to posts
of this nature has been linked to improved body satisfaction and mood in young adult females
(Cohen et al., 2019b).

Whilst this movement is a step in the right direction, it is not enough. Active steps need to be taken
to provide young women with the skills to combat the contrasting messages they encounter online
and love themselves regardless of what they see in the media. Equipping girls with self-compassion
will improve their wellbeing throughout their young years and the rest of their lives, helping them to
build resilience, whatever life throws at them.



References

Anderson, M., & Jiang, J. (2018). Teens, Social Media & Technology 2018. Pew Research Center:

Internet, Science & Tech. Retrieved from https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2018/05/31/

teens-social-media-technology-2018/

Beesdo, K., Knappe, S., & Pine, D. S. (2009). Anxiety and Anxiety Disorders in Children and
Adolescents: Developmental Issues and Implications for DSM-V. Psychiatric Clinics of North
America, 32(3), 483-524. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.psc.2009.06.002

Brown, D. & Triggle, N. (2018). Mental health: 10 charts on the scale of the problem. BBC News.

https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-41125009

Alicke, M. D., & Govorun, 0. (2005). The better-than-average effect. In M. D. Alicke, D. A. Dunning &
J. I. Krueger (Eds.), The Self in Social Judgment (pp. 85—-106). Psychology Press.

Baldwin, S. A., & Hoffmann, J. P. (2002). The Dynamics of Self-Esteem: A Growth-Curve
Analysis. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 31(2), 101-113. https://doi.org/10.1023/
a:1014065825598

Ball, R., & Chernova, K. (2008). Absolute income, relative income, and happiness. Social Indicators
Research, 88(3), 497-529.

Bellosta-Batalla, M., Blanco-Gandia, M. C., Rodriguez-Arias, M., Cebolla, A., Pérez-Blasco, J., & Moya-
Albiol, L. (2020). Increased salivary oxytocin and empathy in students of clinical and health
psychology after a mindfulness and compassion-based intervention. Mindfulness, 11,

1006-1017. https://doi.org/10.1007/s12671-020-01316-7

Bluth, K., & Blanton, P. W. (2015). The influence of self-compassion on emotional well-being among
early and older adolescent males and females. The Journal of Positive Psychology, 10(3),
219-230.

Bould, H., De Stavola, B., Lewis, G., & Micali, N. (2018). Do disordered eating behaviours in girls vary
by school characteristics? A UK cohort study. European Child & Adolescent Psychiatry, 27(11),

1473-1481. https://doi.org/10.1007/s00787-018-1133-0

Braun, T. D., Park, C. L., & Gorin, A. (2016). Self-compassion, body image, and disordered eating: A

review of the literature. Body Image, 17, 117-131. https://doi.org/10.1016/

j.bodyim.2016.03.003



https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2018/05/31/teens-social-media-technology-2018/
https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/2018/05/31/teens-social-media-technology-2018/
https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/health-41125009
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12671-020-01316-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/s00787-018-1133-0
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bodyim.2016.03.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bodyim.2016.03.003

Caddy, L., Crawford, F., & Page, A. C. (2011). “Painting a path to wellness”: correlations between
participating in a creative activity group and improved measured mental health
outcome. Journal of Psychiatric and Mental Health Nursing, 19(4), 327-333. https://doi.org/

10.1111/j.1365-2850.2011.01785.x

Carter, C. S., Bartal, I. B. A., & Porges, E. C. (2017). The Roots of Compassion: An Evolutionary and
Neurobiological Perspective. The Oxford Handbook of Compassion Science, (pp. 173-187).
Oxford University Press.

Chua, T. H. H., & Chang, L. (2016). Follow me and like my beautiful selfies: Singapore teenage girls’
engagement in self-presentation and peer comparison on social media. Computers in Human

Behavior, 55, 190-197. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2015.09.011

Clark, A. E., Frijters, P., & Shields, M. A. (2008). Relative income, happiness, and utility: An
explanation for the Easterlin paradox and other puzzles. Journal of Economic literature, 46(1),
95-144.

Clay, D., Vignoles, V. L., & Dittmar, H. (2005). Body Image and Self-Esteem Among Adolescent Girls:
Testing the Influence of Sociocultural Factors. Journal of Research on Adolescence, 15(4), 451—
477. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1532-7795.2005.00107.x

Cohen, R., Irwin, L., Newton-John, T., & Slater, A. (2019a). #bodypositivity: A content analysis of body

positive accounts on Instagram. Body Image, 29, 47-57. https://doi.org/10.1016/

j.bodyim.2019.02.007

Cohen, R., Fardouly, J., Newton-John, T., & Slater, A. (2019b). #BoPo on Instagram: An experimental
investigation of the effects of viewing body positive content on young women’s mood and
body image. New Media & Society, 21(7), 1546—1564. https://doi.org/

10.1177/1461444819826530

Csikszentmihalyi, M. (1975). Beyond boredom and anxiety. Jossey-Bas.
Elkind, D. (1967). Egocentrism in Adolescence. Child Development, 38(4), 1025-1034. https://

doi.org/10.2307/1127100

Gilbert, P. (2005). Compassion and cruelty: a biopsychosocial approach. In P. Gilbert (Ed.),

Compassion: Conceptualisations, Research and Use in Psychotherapy (pp. 9-74). Routledge.


https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2850.2011.01785.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2850.2011.01785.x
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2015.09.011
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bodyim.2019.02.007
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bodyim.2019.02.007
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444819826530
https://doi.org/10.1177/1461444819826530
https://doi.org/10.2307/1127100
https://doi.org/10.2307/1127100

Gilbert, P. (2009). Introducing compassion-focused therapy. Advances in Psychiatric Treatment, 15(3),

199-208. https://doi.org/10.1192/apt.bp.107.005264

Harrison, K. (2001). Ourselves, our bodies: Thin-ideal media, self-discrepancies, and eating disorder
symptomatology in adolescents. Journal of Social and Clinical Psychology, 20(3), 289-323.

https://doi.org/10.1521/jscp.20.3.289.22303

Hofmann, S. G., Sawyer, A. T., Witt, A. A., & Oh, D. (2010). The effect of mindfulness-based therapy
on anxiety and depression: A meta-analytic review. Journal of Consulting and Clinical
Psychology, 78(2), 169—183. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0018555

Lyubomirsky, S., Tkach, C., & DiMatteo, M. R. (2005). What are the Differences between Happiness
and Self-Esteem. Social Indicators Research, 78(3), 363—404. https://doi.org/10.1007/
$11205-005-0213-y

MacBeth, A., & Gumley, A. (2012). Exploring compassion: A meta-analysis of the association between
self-compassion and psychopathology. Clinical Psychology Review, 32(6), 545-552. https://

doi.org/10.1016/j.cpr.2012.06.003

Marsh, I. C., Chan, S. W. Y., & MacBeth, A. (2017). Self-compassion and Psychological Distress in

Adolescents—a Meta-analysis. Mindfulness, 9(4), 1011-1027. https://doi.org/10.1007/

$12671-017-0850-7

Neff, K. D. (2003). The development and validation of a scale to measure self-compassion. Self and
identity, 2(3), 223-250. https://doi.org/10.1080/15298860309027
Neff, K. D., & Vonk, R. (2009). Self-Compassion Versus Global Self-Esteem: Two Different Ways of

Relating to Oneself. Journal of Personality, 77(1), 23-50. https://doi.org/10.1111/

j.1467-6494.2008.00537.x

Richards, J., Jiang, X., Kelly, P., Chau, J., Bauman, A., & Ding, D. (2015). Don’t worry, be happy: cross-
sectional associations between physical activity and happiness in 15 European countries. BMC

Public Health, 15(1). https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-015-1391-4

Steers, M. L. N., Wickham, R. E., & Acitelli, L. K. (2014). Seeing everyone else's highlight reels: How
Facebook usage is linked to depressive symptoms. Journal of Social and Clinical

Psychology, 33(8), 701-731. https://doi.org/10.1521/jscp.2014.33.8.701



https://doi.org/10.1192/apt.bp.107.005264
https://doi.org/10.1521/jscp.20.3.289.22303
https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/a0018555
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cpr.2012.06.003
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cpr.2012.06.003
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12671-017-0850-7
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12671-017-0850-7
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-6494.2008.00537.x
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-6494.2008.00537.x
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-015-1391-4
https://doi.org/10.1521/jscp.2014.33.8.701

Striegel-Moore, R. H., Rosselli, F., Perrin, N., DeBar, L., Wilson, G. T., May, A., & Kraemer, H. C. (2009).
Gender difference in the prevalence of eating disorder symptoms. International Journal of

Eating Disorders, 42(5), 471-474. https://doi.org/10.1002/eat.20625

Thapar, A., Collishaw, S., Pine, D. S., & Thapar, A. K. (2012). Depression in adolescence. The
Lancet, 379(9820), 1056—1067. https://doi.org/10.1016/s0140-6736(11)60871-4

Twenge, J. M., & Martin, G. N. (2020). Gender differences in associations between digital media use
and psychological well-being: Evidence from three large datasets. Journal of Adolescence, 79,

91-102. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.adolescence.2019.12.018

World Health Organization: WHO. (2020). Adolescent Mental Health [Fact Sheet]. https://
www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/adolescent-mental-health

Xavier, A., Pinto Gouveia, J., & Cunha, M. (2016). Non-suicidal Self-Injury in Adolescence: The Role of
Shame, Self-Criticism and Fear of Self-Compassion. Child & Youth Care Forum, 45(4), 571-586.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10566-016-9346-1

Yarnell, L. M., & Neff, K. D. (2013). Self-compassion, interpersonal conflict resolutions, and well-
being. Self and Identity, 12(2), 146-159. https://doi.org/10.1080/15298868.2011.649545

Zarobe, L., & Bungay, H. (2017). The role of arts activities in developing resilience and mental
wellbeing in children and young people a rapid review of the literature. Perspectives in Public

Health, 137(6), 337—-347. https://doi.org/10.1177/1757913917712283

Zessin, U., Dickhauser, O., & Garbade, S. (2015). The Relationship Between Self-Compassion and
Well-Being: A Meta-Analysis. Applied Psychology: Health and Well-Being, 7(3), 340-364.

https://doi.org/10.1111/aphw.12051



https://doi.org/10.1002/eat.20625
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.adolescence.2019.12.018
https://doi.org/10.1080/15298868.2011.649545
https://doi.org/10.1177/1757913917712283
https://doi.org/10.1111/aphw.12051

Bibliography

[A] - This was inspired by the content on the Easterlin Paradox in week 5’s discussion on Economics
and Wellbeing.

[B] — My research into this area stemmed from the knowledge on resilience presented in Week 3’s
The Science of Wellbeing.

[C] — This is a reference to the knowledge | gained in the group task from week 7’s Philosophy and
Wellbeing.

[D] - The week 10 discussion on the benefits of artistic expression and its similarities to meditation

led me to present mindfulness activities differently in my SDA.

Mental Health Foundation. (2018). Body image campaign. https://www.mentalhealth.org.uk/get-

involved/campaigns/body-image

- lused this as inspiration for the type of content to create and to collect knowledge of a

previous compassion style campaign.

Mental Health Foundation. (2020) Resources for Mental Health Awareness Week. https://

www.mentalhealth.org.uk/campaigns/mental-health-awareness-week/resources

- This inspired my ideas on my SDA content, yet it was not used further due to its focus on
compassion towards others over self-compassion.
Neff, K. D. (2009). The Role of Self-Compassion in Development: A Healthier Way to Relate to

Oneself. Human Development, 52(4), 211-214. https://doi.org/10.1159/000215071

- Asecondary source used to formulate my argument for self-compassion however it was not

cited due to shadowing ideas in previously mentioned papers.

Neff, K. (2013) The Space Between Self-Esteem and Self Compassion: Kristin Neff at

TEDxCentennialParkWomen. Retrieved from: https://www.youtube.com/watch?

v=IvtZBUSplr4

- This TedX talk by Kristen Neff led my research into and discussion for why self-compassion

should be promoted over self-esteem.


https://www.mentalhealth.org.uk/get-involved/campaigns/body-image
https://www.mentalhealth.org.uk/get-involved/campaigns/body-image
https://www.mentalhealth.org.uk/campaigns/mental-health-awareness-week/resources
https://www.mentalhealth.org.uk/campaigns/mental-health-awareness-week/resources
https://www.mentalhealth.org.uk/campaigns/mental-health-awareness-week/resources
https://doi.org/10.1159/000215071
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IvtZBUSplr4
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IvtZBUSplr4

Stewart, T. M. (2004). Light on body image treatment: Acceptance through mindfulness. Behavior
Modification, 28(6), 783-811.
- This deepened my knowledge on mindfulness treatment for body image issues, yet | went in

a different direction with my presentation of mindfulness.

Souza, L. K. D., & Hutz, C. S. (2016). Self-compassion in relation to self-esteem, self-efficacy and
demographical aspects. Paidéia (Ribeirdo Preto), 26(64), 181-188.
- This led my original research into self-compassion yet its focus upon an older age bracket led

me to focus on more adolescent focussed research.



