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A colleague recently commented about an overweight client, “She’s telling the world 

something about herself.” 

“What do you think she’s saying?”  I asked. 

“That she doesn’t like herself. That she doesn’t think she’s worth anything. That she’s 

not smart or capable.” 

I think my mouth may have dropped open. I know it took me a minute to come up with a 

response. I have heard and read comments like this all my life, but it never fails to 

surprise me when they come from an otherwise thoughtful, insightful psychotherapist. 

Finally, I asked, “So what is someone who is physically fit, beautifully dressed and has 

wonderful hair saying?” 

“They’re telling the world that they like themselves, that they are worth caring for.” 

I pushed further. “And that they’re smart and capable?” My colleague nodded, but a little 

more carefully. It was obvious by now that I was not happy with these apparent pearls 

ofwisdom. 

I briefly shared stories of some of the clients I have worked with over the years, women 

and men who fit this second description, who are “beautiful people,” at least physically. 

Many of them spend inordinate amounts of time and money caring for their bodies. But 

this care does not mean necessarily mean that they feel any of the positive self-value 

suggested by my colleague. In fact, they and many other folks with beautiful physical 
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personas are not only unhappy with their lives, but they are often dissatisfied with the 

way that they look. 

Despite the time and money and care they have poured into their physical appearance, 

they remain convinced that they are unattractive, not trim or muscular or fit enough. 

They never have the pleasure of enjoying the fruits of their labors. 

Most of us don’t have that problem. But like many of these clients, you may think that 

you will look for a new, more interesting job, a boyfriend or girlfriend, or consider going 

back to school or making new friends when you lose weight and “feel better” about 

yourself. You may believe that other people are so much more responsive when you’re 

thinner. You may also believe that you have to love yourself in order to be loved by 

someone else. But while these statements reflect the same cultural attitude that my 

colleague was espousing, they are not facts. They can, however, become self-fulfilling 

prophecies. 

In other words, buying into this belief system can keep you stuck in your rut, not help 

you feel more self-confident and more self-loving. 

Corinna*, slightly “overweight” by popular cultural standards, told me that for years she 

had felt invisible. No one ever looked at her or smiled at her when she walked down the 

street. When I asked her to tell me more of the details of her walks, she eventually 

revealed that she always kept her eyes on the sidewalk. So how could she know if 

anyone was looking at her? She then added that if anyone was looking at her, she was 

afraid she would see open criticism or hostility in their faces. “How could that woman 

allow herself to get so big?” was what she imagined they would be thinking. 

I suggested she try an experiment—to walk down a block where she felt comfortable 

and safe and make eye contact with as many people as she could. But there was an 

additional task she had to perform. You can try it for yourself. 

In Dialectical Behavioral Therapy (DBT), Marsha Linehan suggests that tiny changes in 

our approach to others can change the ways they respond to us, which can lead to 
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amazing alterations in how we feel about ourselves. You can try one of her exercises for 

yourself. For fifteen minutes, walk around with a “half-smile” on your face. Notice how 

people react to you. Has anything changed? Now notice how you’re feeling after the 15 

minutes. Try it again once or twice a day for a few days. You, like many of my clients, 

may be surprised at the difference it makes in how you feel about yourself! 

Without changing her body, but by changing her behavior a tiny bit, Corinna had a 

completely different experience of herself in interaction with other people. “Some of 

them actually smiled back,” she said. “And some smiled before I did!” 

This experiment highlights one of the complexities of how our unconscious and 

unrecognized body language affects not only how others respond to us, but also we 

judge ourselves. In many places, we learn early not to make eye contact with strangers 

because it might not be safe. But without realizing it, we often carry that self-protective 

behavior into areas where it is not necessary and is not useful. Then when people seem 

to respond to the message we give—to stay away—we think they don’t like us or are 

not interested in us. 

We have all been taught not to judge a book by its cover. But how often do we all – like 

the colleague I described at the beginning of this post – make unfounded judgments 

about another person’s psyche and personality based on the cover they present to the 

world? Why do we continue to be drawn in by such judgments? And why do we 

continue to apply the same to ourselves? 

I think there are some complicated answers to these questions, which I will try to 

explore further in another post. But what I know is that these judgments are frequently 

neither accurate nor useful. And what I also know is that buying into them deprives us 

all of potential relationships with sensitive, smart and like-minded people. So whether 

it's yourself or someone else you're judging, it's always a good idea to go a little further, 

to get to know a person better, before you decide that you know what they are 

communicating through their body.   
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I would really like to know what you think. Please feel free to comment at the bottom of 

this post, to email me through my profile page, or to connect 

through twitter@fdbarthlcsw. 
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