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KEY POINTS

Mirrors are a complex tool when it comes to eating
disorders and body image.

Most people assume avoiding mirrors is harmless, but
research suggests that sometimes the opposite is true.

Excessive body checking or scrutiny can be a precursor
to eating disorders.

Regular exposure to mirrors can help with eating disorder
recovery and anxiety.

"Smile in the mirror. Do that every morning, and

you'll start to see a big difference in your life." ―
Yoko Ono

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT

This article was written by Gia Marson, Ed.D.

To most of us, mirrors are unobtrusive functional objects we

come into contact with every day but don’t give much

thought to—much like a bedside table or a faucet. But mirrors

play a far more complex role in the lives of those with eating

disorders, eating disorder behaviors, anxiety, or body

dissatisfaction.
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Recent research suggests

that disturbances in how

we see ourselves can play

a central role in the

development and

maintenance of eating

disorders. When people

with eating disorders look

in the mirror, they often fixate on and scrutinize separate

body parts rather than seeing themselves as a whole. They

also experience heightened levels of anxiety as a result.

Studies also suggest that individuals with eating disorders

focus more on their perceived negative features and tend to

ignore positive aspects. This is also a symptom of body

dysmorphic disorder (BDD), which is an extreme concern with

physical appearance. In one study, nearly half of all

participants with eating disorders showed high levels of body

distortion.

Given what we know about the association among emotion,

body image, and eating disorders, it may come as no surprise

that viewing one’s physical self while experiencing a negative

emotion can be detrimental. One study of women with

bulimia nervosa asked participants to look at their bodies in a

full-length mirror while being exposed to either happy or sad

film clips. Participants who watched the happy clip

experienced a significant decrease in body dissatisfaction,

while those exposed to the sad clip spent more time focusing

on their most disliked body parts.

The good news is that emotion may hold potential as a tool

to reduce body dissatisfaction. Strategies that help us to be
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in a positive mood—such as meditation, exercise, and close

relationships, among others—may offer opportunities to

decrease negative thoughts about our bodies.

Mirror avoidance

So if mirrors can make us feel worse about our bodies,

shouldn’t we avoid them? This is a common question that has

sparked a practice called mirror avoidance. This happens

when people refrain from looking in the mirror for a specific

period of time, with the belief that not looking at their

reflection will help them to stop being overly critical of their

appearance.

While mirror avoidance may prove useful for some, excessive

avoidance behaviors may increase anxiety about one’s

physical appearance. Even worse, they can give rise to

feelings of shame connected to one’s reflection. Mirror

avoidance is a common eating disorder feature and can lead

to a significant gap in what someone thinks about their body

compared to what their body actually looks like.

One study on individuals with bulimia nervosa found that only

patients with mirror avoidance significantly overestimated

their body size. This overestimation can then contribute
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negatively to a person’s body image, mental health, and

eating disorder severity.

While mirror avoidance may seem harmless, it can have the

opposite effect. It may be especially detrimental for those

already struggling with body image and self-confidence.

Mirror exposure

With emotion, body image, and eating disorders being so

closely linked, techniques such as mirror exposure can help

to improve mental health and body image. Mirror exposure is

a treatment whereby individuals are exposed to their mirror

reflection in a deliberate and planned way. Though making

peace with mirrors is not a necessary part of recovery from

an eating disorder, it may be beneficial because they are

prevalent in homes, schools, workplaces, retail stores, gyms,

and nearly every bathroom.
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Therefore, rather than avoiding them, mirror exposure may

serve you best. Research has found that mirror exposure can

significantly improve:

Body checking and avoidance

Weight and shape concerns

Body dissatisfaction

Dieting

Depression

Self-esteem

When done with professional guidance, mirror exposure can

improve a range of symptoms associated with eating

disorders and poor mental health around body image.

Body checking

Mirrors are a practical tool most of us use daily to aid in

grooming or approving an outfit. This behavior can go to the

extreme, though, when a person uses a mirror for

reassurance or to constantly scrutinize, fix, hide, or check a

perceived flaw in their appearance.

When someone demonstrates a number of these behaviors

at a time, it can be associated with body dysmorphia or an

eating disorder. One study found that interfering behaviors

related to appearance were positively associated with social

anxiety too.
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As with any behavior, if body checking starts to manifest in

the extreme, that is, obsessively checking yourself in the

mirror, that can be a sign that the behavior has started to

become an unhealthy one and that a bigger problem may be

present.

If you are spending hours a day fixating on your image in the

mirror or relying on a mirror for reassurance about a

perceived body flaw, reach out for help. Because of the

complexities of mirror avoidance, mirror exposure, eating

disorders, and body dysmorphia, it’s best to get treatment

from an expert.

Mirror best practices

Mirrors play a complex role in the mental health of people

with eating disorders.

Avoiding mirrors may seem harmless but may actually

cause anxiety and distorted views of yourself.

Using them too often, such as for reassurance or body

checking, can be associated with eating disorders.

Using them in a regimented way, such as with mirror

exposure therapy, can help confront body image issues

https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/therapy


“I've given up the looking glass; quicksilver has no

sense of tact.” 

― James Goldman

References

Delinsky SS, Wilson GT. (2006). Mirror exposure for the treatment of

body image disturbance. Int J Eat Disord, 39(2): 108–16. doi:

10.1002/eat.20207

Dingemans AE, van Rood YR, de Groot I, van Furth EF. (2012). Body

dysmorphic disorder in patients with an eating disorder: Prevalence

and characteristics. Int J Eat Disord, 45(4):562–9. doi:

10.1002/eat.20972

Naumann A, Biehl S, Svaldi J. (2019). Eye tracking study on the

effects of happiness and sadness on body dissatisfaction and

selective visual attention during mirror exposure in bulimia nervosa.

Int J Eat Disord, 52(8): 895–903. doi: 10.1002/eat.23127

More

and improve self-esteem.

If you don’t have an eating disorder, yet struggle with looking

in mirrors because of your body image, you may prefer to try

to make it better on your own. For example, we know that

stress can increase body dissatisfaction, so changing how

you handle stress by increasing positive coping strategies

can make a difference.

If you’re struggling with an eating disorder and mirror

avoidance or over-use, don’t suffer alone. Reach out to your

doctor or a mental health professional for help and advice.

To find a therapist near you, visit the Psychology Today

Therapy Directory.
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What Role Does ADHD Play in Eating
Disorder Treatment?
Studies show that people with ADHD are more than three times as

likely as the general population to develop an eating disorder.

EATING DISORDERS 4 MIN READ

9 Tips for Improving the Gut–Brain
Connection
The gut–brain axis is a vital modulator to whole-body health,

regulating emotions, cognitive functioning, digestion, and more.
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The Link Between Eating Disorders
and Attachment Styles
Research suggests that those with insecure attachment styles are

more vulnerable to eating disorders. Furthermore, recovery may be

impacted.
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Emotional Eating Is All About
Emotions, or Is It?
Binge eating and emotional eating are often associated with intense

negative emotions.
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2 Exciting New Treatments for Binge-
Eating Disorder
Behavioral weight loss therapy can help people with binge-eating

disorder stop bingeing and lose weight.
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A History of Eating Disorders
Anorexia as far back as the 12th century.
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The Semaglutide Weight Loss Plan?
Semaglutide comes with potentially serious side effects and an

increase in eating disorder risk.
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10 Facts You Probably Don't Know
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When we observe correlations between an illness and cognitive

deficits, we can also ask causal questions.
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Does the Brain Heal After an Eating
Disorder?
Eating disorder recovery is different for everyone, making it difficult

to study.
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How Anorexia Damages Our Mental
Capacities: Correlations
There's a strong research consensus that anorexia coexists with a

wide range of cognitive function deficits.
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Does Anorexia Cause Cognitive
Difficulties or Vice Versa?
For those with anorexia nervosa (AN), cognitive capacity does seem

to bounce back in recovery.
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