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You can’t log online 
these days without 
seeing pics of stick-thin 
girls flashing their boney 
bods on Instagram and 
Tumblr. But #thighgap 
and #bikinibridge 
could be seriously 
messing with your mind. 
KISS reports.



“I had just moved schools and 
I was finding it hard to fit in,” 
says Aoife. “I was very shy, and 
I wanted to be popular. I soon 
became obsessed with diet and 
exercise. I’d scour websites for 
weight loss pictures.

“Things took a dark turn when 
I started to really decrease my 
food intake. I was barely eating 
and I’d weigh what I did eat, and 
I was still exercising every day. 
That’s when I started to become 
worryingly thin.”

Over the coming months, Aoife’s 
health deteriorated as her 
dangerous diet took hold of her 
body. “I was cold all the time, 
permanently exhausted, my hair 
wouldn’t grow properly, my nails 

were breaking really easy and 
my skin was really dry. I just 
looked awful.” All the while Aoife 
obsessively looked at online 
images of skinny  models – a 
common trait, says Jill. 

“Super skinny pictures online 
can encourage a girl to develop 
an eating disorder as a way to 
pursue and attain the super 
skinny body type. There are 
studies that show that when a 
girl looks at pictures of models, 
she reports feeling inferior about 
her own body. In other words, 
she compares how she perceives 
her own body with how she 
perceives the model’s body, and 
then feels bad about herself.”

   

Thankfully, Aoife has since 
sought help for her eating 
disorder and now has a 
healthy body image, but she 
knows how damaging the 
influence of Instagram body 
wars can be.  “I started to 
realise how damaging those 
kind of images are. It really 
upsets me to see because 
people are expecting to look 
like that, and it’s impossible 
because a lot of those images 
are all airbrushed and fake. 
That’s not what women are 
supposed to look like.”

Aoife adds, “If you’re feeling 
self-conscious looking at those 
images, comparing yourself 
to them is the worst thing you 

can do because that’s what I 
did.  Now I’ve learned not to 
be afraid to look in the mirror 
and accept that this is the way 
that I should look. The key is to 
accept yourself and not look at 
those images on the internet. 
It’s about realising that those 
images aren’t realistic, and 
just accepting yourself. “

The next time you’re tempted 
to compare yourself to stick 
thin online images, Jill has this 
advice: “Develop a personal 
affirmation that reminds you 
of the positive things in your 
life. It can come from song 
lyrics, poetry, or anywhere!  
Try this one: ‘Size is just a 
number.’” 

It’s no surprise that the number of Irish 
women with eating disorders is soaring in 
the Instagram era, says Jill Zimmerman 
Rutledge, author of Picture Perfect.

“Our body image can be negatively impacted 
when we constantly see super skinny bikini 

pictures of our peers, 
celebrities and models 
on Instagram,” says 
Jill. “Social media often 
show unrealistically 
thin, unhealthy body 
ideals, and if a young 
girl uses these pictures 
to determine whether or 
not she is attractive, she 
may feel inferior.” 

And with hashtags like 
#thinspo and #thighgap 
trending on Twitter, the 
online pressure to be 
thin is all-consuming. 
“These kinds of 
hashtags show that girls 
identify themselves to 
the world of social media 
as ‘skinny’,” says Jill.  
“Since social media is 
hard to escape, these 

hashtags intensify the 
bombardment girls 
experience to pursue 
thinness in order to 
be deemed attractive 
and successful.”

And there is a much 
more deadly impact to 
trends like the thigh gap. “Girls who compare 
themselves to media images of beauty are 
the most likely to develop eating disorders,” 
says Dr Margo Maine, a clinical psychologist 
who specialises in eating disorders. “Social 
media outlets have a very toxic role in the 
distribution of unhealthy messages to girls 
of all ages. Often girls access social media 
when they are alone in their rooms, feeling 
dejected, rejected, unsure of themselves and 
sad. So the power is greater as it provides 
an endless stream of unhealthy – and often 
unreal – images to a girl who is already 
emotional vulnerable.”

Aoife Duffy, 19, a student from Dublin knows 
only too well how damaging skinny internet 
pictures can be when you are at your 
most vulnerable.  When she was 16, Aoife 
developed an eating disorder, and admits 
she would spend hours scouring sites like 
Instagram looking for ‘thinspiration’.
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Toxic Trend

We were saddened last month 
to learn that singer Ke$ha had 
checked into rehab with bulimia, 
amid rumours that she was under 
pressure from her management to 
lose weight. But it’s not just celebs 
who can fall victim to danger diets 
in a bid to get an unattainable 
Hollywood size zero figure. Thanks 
to image-sharing sites like Instagram 
and Tumblr the pressure 
to emulate stick-thin 
models and scary 
skinny celebrities is all 
over the internet – and 
it’s causing havoc with 
our health. 

In a recent poll by 
the London School 
of Economics and 
Political Science 
(LSE), Ireland has the 
second highest rate 
of anorexia in Europe, 
with a staggering 
three in every 200 
hundred women aged 
15-34 affected by 
the disease, while 
over a third of young 
women (35.9 per cent) 
admitted to worrying 
about their weight.
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For help and support with eating disorders, visit www.bodywhys.ie

Body myth: Artist Nickolay 
Lamm made a Barbie with 
the average teen’s proportions

Aoife Duffy, 19, 
had an eating 
disorder at 16
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