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Description

Many people have concerns about how they look, 
but if worrying about your appearance becomes very 
distressing or you can’t stop thinking about it, you may 
be suffering from body dysmorphic disorder (BDD). 
It’s quite a common problem: research suggests that 
between 1 and 3 people out of every 100 suffer from it. 
Fortunately, effective treatments have been developed 
for BDD, including cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT).

The What Is Body Dysmorphic Disorder (BDD)? 
information handout is designed to help clients with 
BDD understand more about their condition. It includes:

• A summary of the most common symptoms of BDD.

• Descriptions of what it can feel like to have BDD.

• An explanation of why BDD might not get better by 
itself.

• A brief overview of evidence-based psychological 
treatments for BDD. 

Instructions

Our ‘What Is … ?’ series is designed to support your 
clients:

• Reassure and encourage optimism. Many clients 
find it hugely reassuring to know there is a name 
for what they are experiencing, and that there 
are evidence-based psychological models and 
treatments specifically designed to help.

• Scaffold knowledge. These handouts are perfect 
during early stages of therapy to help your clients 
understand how their symptoms fit together and 
make sense.

• Signposting. If you’re just seeing a client briefly for 
assessment, or you have a curious client who wants 
to know more, these resources can be a helpful part 
of guiding them to the right service.
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What Is Body Dysmorphic Disorder (BDD)?

Many people have concerns about how they look, 
but if worrying about your appearance becomes very 
distressing, or you can’t stop thinking about it, you 
may be suffering from body dysmorphic disorder 
(BDD). 

BDD centers on the belief or felt sense that there is 
something wrong with how you look. The negative 
impression you have of yourself may relate to a particular 
feature or your overall appearance. Between 1 and 3 
people out of every 100 suffer from BDD.

Everyone has a body image – an impression of how you look. Your body image can be made up of more than just 
visual images; it might include physical sensations, emotions, and thoughts about how you look. If you have BDD, 
you’re likely to have a very negative body image which may feel very convincing or take up your attention, and you 
might believe that it has serious implications for your life.

The psychological treatment for body dysmorphic disorder which has the strongest research support is cognitive 
behavioral therapy (CBT) specifically designed for body dysmorphic disorder, which includes an intervention called 
exposure with response prevention. Medical treatments are usually recommended as a second-line treatment for 
BDD, either for those who don’t want CBT, haven’t responded to CBT, or in combination with CBT (for more severe 
cases of BDD).

The core of BDD: a negative body image

In BDD, your negative body image can get stuck for a few reasons:

Treatment for BDD

My teeth are yellow and 
bumpy. People will think I’m 

disgusting.

I’ve always been self 
conscious about how my 
vulva looks. I really want 

to have a labiaplasty.

If I can’t get my hair right, 
my face doesn’t look right. 

I look weird and ugly.

‘Zooming in’ on your body 
image concern
Psychologists have found that people 
with BDD have especially sensitive visual 
processing. This means that they often 
‘zoom in’ automatically to notice their 
disliked features.

The problem with focusing on the parts 
of your body that concern you is that 
you’re not so good at seeing the big 
picture, and it can distort your mental 
image of how you look.

Appearance rituals, including 
checking and avoidance
People with BDD spend excessive 
amounts of time checking their 
appearance and comparing it to how 
they feel it should be. They might try to 
improve it (e.g. with makeup or cosmetic 
surgery) or hide it (by hiding a feature or 
avoiding situations altogether). 

Sometimes acting in these ways might 
bring relief for a while, but this feeling 
typically does not last. Worse, acting in 
these ways can leave you feeling more 
distressed and preoccupied by your 
image of how you look.

Mental rituals and unhelpful 
thinking habits
Repetitive things you do to try and 
‘solve’ your negative body image are 
sometimes called rituals. When they 
are carried out in the mind, they are 
called ‘mental rituals’’. Common mental 
rituals in BDD include:

• Ruminating on distant memories, 
or on questions that are difficult to 
answer, like why you look the way 
you do.

• Worrying about what might 
happen to you in the future.

• Criticizing yourself for how you 
look, or for things you have done.

You constantly feel or believe there is something wrong with how 
you look.

You think a lot about your appearance, and wish you could think 
about it less.

You spend a lot of time trying to be sure about how you look (e.g. by 
checking your appearance in a mirror).

You try to hide or change features you dislike, or have considered 
cosmetic surgery.

You try to avoid situations where other people can see how you look.

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 P

au
l G

re
en

 o
n 

20
23

-1
1-

06
 a

t 1
2:

16
:2

3.
 C

us
to

m
er

 ID
 c

us
_O

q8
E

D
zp

N
qi

2e
dn



About us

4

Terms & conditions
This resource may be used by licensed members of Psychology Tools and their clients. Resources must be used in accordance with our terms and conditions which 
can be found at: https://www.psychologytools.com/terms-and-conditions/

Disclaimer
Your use of this resource is not intended to be, and should not be relied on, as a substitute for professional medical advice, diagnosis, or treatment. If you are suffering 
from any mental health issues we recommend that you seek formal medical advice before using these resources. We make no warranties that this information is 
correct, complete, reliable or suitable for any purpose. As a professional user, you should work within the bounds of your own competencies, using your own skill and 
knowledge, and therefore the resources should be used to support good practice, not to replace it.

Copyright
Unless otherwise stated, this resource is Copyright © 2023 Psychology Tools Limited. All rights reserved.

Psychology Tools develops and publishes evidence-based psychotherapy resources. We support mental health 
professionals to deliver effective therapy, whatever their theoretical orientation or level of experience.

Our digital library encompasses information handouts, worksheets, workbooks, exercises, guides, and audio skills-
development resources. 

Our tools are flexible enough to be used both in-session and between-session, and during all stages of assessment, 
formulation, and intervention. Written by highly qualified clinicians and academics, materials are available in digital and 
printable formats across a wide range of languages.
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