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Abstract

Existing studies of the mother–daughter relationship have focused mainly on the trans-

fer of negative body image messages or on risk of eating disorders, and have paid little

attention to how this relationship might serve as a resource for building body-accep-

tance or resilience to disordered eating. On the basis of a secondary analysis of four

qualitative samples, we examined how mothers and their now-adult daughters reflect

on the ways in which the mothers tried to promote positive body image and resilience

to body dissatisfaction in their daughters. Using a content analysis, we have identified

five strategies: (a) filtering – being cautious and sensitive in communicating about body

image issues, (b) transmitting awareness of the dangers of eating disorders, (c) positive

reinforcement – providing affirmations in regard to daughters’ bodies; (d) discussion –

providing tools for criticism of the dominant body-related social discourse; and (e)

positivity – shifting the focus from food, body-size and weight loss to making healthy

choices and taking pleasure in food. Identification of these strategies emphasizes the

many potential avenues for growth and development inherent in mother–daughter

relationships.
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Introduction

Body image and body satisfaction are central to well-being, quality of life and
mental health, especially for women (Bauer, Bucchianeri, & Neumark-Sztainer,
2013; Carey, Donaghue, & Broderick, 2011). Most researchers tend to focus on
risk factors for negative body image, body dissatisfaction, or eating disorders
(Cahill & Mussap, 2007; Holsen, Jones, & Birkeland, 2012; McCabe &
Ricciardelli, 2005; McCabe, Ricciardelli, & Holt, 2010). As a result, we have an
insufficient understanding of what contributes to body self-acceptance or resilience
to disordered eating (Choate, 2005; Holmqvist & Frisén, 2010, 2012; McCabe et al.,
2010). Learning about the factors that build resistance to the ‘‘normative discon-
tent’’ women feel about their bodies (Rodin, Silberstein, & Striegel-Moore, 1984;
Striegel-Moore, McAvay, & Rodin, 1986; Wolf, 1992) is essential to the under-
standing of the full range of embodied experience.

On the basis of a secondary analysis of four different samples that explored the
mother–daughter relationship and body image (Cwikel, 2011; Maor, 2012), we
examined how mothers and their now-adult daughters reflect on the ways in
which the mothers tried to promote positive body image in their daughters. This
article adds to existing theories on protective parenting strategies that reduce risky
behavior among children, which currently focus on some variant of ‘‘authoritative
parenting’’, by suggesting that different types of strategies and attitudes can be
considered as protective parenting.

Literature review

Mother–daughter relationships and body dissatisfaction

Parent–child relationships, and especially mother–daughter relationships, are one
of the most significant socio-cultural factors associated with body image, eating
disorders and dieting (Holsen et al., 2012; McVey, Pepler, Davis, Flett, & Abdolell,
2002). Within the family, mothers exert more influence and engage in more inter-
ventions to modify their daughter’s appearance and eating behaviors than fathers
(Borello, 2006; Clarke & Griffin, 2007). Mothers of daughters who have disordered
eating patterns are more likely to express body dissatisfaction and to feel that their
daughters need to lose weight to improve their appearance (Benedikt, Wertheim, &
Love, 1998; Ogden & Steward, 2000; Pike & Rodin, 1991; Wertheim, Martin, Prior,
Sanson, & Smart, 2002; Woodside et al., 2002).

The study of mother–daughter relationships and body image has undergone
theoretical and empirical shifts over the years. Early theorists argued that over-
involved mothers caused eating disorders among their daughters (Chernin, 1983;
Orbach, 1978). Later researchers have shied away from blaming mothers and
emphasized the role of the media and of social messages regarding thinness
(McCabe & Ricciardelli, 2005).

In many cases, the mother–daughter relationship serves as the mechanism for
the development of negative body image and disordered eating (Maor, 2012).
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However, the same conditions that make the mother–daughter relationship a
vehicle for the transfer of hegemonic, negative messages about female bodies
(e.g. frequent emotional interactions, body and physical identification, both
mothers and daughters receiving the same body-related messages) also provide
fertile ground for the development of body self-acceptance (Maor, 2012).
For example, studies found that positive patterns of communication between
mothers and daughters correlate with healthier eating habits and with fewer
sexual risk behaviors (Aronowitz & Eche, 2013; Byely, Archibald, Graber, &
Brooks-Gunn, 2000; Salmon, 2012).

Resilience, positive body image and protective factors

Body image satisfaction can be defined as the ‘‘degree to which individuals are
satisfied with their physical appearance, especially weight and shape’’ (Holsen
et al., 2012, p. 201). The few studies that have examined positive body satisfaction
have found that it is associated with reduced levels of body shame, preoccupation
with one’s body, eating disorders and psychological symptomology (Holmqvist &
Frisén, 2012).

Choate (2005) presented a theoretical model of resilience to body dissatisfaction,
which emphasized the family of origin as providing a basis for a positive perception
of the body, gender role satisfaction and effective coping strategies in dealing with
transition and stress. However, the studies that relate to family in the context of a
positive body image (e.g. Holmqvist & Frisén, 2010, 2012; Wood-Barcalow, Tylka,
& Augustus-Horvath, 2010) do not explain how positive body-related messages are
transferred within the family, and under what circumstances families succeed in
producing body image resilience. The present study focuses on the mother–daugh-
ter relationship and how mothers may influence and be influenced by their
daughters around issues of body image.

Theoretical significance: Expanding theories on protective parenting strategies

Recently, there has been vibrant scholarly interest in the strategies parents employ
to reduce risky behaviors such as drug use, unsafe sex and unhealthy eating habits
among children (Aronowitz & Eche, 2013; Byely et al., 2000; Corning, Gondoli,
Bucchianeri, & Salafia, 2010; Salmon, 2012). These studies draw on parenting
theories that emphasize authority, rationality and parental supervision or monitor-
ing as elements of optimal parenting, termed ‘‘parenting styles’’ (Baumrind, 1991)
or ‘‘parental control’’ (Barber, 1996). However, these approaches do not address
differences in gender norms or the different investment by mothers and fathers in
child rearing. Furthermore, these theories do not consider some of the unique
characteristics of protective parenting strategies used by mothers to shield their
children, such as empathy, identification, negotiation, openness and flexibility
(Salmon, 2012).

An alternative approach can be constructed on the basis of Patricia Mann’s
work, which posits protective parenting strategies as instances of social agency,
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growing out of the mother’s responsibility for the daily care for her daughters’
well-being, their similar gender identity and their emotional bond. Mann’s theory
of micro-political agency (1994) argues that exposure to competing gender-related
discourses destabilizes traditional, rigid gender roles and identities. Micro-political
agency is manifested through innovative familial or interpersonal arrangements
that maintain emotional bonds under changing social conditions, while reconciling
norms that emerge from competing social discourses.

Alternative discourses regarding body image and the fat female body

The critical discourses that challenge mainstream views regarding body image,
weight, health and gender began to circulate during the 1980s in the context of
two main social movements: the feminist movement and the fat acceptance
movement.

Within the context of second- and third-wave feminism in the Western world,
as early as the 1970s, theoreticians have interpreted the demands for female
slenderness as a manifestation of the subjugation of women and a backlash
against the social achievements of first-wave feminism (e.g. Bordo, 2003;
Orbach, 1978; Wolf, 1992). This slimness bias signifies a shift in the mechanism
of patriarchal control, often propagated by women onto other women and
themselves. As women’s social engagements in the public sphere expanded
(e.g. suffrage), the space women take up with their bodies was restricted by
the glorification of the slim female. Moreover, women’s political power is
depleted as they channel their emotional, physical and economical resources
in vain attempts to reach unachievable and ever-narrowing weight and beauty
ideals (Wolf, 1992). While it remains unclear to what extent feminist conscious-
ness grants protection against body dissatisfaction, among women with a strong
feminist identity, such as those enrolled in Gender Studies programs, the ability
to resist normative gender body image pressures is especially strong (Cash,
Ancis, & Strachan, 1997; Murnen & Smolak, 2009). Participation in Gender
Studies may change the framing of normative body image pressures and pro-
mote their rejection as political resistance, while also providing collective con-
sciousness-raising, through academic interactions.

Like the feminist movement, the fat acceptance movement galvanized resistance
to the cultural rejection of fat individuals in the West (Sobal, 1999) through a
variety of strategies, including the formation of support groups and engaging in
legal action. The emergent movement has also produced an interdisciplinary field
of scholarship called ‘‘Fat Studies’’, which publicly advocates on behalf of fat
individuals as a socially oppressed group (Farrell, 2011; Murray, 2012).

Fat studies scholars argue that the medicalization of fatness both conceals and
reinforces social power relations that define ‘‘normal’’ or ‘‘proper’’ body sizes, as
well as the corresponding social stereotypes and prejudices surrounding fat bodies
(Wann, 2009). Researchers emphasize that factors such as economic status mediate
the alleged correlation between fatness and ill health; that health should be viewed
as a holistic concept that includes general life style along with weight; and that the
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pressure to diet is more damaging to health than fatness itself (Burgard, 2009;
Lyons, 2009).

The present study

The purpose of this study is to identify and typify strategies mothers employ to
promote a positive body image and to develop resistance to body dissatisfaction
among their now-adult daughters. Mothers and daughters are at different phases in
the life cycle, and by examining mother–daughter relationships as a protective
factor against eating disorders, we hope to shed light on the differences in body
image, objectification, and resistance to restrictive beauty ideals and body
dissatisfaction.

Methods

This article is based on a secondary analysis of qualitative data gathered from
four different samples, forming four sub-studies; the three first samples analyzed
by the second author, and the fourth by the first author. The interviews represent
selected instances where body satisfaction was a salient issue in the mother–
daughter relationship. All research was given ethical approval by the correspond-
ing Institutional Review Boards and informed consent was obtained.
Confidentiality was preserved by the use of pseudonyms and deleting all identify-
ing details in published reports. All data were recorded and transcribed into text.
These samples include:

a. Sample #1: 28 Israeli women interviewed in semi-structured interviews in 14
mother–daughter pairs during the years 2000–2002, out of a total sample of 24
mother–daughter pairs (48 interviews, collected in a snowball sampling proced-
ure, Mendlinger, & Cwikel, 2008). All the daughters in this sample and in
sample two were themselves already mothers to at least a first child. The age
range of the mothers was 50–65 and 25–35 for the daughters. This sample
included two Russian, three North African, two Israeli-born, two Ethiopian,
two American and three European mother–daughter pairs. All information
gathered from this group will be noted as S1 below. Respondents were inter-
viewed using a semi-structured interview guide, including predominantly open-
ended and some closed questions on topics relating to health behaviors over the
life cycle. Questions covering topics such as general health status, menstruation,
nutrition, body image, coping with stress and eating disorders were posed to
both the mothers and the daughters, who were interviewed separately and
confidentially (i.e. neither had access to the interview material of the other).

b. Sample #2: Six mother–daughter pairs of American-Jewish women (out of 11
pairs, collected in 2007, Cwikel, 2011), interviewed using the same semi-
structured interview as in sample #1. This sample was obtained through a
snowball sampling strategy to include a range including Orthodox–traditional,
religious Jewish women and secular religious observance, with the proviso that
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they self-identified as Jewish. The age of the daughters ranged from 29 to 45
and the mothers’ ages ranged from 59 to 80.

c. Sample #3: A focus group of US Jewish female college students of gender
studies, who were recruited through snowball sampling, including five partici-
pants (average age 23, collected in 2007, unpublished data). This group dis-
cussed their body image and their relationship to their mothers at some length
together with issues relating to their health behaviors. All information pre-
sented from this group will be noted as S3 below. All these women were
born in the USA. The focus group was led by a trained facilitator who used
a similar semi-structured set of questions to those presented in sample #1 and
#2. The focus group was filmed and audio-recorded, allowing an accurate tran-
script of the session to be prepared. Verbatim transcripts of the sessions formed
the raw data for analysis (Tracy, 2010).

d. Sample #4: Three women, all Israeli born of Ashkenazi origin, who are mothers
to daughters, interviewed in 2009–2010, who identify themselves as fat and
resist the negative value assigned to their bodies (these cases are taken out of
a larger study which included 22 participants, mostly women who are not
mothers, Maor, 2012). A letter of recruitment calling for ‘‘women who identify
as fat and are resisting social anti-fat messages’’ was distributed through a
variety of mailing lists of undergraduate and graduate students, the Israeli
fat acceptance Internet forum and lesbian Internet forums. The subject of
this study was the identity of women who identify as fat, but it did not focus
specifically on mother–daughter relationships. Themes relating to mother–
daughter relationship were salient and rose organically with no prompting
from the interviewer. All information gathered from this group will be noted
as S4 below.

Overall, these materials describe 28 mother–daughter relationships, 20 described
from both perspectives, three described from the mother’s perspective alone,
and five described from the daughter’s perspective alone. Samples 1–3 were not
selected for any specific characteristic relating to resistance, while sample 4 was not
selected for mother–daughter issues.

In the four full samples there were also many examples of conformity to the
dominant, negative body-image messages. As stated in the literature review, the
negative influences of mother–daughter relationships on body image have been
extensively documented. Thus, our analysis focused on potential protective
strategies against eating disorders and the theoretical background that
guided this research: the strategies did not simply ‘‘emerge’’ from the data
but were actively sought out by the authors. The decision to focus on protective
strategies was intended to achieve two goals: (1) to emphasize the positive
potential in the mother–daughter relationship against the backdrop of
‘‘mother blame’’ in the literature (McNaughton, 2011); and (2) to identify a
repertoire of strategies available to parents and allied health professionals who
wish to help their daughters or young women to build a stable, positive body
image.
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Dyadic narratives

Statements made by participants during the interviews should not be taken as a
straightforward reflection of the actual practices of mothers. Rather, they should
be taken as elicited accounts of events they remembered (or that were remembered
by their daughters), often retrospectively over a span of many years. However, this
does not undermine the validity of the information presented. The aim of the
present study was not to supply the frequency and distribution of the actual prac-
tices of mothers in a given population, but rather to construct, on the basis of
respondents’ accounts, potential strategies that may be used by mothers to protect
their daughters against body dissatisfaction. Therefore, we frame the quotes as
stories told to give meaning to their mother or daughter experiences, and later
modified to form a personal narrative and communicate with others. In this
sense, the information gathered is ‘‘self- consciously political [and] not nostalgically
recuperative’’ (Zanker & Gard, 2008, p. 51).

Data analysis

Content analysis was performed by the two authors and inter-coder reliability was
established. No software program was employed. Analysis of the interviews and
focus group transcripts was done using content analysis, in order to explore ‘‘mean-
ing units’’ (Tutty, Rothery, & Grinnell, 1996), and thematic analysis (Braun &
Clarke, 2006), which is a method for identifying, analyzing and reporting patterns
of the same phenomenon in qualitative analysis.

The material was scanned to identify instances of protective strategies. Analysis
focused on the following parameters: the social conditions in which the described
phenomenon – protective strategies – was grounded, and implications of the strat-
egy as perceived by respondents. We also attempted to connect the analytical
categories to wider social conditions (such as gendered division of labor within
the family), broader political and cultural values, and the formation of various
social movements.

Below, quotes from the interview and focus group transcripts are presented by
pseudonym, age, indication whether the respondent is a mother or a daughter (only
when relating to samples 1 and 2, consisting of mother–daughter pairs), and eth-
nicity (in samples 1 and 2 where ethnicity was recorded).

Results

Analysis of the interviews and focus group revealed repeated instances of mothers
and daughters rejecting, negating or resisting oppressive messages and stereotypes
relating to general or personal body images. These types of resistance are often
described both by the mothers and by their daughters, in a strikingly similar fashion.

The examples of resistance presented below all have in common the mothers’
drive to protect their daughters and to be good mothers, reflecting a deep sense of
responsibility as part of the maternal role. The starting point for resistance was the
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traditional concept of the mother’s role as one that nurtures and sustains, which
was congruent with the dynamic of mother–daughter relationships in previous
generations. However, building on the power of this traditional idea, mothers
developed a distinct concept of what constitutes well-being and success for their
daughters.

All mothers interviewed concurred that, as mothers, they are responsible for
their daughters’ weight, socialization to accepted gender roles and well-being. For
example, even though Amira worked outside the home, it was important for her to
take responsibility for the nurturing and feeding of her children:

In the house where I raised my children, I made sure I was there for lunch. I had great

struggles at work over this, but I wanted to preserve the values I received at home. These

values I got frommymother. . . I wanted to be with my children and not let a nanny give

them lunch. Always a struggle. (Amira, age 58, mother, Israeli Moroccan origin, S1)

At the same time, some mothers rejected the prevalent notions of the normative
body for themselves, and the identification of success as conformity to ideal body
values. For example, Tali revealed how her maturity allowed her to view her body
and evaluate her sex appeal in a different fashion from when she was a young
woman:

Next to my bed (I was just beginning to study gender studies). . . was the book The

Beauty Myth . . . All of sudden, in the middle of reading it. . . I said to myself, ‘‘Well,

he is not attracted to me. . . What does that say about my sexuality? Nothing!’’ I didn’t

get it at age 26. As far as I was concerned at age 26, to be sexy meant that five guys

from the university would want to sleep with me. (Tali, age 43, S4)

Later on in her interview, Tali described how exposure to alternative discourses
regarding women’s bodies fueled her desire to build resilience among her daughters
to normative messages. Below, we present the strategies used by respondents to
promote resilience to body dissatisfaction among their daughters.

Strategies of resistance to hegemonic media messages identified in
mother–daughter relationships

Clear patterns emerged, indicating a coherent set of practices employed by women
to protect their daughters from the corrosive effects of negative social messages
relating to body image. These strategies were: (1) filtering – being cautious and
sensitive regarding body image issues, (2) transmitting awareness of the dangers of
eating disorders, (3) positive reinforcement – the use of affirmative language in
regard to daughters’ bodies; (4) discussion – providing tools for criticism of dom-
inant body-related messages and ideology; and (5) positivity – shifting the focus of
food and body-related discussions regarding weight loss to health and taking pleas-
ure in food. These strategies are presented in detail below.
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1. Filtering: Mothers filtered their language and behavior by being cautious and
sensitive when discussing body image issues and deliberately avoiding the use of
derogatory messages or language in reference to their own or to their daughters’
weight and body size. Respondents described how their intuition, life experience,
or exposure to scientific or feminist literature led them to be particularly con-
scious of the effect their attitudes to their own bodies could have on their daugh-
ters’ body image. Tali, for example, was very careful not to express worries
about her own weight in front of her daughters:

Even when I was constantly dieting and had two young daughters, I never, ever

let them know [that she was dieting or bothered about her size]. I knew that I

had a responsibility toward my daughters. . . I couldn’t tell them: ‘‘God, how did I

eat so much, I ate like a pig; I’m disgusting and revolting’’. I can think these

thoughts in my head but God forbid I would say this in front of my daughters.

(Tali, age 43, S4)

2. Transmitting awareness of the dangers of eating disorders: As part of the rise in
public awareness about eating disorders, mothers were aware that social pres-
sure to lose weight posed a danger for their daughters (Ogle & Damhorst, 2003).
The younger generation of mothers we sampled emphasized the risks of
unhealthy eating, transmitting the message that it is ‘‘better’’ to be perceived
as fat than to develop an eating disorder. For example, following a relative’s
comment in adolescence, Sivan started to diet. Sivan’s mother was worried that
she might develop an eating disorder and took her to a psychologist.
Tanya also put effort into conveying to her daughter the dangers of eating
disorders:
[Q: Was there any time that your daughter practiced extreme diets?] A: No,
because I really made a constant effort to put into her head that it’s not healthy.
(Tanya, Israeli, age 33, daughter, S1)

Sharon remembered the palpable sensitivity of her mother as a protective factor,
and her mother’s efforts to convey the message that it is better to be ‘‘a little’’ fat
than to develop an eating disorder:

. . . When I was growing up, and I got heavier going through puberty, I remember my

mom saying to me: ‘‘It’s better that you’re a little bit fat. Just don’t be anorexic.’’

(Sharon, age 24, S3)

3. Positive reinforcements: Some mothers positively related to their daughters’
bodies, in order to improve their body image. They explained that positive
reinforcement may be both verbal and physical – in the form of kisses and hugs.
Discussing her body image, Tali recalled being deprived of her mother’s physical
affection because of her fat body, and acted differently with her daughter.
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I constantly kiss her body [of the daughter who is considered ‘‘chubby’’]. . . and I am

not just doing it because I feel obligated to do so. . . She is completely devoid of any

inferiority complex regarding her body. . . and why do I mention it? Because it depends

so much on the messages she gets from me. (Tali, age 43, S4)

Lisa had issues related to being perceived as underweight growing up. She
emphasized how her mother’s support and encouragement helped her to construct
a positive body image:

I actually have an amazing mother (begins to cry). She worked really hard to make

sure that I was okay with myself. She actually had to work really hard with me

because I was really little. And I didn’t have a big stomach, and I couldn’t eat a

lot. And she would always tell me, like when we went out to restaurants and stuff

that I didn’t need to finish everything that was on my plate. Being okay with myself

and with my weight was a very big thing. And she was really conscious of trying to

keep me okay with myself. (Lisa, 23, S3)

Galit provided her daughters with verbal reinforcements and reassurance in
order to help them cope with harmful social messages, in this case transmitted
by a dietician.

Two years ago my daughters became vegetarian [. . .] I took them to a dietician to

check that their diet is balanced, that they don’t have a shortage of B12 [. . .], but the

dietician’s attitude was focused on [weight loss] in both cases [. . .] She [the dietician]

immediately [. . .] weighed them, and her whole attitude revolved around ‘‘fine, you’re

OK, you are at a reasonable weight’’ [. . .] and to the other [daughter] she said: ‘‘You

need to start watching your weight’’. Now, this daughter is not skinny and you see

how she feels when she compares herself to all of these skinny girls [. . .] and I worry

that this may take her to a very dangerous place. I think that to tell them that they

look fine is the best way [to cope]. (Galit, age 55, S4)

4. Discussion: Some mothers also taught their daughters to be critical of main-
stream messages by providing them with tools to think about social discourses
and practices in relation to body and gender. These tools allowed daughters to
distance themselves from common body-related practices. Sivan described the
rationale behind this strategy:

A professor at the university [. . .] told us, in the period when I didn’t have my daugh-

ters yet, that when she was growing up in the 1960s in the U.S., her mother was a very

devoted feminist, and didn’t let them play with Barbie dolls. So she kept running over

to her grandmother’s house to play with Barbie dolls. Then when her mother would

come, her grandmother would hide the dolls. And I remember [. . .] it was a formative

moment for me, and I remember that I started thinking [. . .] that I don’t want to drive

my daughters to the other end of the spectrum [. . .] because this woman was so

feminist that she didn’t enable her daughters [. . .] She made them [Barbie dolls]
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very seductive. I don’t want to instill in [my daughters] an amplified urge. . . . (Sivan,

age 42, S4)

Sivan was aware that trying to nudge her daughters toward a feminist stance
may actually motivate them to play with body-unrealistic Barbie dolls:

First of all, I’ve been a feminist, as my mother says, since I was 3 [laughs]. . . I have

feminist ideas deep in my mind. . . I always discuss commercials with my daughters. . .

ignoring TV is not an option. TV is here to stay and it carries its messages. . . So the only

thing I can do is teach women, in this case, my daughters, to practice critical thinking,

you know, watching a commercial and trying to see what meanings it conveys, what is

enticing about it [. . .] Once I told my daughter that in order to make a human-sized

Barbie doll [a Barbie-proportioned woman], one would have to remove several of her

ribs [. . .] and then she looked at her Barbie dolls and told me: ‘‘Do you see that the dolls

constantly walk on the tips of their toes because they are designed to fit high heeled

shoes?’’ That made me happy. Sometimes she sees a skinny woman and tells me that she

is too skinny. That, if you ask me, is definitely resistance. (Sivan, 42, S4)

Galit described her critical stance toward societal attitudes about women, food
and fat:

We are all caught in the social gaze, in the meanings of what’s it like to be a fat

woman. . . in the common belief that to be fat is to be someone who is not in control of

her life. . . not able to cope, to control herself [. . .] Being aware of this [. . .] really

affected me, regarding my daughters. I try to be so careful [. . .] because I know how it

feels [. . .] They have a feminist mother, they have consciousness, but still, they tell me

that their friends’ mothers tell their daughters: ‘‘You are fat, don’t eat that’’. . . They

are exposed to these messages as observers. . . . (Galit, age 55, S4)

5. Positivity: Some mothers attempted to divert talk about food and eating
from a prohibitory focus on weight loss to a more positive, healthy eating,
by taking pleasure in food. Several mothers recalled that when they were
girls, their mothers constantly commented on their eating habits and
restricted the food they were allowed to eat. Consequently, eating
became associated with negative feelings and guilt. Galit, for example, dis-
cussed how her mother monitored her eating and forbade her from enjoying
her favorite dishes:

I will never tell them [her daughters] sentences like: ‘‘Stop eating’’, that is something

that probably was said to me a lot. . . ‘‘stop eating, you eat too much’’, or, ‘‘it’s

fattening–don’t eat that’’. . . . I avoid making comments regarding food. . .I tried to

make it a non-issue. . . I direct talk to the issue of the quality of the food. . . the aspect

of food that is being discussed [at home] is not whether it is fattening or not, but,

instead [the message I convey is]: ‘‘your body is important and what you eat and what

you don’t [is important]. Respect your body!’’ (Galit, age 55, S4)
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Another interviewee, Rose, described a focus on health and variety of foods at
home, following the example of both parents:

I was thinking, my parents are the sort of people who cooked really good food and my

mom cooks really well. Healthy, really healthy. Like I was saying earlier, my dad,

when I was growing up, did most of the cooking. We had cooked vegetables and a

salad at dinner and a main course. It was fine, if you eat junk food whenever. But you

had to eat all the food groups. . . Like, you’re eating well, and it’s something that I’ve

never reacted against. Treat yourself well, treat your body well. (Rose, age 25, S3)

Popular discourses regarding ‘‘healthy’’ eating (e.g. eating a variety of foods,
eating fruits and vegetables) were frequently employed by mothers. However, some
elements of popular health discourses may put girls at risk for developing eating
disorders. Burns and Gavey (2004) emphasize that healthy weight and eating fre-
quently draw on the already-charged connection between body size, presumed ill-
health and moral responsibility in Western contemporary societies. Body weight
has become the ultimate indication of a person’s health, without sufficient scientific
evidence, under the influence of the lucrative weight reduction industry (Burns &
Gavey, 2004; Carey et al., 2011). According to this approach, the practices of
anorexics and bulimics are congruent with healthy discourses; they just take this
logic a step too far.

Some interviewees were sensitive about the moralizing and anti-fat tones behind
the rhetoric of health. During her interview, Galit was critical of the medicalization
of fatness, and stated that health issues were sometimes used to disguise aesthetic
concerns over the size and contours of the female body:

We don’t discuss whether certain food are fattening or not. . . We won’t buy too many

processed foods or soft drinks and Cola. . . But not because they are fattening. . . I

won’t cook dietetic food, I have a strong resistance to buying one percent low-fat

cheese, [I strongly resist] eating foods that are not tasty. . . You know, eating what

feels good, but not junk. . . . (Galit, age 55, S4)

By emphasizing the importance of pleasure in food, Galit was able to promote a
healthy discourse toward body and eating while avoiding more problematic
implications.

Discussion

Theoretical implications

Returning to Mann’s (1994) theory of micro-political agency, this study shifts from
the ‘‘gender-less’’, rational, authoritative theories of protective parenting strategies
to emphasize the concrete, gendered, relational and emotional nature of protective
parenting. The framing of the parent who uses authority in a unidirectional manner
implicitly reinforces traditional notions of children not ‘‘as ‘beings’ or active
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subjects, but rather as naı̈ve and vulnerable ‘victims’, who must be protected and
properly socialized by the adults who are charged with their care’’ (Harrison, 2012,
p. 328). By contrast, the dyadic frame of reference analyzes protective parenting
strategies as an instance of agency, exercised within the strong mother–daughter
bond. The mothers in the study did not merely pass on rules or knowledge to their
daughters. Rather, the mothers engaged in complex emotional coping with their
own and their daughters’ body image issues. For example, some mothers tried to
provide their daughters with support they felt they did not receive from their own
mothers. This allows us to identify daughters and their mothers as two subjects
engaging in a reciprocal relationship. Reciprocity does not mean equality: as
adults, mothers possess more freedom and power to choose alternative approaches
to body image, health and eating than children and adolescents do.

This shift in understanding parenting strategies is all the more important when it
comes to body image, as some of the mothers in the study identified direct moni-
toring and supervision of eating habits, which are most commonly identified with
authoritative parental strategies, with negative and aversive memories about their
bodies. Furthermore, in contrast to the traditional parenting strategies, gender
plays a significant role in the strategies we identified. Women were aware that
thinness is regarded as much more important to women; they tended to worry
about the weight of their daughters and intervene in their food regimes much
more than they did for their sons (Lowes & Tiggemann, 2003). The feeling or
perception of responsibility for children’s nutrition and weight may lead mothers
to transmit the normative appreciation of thinness and appearance in women, and
emphasize specific behaviors (e.g. restrictive eating, dieting, body monitoring) that
lead their daughters to adopt normative beauty ideals. The mothers quoted in this
study, by creatively appropriating the social role of motherhood, tried to steer their
daughters away from negative views of non-normative female bodies as they mani-
fest in hegemonic discourse.

Unlike more traditional parenting strategies, understanding parenting as micro-
political agency emphasizes the need to cultivate competing counter-discourses of
body image. Exposure to alternative discourses regarding the meaning of health,
beauty, size and gender, in the context of gender studies and fat acceptance
communities, was pivotal to the subversive appropriation of the traditional mother-
ing role reported by some respondents. Respondents engaged with, negotiated and
reconciled two subjective positions: a traditional subject position of the mother who
assumes primary caretaking of her children, and the feminist/fat accepting subject,
who challenges contemporary gender beauty ideals. This enables them to rewrite, at
least partially, mainstream scripts of good mothering and body ideals.

Framing these strategies as instances of micro-political agency raises questions
regarding the social conditions allowing such agency. First, not all groups of
women are evenly exposed to competing discourses regarding gender, weight and
health. Participating in extracurricular activities, and having the time and energy to
read academic texts, may be available to women from certain groups in society.
Mothers who have not been exposed to such discourses may not be able to help
protect their daughters by specifically using these strategies. Second, other
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variables, such as the mothers’ own relationship with their bodies, or the degree in
which their children are perceived to be ‘‘fat’’ may also influence their ability to
employ protective factors. Studies suggest that mothers are socially blamed for
their children’s ‘‘obesity’’ twice: biologically and socially (Harrison, 2012; Nash,
2012; Warin, Zivkovic, Moore, & Davies 2012). As the parent responsible for their
children’s nutrition, mothers of children deemed as fat are assumed to over-indulge
them with food. We also must be careful not to overemphasize the mothers’ influ-
ence on their daughters. Some studies found other factors, such as the ‘‘appearance
cultures’’ that characterize some specific social environments, may strongly influ-
ence girls’ body image (Carey et al., 2011).

The focus of the present study on mothers’ strategies may reinforce the trad-
itional concept of the mother as the principle figure responsible for the welfare of
her children. Studies repeatedly show that despite relaxation of gender norms
within contemporary heterosexual families in the West, gender division of labor
remains largely unchanged, as the daily care of children is placed primarily on the
shoulders of mothers, even when they engage in paid labor (Nentwich, 2008).
Fathers’ responsibility is often restricted to playing and soothing, rather than
ordinary tasks such as food preparation, or emotional daily care (Nentwich,
2008). Calling on mothers to employ strategies to protect their daughters may
reinforce this division of labor in the family. We call on fathers to show further
involvement in child rearing, including feeding and teaching eating habits.
Research has shown that fathers’ feedback about appearance has a stronger
impact on college women’s body image than mothers’ feedback (Schwartz,
Phares, Tantleff-Dunn, & Thompson, 1999).

There are limitations to the present study, which relied on samples that are
not statistically representative of the larger population of Israeli or Jewish
American women. While not originally collected for the research questions at
hand, the narratives analyzed are ‘‘unique case studies drawn from a collection’’
that ‘‘can be used to present insights into an issue or theory and [have] impli-
cations for the population from which it was drawn’’ (Cwikel, 2011, p. 398).
This is a common methodology in feminist sociology, which sometimes relies on
an analysis of only a few cases. Such qualitative research can shed light on the
complex cognitive and emotional processes that shape body image and weight
identity that are crucial to develop effective interventions (Choate, 2005;
McCabe & Ricciardelli, 2005).

Practical implications

Despite the significant and long-lasting effect of mother–daughter relationships on
body image and propensity for eating disorders, body image intervention programs
that specifically target mother–daughter dyads are rare1 (Corning et al., 2010).
Parenting behaviors are modifiable and could be the targets of public health inter-
vention programs aimed at enhancing connectedness and promoting positive
communication about food, health and body image and preventing eating
disorders. It is imperative to develop such programs, as mothers who wish to
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encourage healthy eating in their daughters may unwittingly urge their daughters to
watch their weight or restrict their eating. Research suggests that this is counter-
productive, and can produce emotional or physical damage and may even be a risk
factor for eating disorders (Bauer et al., 2013; Burns & Gavey, 2004; Harrison,
2012; Solovay, 2000).

Such an intervention program could provide parents with knowledge and
strategies that promote positive values of healthful eating and decrease body dis-
satisfaction, thus preventing eating disorders. For example, critical discussion of
mainstream culture was found to be associated with high self-esteem and positive
body image (Kinsaul, Curtin, Bazzini, & Martz, 2014; Murnen, Smolak, Mills, &
Good, 2003). The need to teach girls to critically address unrealistic and narrowly
defined body ideals was stressed by researchers who examined girls’ own
perceptions regarding body image education (Carey et al., 2011).

This type of critical discussion can serve as an alternative to the monitoring
behaviors often employed by mothers (e.g. Aronowitz & Eche, 2013; Corning et al.,
2010; Salmon, 2012). Mothers cannot monitor and supervise their daughters all the
time, especially as daughters mature and become more independent. As one inter-
viewee in the present study noted, nudging daughters in the direction of her
mother’s feminist values, without eliciting insight, may inadvertently push the
daughter in the opposite direction. Engaging in critical discussion, teaching one’s
daughter to thoughtfully interpret hegemonic messages regarding appearance and
weight may help to produce insight and a sense of control.

Filtering should also be incorporated into intervention programs, as studies
show that critical comments made by mothers toward their own bodies or the
bodies of others have a deleterious effect on the body image of their daughters
(Bauer et al., 2013). Providing physical affection or verbal positive attention dir-
ected at girls’ bodies may serve to counter the tendency of individuals inhabiting
non-normative bodies to dissociate from their bodies and ‘‘live from the neck up’’
(Owen, 2012).

Teaching parents how to emphasize healthful eating by including fresh, diverse
foods at home, frequent family meals in a light and non-critical atmosphere, talk-
ing with children about eating nutritious foods and caring for one’s body, coupled
with a decrease in weight talk, are associated with better body image and healthier
eating patterns (Bauer, Berge, & Neumark-Sztainer, 2011; Bauer et al., 2013).
At the same time, one should cautiously include ‘‘health’’ discourses, since, as
discussed earlier, restrictive elements may serve as precursors to the development
of eating disorders (Burns & Gavey, 2004).

To avoid the more problematic aspects of health discourses, parents can use the
following measures. First, they can emphasize the complexity of health that
includes many aspects such as well-being, fitness, and a sense of self-fulfillment,
and promote the understanding that there are better indicators of health than body
size. Second, they can weaken the visual link between thinness and health, e.g. by
presenting their children with images of fit and healthy individuals in a variety of
body sizes. Third, stress the importance of practices that contribute to health
regardless of body size, such as tailored types of physical activities.2 We strongly
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recommend testing these strategies in a longitudinal study of parents and their
children, which will allow for evaluation of these intervention strategies.

Conclusions

In conclusion, we believe that this paper brings forth new insights about the role of
mother–daughter relationships in the context of aversive media messages about
women, their bodies, eating patterns and appearance as the key to social accept-
ance. Both mothers and daughters have agency to choose alternative modes of
interaction that promote a healthier body image and build a personal and body-
based resilience to mitigate the risk of eating disorders as they mature. We recom-
mend the development of preventive interventions based on the great potential for
positive effects in many mother–daughter relationships. While we have analyzed
mother–daughter relationships, we firmly believe in the importance of father–
daughter interactions as an additional, potentially positive avenue for future
research.
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Notes

1. For a notable exception see Graber and Brooks-Gunn (1996).
2. An additional example of an approach that promotes the idea of health regardless of

body size can be found at http://www.haescommunity.org/
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