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Welcome to the second newsletter of the Centre for Appearance Research (CAR). In this 
issue, Hannah Frith explains why she researches clothing and identity and Diana Harcourt 
stresses the need to consider appearance-related concerns amongst people with cancer.
We also introduce new members of the Centre and outline plans for forthcoming seminars 
and a CAR conference.

Since our last edition, CAR has continued to grow from strength to strength. Existing 
members of the group have been involved in a growing portfolio of appearance-related 
research and we are delighted to welcome 6 new members to the Centre:

Paul Bennett is the Research Director of the Clinical Psychology programme, run by the 
Universities of Plymouth & Exeter. Amongst his wide range of research interests, Paul is 
involved in projects examining peoples’ attributions of personality on the basis of facial 
appearance and the appearance-related concerns of people from different ethnic groups.

Liz Frost, Senior Lecturer in Applied Social Science is based in the Faculty of Health & 
Social Care at UWE has a long standing interest in appearance and identity. She has 
published on boys, girls and appearance, and women, appearance and mental health.

Emily Lovegrove has been appointed to the post of Research Fellow in CAR, a post funded 
by the National Institute of Health for three years, with the aim of exploring quality of 
life in adolescents with craniofacial anomalies.

We also welcome 3 new PhD students: Daniel Russell is exploring how inclusion and 
exclusion are expressed through clothing, Melissa Wallace will be examining the 
appearance related concerns of people undergoing treatment for cancer and Sue Jackson 
will be researching the psychosocial consequences of squints. 

Finally, we are thrilled that Nicky Rumsey has been awarded the title of Professor of 
Appearance & Health Psychology and that James Partridge, Chief Executive of Changing 
Faces has been awarded an OBE for services to people with disabilities and for his role in 
CAR. Congratulations to them both.



All Dressed Up:
Studying Clothing & Appearance Practices

“Clothes! You study clothes!” When people hear about our research they initially think that it is too 

frivolous a topic for serious scholarly interest, or an excuse to go shopping! But we are not 

interested in clothes per se, but in the ways in which people use clothing to construct identities and 

to communicate with others about these identities. 

Although we believe that appearance should not determine how people should judge us and treat 

us, we also recognise that appearance is anything but superficial. Our clothed appearance is ‘read’ 

by others as communicating something about who we are and about our intentions and actions. 

This is not a straightforward matter of encoding and decoding unambiguous pieces of information 

(e.g. ‘I wear a tracksuit therefore I am athletic’), but a complex process of negotiation which is 

culturally, spatially and contextually specific. The meaning of my tracksuit will depend upon where I 

wear it (at a sports centre or at work), my physical embodiment (is my body lean and fit), what kind 

of tracksuit it is (is it recognised as an ‘athletic brand’), who I am with (members of the athletics 

club), and importantly, who is interpreting my appearance (an athlete or my mum). 

The point is not to be able to identify the ‘true’ meaning of the tracksuit, rather it is the processes 

by which the tracksuit comes to have meaning, the meanings that it encapsulates, and how these 

meanings shift and change as people engage in identity work, which is the focus of our research. 

As psychologists we are interested in exploring the ways in which the meanings of dress, clothing 

and appearance are constructed, and how these meanings are negotiated by individuals engaged 

in processes of identity construction and self-presentation. 

For the adolescents that we have been talking to, the messages they receive about their 

appearance are often confusing and contradictory. Girls are supposed to be interested in their 

looks but without being too vain, while boys are supposed to be uninterested in clothes but 

nevertheless have to have the ‘right look’. 

It is often assumed that boys and men are uninterested in, and ignorant about, fashion, clothing 

and appearance, but our research suggests that this is overly simplistic. Although the young men 

in our study were initially at pains to signal their lack of interest in clothing and lack of concern 

about how they look, they went on to describe their clothing strategies in detail. These young men 

used clothing to cover up areas of their body which they felt were ‘imperfect’ – they used bulky 

jumpers to disguise arms and chests which they described as too thin or under-developed, and 

baggy t-shirts to hide unwanted bulges (Frith and Gleeson, in press). Clothing is a mechanism we 



use to negotiate our embodiments, and to manage the ways in which our bodies are seen by 

others. 

Young women also have to negotiate contradictory messages about their appearance. In 

interviews we heard them trying to negotiate space for themselves as both young and adult, sexual 

and asexual, feminine and tomboyish (see Gleeson and Frith, 2001). We heard them reflecting 

upon the comments and feedback they receive from others about their appearance, and the 

attempts of others to position them in particular ways. For example, while the young women 

themselves enjoy wearing sexualised and revealing clothing which gets them noticed and admired 

by young men, they receive ambiguous messages about their appearance from parents. Parents 

encourage them to wear ‘feminine’ clothes and high-heeled shoes, but then exhort them to cover-

up because they think “I’m gonna get raped or something if I’m wearing those clothes”. 

Finally, our research suggests that young people are anxious about their ability to negotiate 

identities through clothing. Young people see being able to obtain the ‘right’ kinds of clothing as 

essential to their inclusion into and exclusion from friendship groups, and being unable to obtain 

these clothes as a precursor to bullying and teasing about appearance (see Gleeson and Frith, 

under submission).

Although clothing practices are mundane, everyday events this does not mean that they are 

meaningless and unimportant. Far from being superficial and insignificant, clothing practices are a 

mechanism for managing interpersonal relationships and group membership, a method for altering 

the appearance of the body, and an important tool in identity construction and negotiation.
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How relevant are appearance-related issues 
amongst people with cancer?

A diagnosis of cancer brings with it a multitude of worries and concerns. Whilst most of these 

concerns may be related to the fear of a potentially life-threatening condition it is also evident that 

emotional distress is often focused around negative feelings towards the person’s appearance and 

body. Cancer-related changes to appearance can be temporary (e.g. hair loss), amenable to change 

(e.g. reconstructive surgery after mastectomy) or permanent (e.g. amputation) and may necessitate 

continued adjustment and adaptation to an altered body image.

Changes to appearance as a result of cancer and its treatment can have a far-reaching impact. Not 

only can they act as vivid, constant reminders of the cancer but looking and/or feeling visibly 

different can have a detrimental impact on quality of life including reduced self-confidence, low self-

esteem, difficulty with social interactions and ultimately, social withdrawal. Social situations may 

prove particularly challenging when the tumour affects the face or neck since this can make it difficult 

or impossible to use particular facial expressions and surgery may affect speech. An audit of head 

and neck cancer patients carried out by members of CAR found that 50% of participants avoided 

certain activities as a result of their appearance. Changes to body image are also likely to impact 

upon feelings of attractiveness, especially when the tumour is located in a part of the body 

particularly associated with sexuality e.g. breast. 

Recent surgical developments have increased the options available to people with cancer. For 

example the increased availability of reconstructive surgery for women treated by way of 

mastectomy pays testament to the increased recognition of the negative impact of breast loss and 

to the motivation of many patients to attempt to restore their pre-treatment appearance. Yet 

contrary to common assumptions regarding the benefits of reconstructive surgery our research has 

concluded that breast reconstruction is not a universal panacea for the emotional and 

psychological consequences of mastectomy. Women in our research still felt conscious of an 

altered body image one year after surgery, regardless of whether or not they had elected breast 

reconstruction. This same research highlighted the difficulty some women experienced in making 

decisions about treatment that would affect their appearance, especially when they had only 

recently been told they had cancer.

Our research has consistently found that cancer patients are concerned by the impact of the 

disease and its treatment upon their appearance. However, they may not always feel able to 

disclose such concerns to their family and friends or to the healthcare professionals treating them.

We are now researching appearance-related issues amongst people with pre-cancerous 

conditions, malignant melanoma, colo-rectal cancer or those undergoing chemotherapy. The aim is 



to place appearance and body image issues higher on the agenda of those responsible for cancer 

care. 
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Funding Successes

“Appearance Matters” Conference
CAR, in collaboration with the charity Changing Faces are delighted that the PPP foundation has 

agreed to support the “Appearance Matters” conference to be held in Bristol on 3rd December 

2003 (details on page 6).

Appearance Seminars
An application by members of CAR has lead to the British Psychological Society agreeing to fund a 

series of seminars titled “Visibility, Appearance and Embodiment: Constructing Identities at 
the Intersection of Health and Social Psychology”.

The seminars will be held in 2003 and will extend and develop understandings of the impact of 

appearance, visibility and embodiment on self and identity.

Topics to be discussed will include:

o “are there differences in appearance concerns and practices of those who are visibly 

different and those who are not?”

CAR provides University module on disfigurement

A level 3 module “The Psychosocial Care of People with Disfiguring Conditions” (designed and 

delivered by Prof Nicky Rumsey and Dr. Alex Clarke) is being hosted and marketed by UWE’s 

Faculty of Health & Social Care for 2003 and 2004. Study days and a short course (nested 

within the full module delivery) are also on offer.
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o “who decides where differences in either appearance or appearance practices become 

sufficiently different to be understood as deviant?”

o “how do individual’s perceptions of their visible selves shift in relation to different social 

locations, audiences, roles and ages?”. 

The seminar programme will consist of 5 meetings, some of which will be open to any interested 

parties including postgraduates and health practitioners. Further details will follow in due course.

Recent Conference Presentations:

Members of CAR have recently given the following conference papers:

Kate Gleeson & Hannah Frith gave an invited talk to the British Psychological Society, South 

West Branch meeting at the Royal Cornwall Hospital in Truro on 2nd November entitled 'Identity -

Cultural and Economic Capital'.

In a symposium at the Women and Psychology Conference (2002) held at Birkbeck College, 

London members of the qualitative group within CAR gave the following papers:

Hannah Frith & Kate Gleeson. Young Women and Body Display

Yvette Morey & Hannah Frith. Invisible Bodies: Young Women on Display in Clothing Diaries

R. Millsted & Hannah Frith. Eight Young Women's Experiences of Having Large Breasts.

R. Levene & Kate Gleeson. Embodied Experiences, Disembodied Identities.

H. Black & Hannah Frith. Women's Use of Clothing to Express 'Sexiness'.

Yvette Morey gave a talk titled “In/visible Bodies: Young Women on Display in Clothing Diaries” at 

the Connections 2002 Conference held at the Department of Sociology, University of Bristol.

Sue Jackson & Richard Harrad of the Bristol Eye Hospital gave a presentation called "Are you 

looking at me mate? The psychosocial impact of corrective surgery in strabismic adults" at the 

Dublin meeting of the Eye Surgeons Ophthalmology Group in September. 

Nicky Rumsey was a key note speaker at the Advanced Training Course in Maxillofacial Surgery, 

hosted by the University of Bristol in September. The paper was entitled “The psychology of 

patients seeking aesthetic surgery”.

Recent Research Outputs:

Kleve L, Rumsey N, Wyn-Williams M & White P (2002). The effectiveness of cognitive-behavioural 

interventions provided at "Outlook", a disfigurement support unit. Journal of Evaluation in Clinical Practice, 

8, 4, 387-394.



Rumsey N (2002) Body Image and Congenital Conditions. Chapter 26 in T Cash & T Pruzinsky (eds) Body 

Image: A Handbook of Theory, Research & Clinical Practice. Guilford.

Rumsey N (2002) Optimizing Body Image in Disfiguring Conditions: Surgical & Psychosocial Interventions. 

Chapter 49 in T Cash & T Pruzinsky (as above).

Rumsey, N., Clarke, A. & Musa, M. (2002). Altered body image: the psychosocial needs of patients, British 

Journal of Community Nursing, vol 7, no 11, p563-566.

Rumsey N, Clarke A, Wyn-Williams M. (2002) The psychosocial aspects of disfiguring conditions. British 

Journal of Dermatology Nursing, 18-20.

Forthcoming Events:

“Appearance Matters”

The Centre for Appearance Research will be hosting a conference titled “Appearance Matters” 

that will provide a forum for the discussion of appearance-related issues and promote innovative 

research and good practice in the area.

The conference is taking place at the Watershed Media Centre, Bristol on 3rd December 2003.

Speakers will include Dr Kathy Davies (author of “Re-shaping the female body: the dilemma of 

cosmetic surgery), Dr James Partridge (Chief Executive, Changing Faces) and Professor 

Nichola Rumsey (Director, Centre for Appearance Research).

The conference will especially relevant to health care professionals, academics and researchers 

working in the areas of appearance and disfigurement. It is being supported by the PPP 

foundation. Further details will be available on the CAR webpage shortly.


