DIETING DISORDERS*

In all of the years that I have treated girls with eating disorders, it never fails.  As I begin to ask questions about the origins of the problem, the girls begin to tell me about their attempts to lose weight.  It doesn’t matter if a girl is fat, thin, or in between, she has probably dieted to lose weight. Some girls lose weight and never stop.  They can’t see that continued weight loss, well beyond their natural body weight, is wrecking havoc with their health.  

The quest is about losing weight.  However, “losing weight” or saying, “I’m too fat” becomes a code for everything that the girls feel.  When they’re angry, they look at themselves and say, “I’m too fat”.  When they’re sad, they look at themselves and say, “I need to lose weight”.  When they’re upset about most everything they say, “I’m too fat and I need to lose weight”.  When I get to _____ weight, I’ll stop.”  Except, by the time they are significantly below their natural body weight, it can be too late.  Anorexia nervosa has taken hold in the girl’s life.  It becomes her identity, a way of life.  No amount of reasoning, cajoling, punishing, threatening, etc. will every win against “Anorexia”.  
It’s important for family members to understand that a girl with anorexia nervosa is not starving on purpose.  She really can’t stop restricting, obsessing, weighing, measuring, exercising, etc.  Most girls with anorexia nervosa will require professional help to overcome this well-entrenched disorder.  Some will require hospitalization, some will spend years in outpatient therapy, but RECOVERY is possible.

Dieting also causes other eating/food/weight issues.  When girls believe they are fat, they will first, perhaps innocently, diet.  They have probably grown up with mothers who diet and are surrounded daily by hundreds of images of very thin models, actresses, singers, etc. Even when girls are sensible about weight loss, there is always a risk of developing eating problems.  Dieting can also cause weight gain, weight cycling (yo-yo dieting) and obesity.
Because some bodies are meant to be bigger (just as some are meant to be smaller and some in between), dieting is often the prescribed method of treating girls who are overweight or obese.  In fact, being fat in our culture, is considered by some to be a death threat.  Research however, does not support this.  Yes, some people who are fat may be unhealthy or at risk for diseases such as diabetes and heart disease, but thin people also develop these problems.  So being obese or overweight is not an automatic health risk.  Fat, healthy people exist and live long, productive lives.  Some thin people have unhealthy lifestyles and will develop the same diseases.  

There is an alternative to dieting.  It’s called, Health At Every Size.  This approach is based on listening to internal body cues of hunger and fullness.  It includes eating what your body is wanting and enjoying the process.  There are no good foods or bad foods.  Intuitively, our bodies will let us know if we want protein, vegetables, fruits, carbs or sweets.  Moderation is the key.  Our natural bodies will tell us when our stomach is full, especially if we eat slow enough for the food we’ve put in our stomach is recognized by our brain.  Most people are afraid that if they truly eat what they want, they will gain 100 pounds.  That usually doesn’t happen.  Of course, paying attention to nutrition is also important, but there are no rules.  Some people need a lot of protein during various times of the day, while some people need less.  How often to eat, what to eat and how much to eat are individual preferences.  You need to get to know your own body rhythms, which can change day to day.  If you’re interested in more information about Health At Every Size, go to www.associationforsizediversityandhealth.org.

