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Niece exhibiting signs of an eating disorder

QUESTION:

I think my 16-year-old
niece is developing an eating
disorder and I am not sure
what to do.

She has become more
withdrawn lately, doesn’t eat
dinner with her family and has
lost some weight. She seems
to be very preoccupied with
her body and food, and is
not doing very well in school
right now. She is not anorexic
thin but seems very down.
What can I do to help her?
Answer:

Let me first say that there
are just too many young girls
and their families who are
struggling with this issue.
Some studies suggest that
approximately 25 per cent of
all adolescent girls are dealing
with some form of an cating
disorder (also known as dis-
ordered eating). Parents and
family members are left feeling
incredibly anxious, helpless,
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frustrated and unsure what

to do. It is very confusing.
Parents tend to question them-
selves a lot, for example, “If I
put too much emphasis on her
cating will it just get worse? If
T ignore it will she become too
thin and become anorexic?”

I am not sure from your
question the exact issues that
your niece might be dealing
with so I will need to address
your question in generalities
and assume that her health is

not in immediate jeopardy. I
should also say that there are
a lot of different ideas about
cating disorders and why they
manifest in our young girls.

Here are a few of my thoughts.

One way to look at the
problem is to try to determine
what feelings your niece is
not able to express directly.
The theory behind this idea
is that there is some type of
self-destructive behavior that
is getting played out with the
cating disorder. T once saw an
adolescent girl (let’s call her
Kim) in therapy who felt she
was somehow “bad” inside.
Kim was a very attractive girl,
athletic and smart, but she
just couldn’t be “perfect”
enough in her own mind and
was terrified of being judged
by others. No one would have
imagined this was how she felt
because she seemed to have it
all together. Her cycle of eat-
ing went something like this:
she would deprive herself for

many days eating maybe 800-
1,000 calories a day. She was
also exercising a lot during that
time. Many people in her life
told her how thin she was and
this felt both good and bad
for Kim. She had an irrational
idea in her mind that if she
could just be thin enough, she
wouldn’t be bad and wouldn’t
feel so insecure and scared all
the time.

Of course she was also pre-
occupied with food 24 /7 and
couldn’t stop thinking about
cating junk food. About once
a week she would go to her
room and binge on junk food,
which would then trigger a
cycle of shame deep inside her
that no one knew about. The
way to recover from her shame
was to go back to the 800
calories a day. This was a sort
of redemption cycle where she
could prove she was not bad
anymore because she would
lose weight.

Kim and I spent a lot of
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time understanding the pur-
pose of this cycle and why she
was managing all her feelings
and worries in such an isolated
way. We looked at her family
and began to understand why
she was having a hard time
talking to them about how
she was feeling. It took quite
a long time for Kim to begin
seeing that she did not have a
“food issue” as she first called
it, but an emotional issue.

The major shift for her, and
ultimately in her family, was to
not have to cope with difficult
feelings in an internal and iso-
lated way. We worked with her
parents to help identify when
she needed some soothing
from them so that she could
get a hug instead of eating
three bags of chips.

I think a good place to
start with your niece is to see if
she will talk about how she is
feeling in general, rather than
focusing on changing her eat-
ing patterns or getting her to
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see her body in a realistic way.
Letting her know that you are
seeing her pain and not just
her body will go a long way in
letting her know that you are
there for her if she wants. Her
parents will also need to decide
if your niece, or all of them

as a family, wants to begin a
counselling process to look at
any family dynamics that may
play a role.

As I said at the beginning
of this article, eating disorders
are very scary and confusing
for everyone.

It is a good time to get
some professional help before
any significant health issues
begin to arise. We are here to
help your niece and/or her
family when they are ready.

Julin  Staunb-French, M.A.,
R.C.C, is director of clinical
programs at Family Services
of the North Shore. Questions
Write  onthecouch@familyser-
vices.be.ca or call 604-988-5281.

The Caregiver’s Journey:
North Shore Community Re-
SOUrces presents two sessions,
free educational program
for family caregivers, alternate
Tuesdays, March 25 and April
8, 12:30-2:30 p.m. at 201-935
Capilano Mall, North Vancou-
ver; alternate Thursdays, March
27 and April 10, 7-9 p.m. at
Mollie Nye House, 940 Lynn
Valley Rd., North Vancouver.
Registration and info: Cindy,
604-982-3320.
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Glass & Aluminum Patio Covers
This fall and winter protect your patios, walkways and
entrance from rain, snow and debris.
Exterior Rollshutters
Eliminate cold drafts, heat loss and water damage
caused by driving rain.
Awnings
« Filter 98% of U.V. rays
« Shade your patio
Exterior Sunscreens
« Filter up to 94% of U.V. rays without losing your view
- Eliminate heat gain in your home
Heritage Shade and Shutter Inc. offers a wide range of
high quality products with exceptional customer service.
“Members of the Better Business Bureau”

At Heritage Shade and Shutter Inc. we provide solutions.
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