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Foreword

This book describes in a unique way the conditions
necessary to recover from an eating disorder. Greta
Noordenbos is one of the few experts in this field who has
done research into these aspects. This book reflects the
knowledge and insights she developed about the recovery
process of eating disorder patients. What makes this book
unique is that she writes from the perspective of the
patients and the way they think and feel. The stories of
many such patients are given in detail here. The author
makes very clear how important it is to listen to eating
disorder patients carefully and with respect, and try to
understand what is going on in their minds.

The information provided in this book will be very useful
not only for patients, but also for their families and the
therapists involved in the process of recovery from the
eating disorder. It becomes clear that recovery is much
more than ensuring enough food intake, weight recovery
and reducing binging and purging. Although they are
necessary conditions for recovery, it is also important that
eating disorder patients gain insight into their own feelings,
needs and wishes and learn to express their emotions. They
also have to improve their body image and develop more
self-esteem and empower their identity. Moreover, they
have to improve emotion regulation and social relationships.
Many quotations from former patients illustrate which
factors helped them to recover. This book will certainly
motivate eating disorder patients to ask for help and so take
the first steps towards recovery. For that reason, | would
advise every patient, parent and therapist to read this book.



Dr. Johan Vanderlinden
Psychologist-psychotherapist

University Psychiatric Centre of Catholic University in
Leuven,

Psychological Faculty of Leuven University,
Belgium
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Introduction

Can eating disorder patients recover? What changes should
they make in order to recover? For a long time, the most
important goals for recovery were normalizing their eating
habits and weight. Although these goals are necessary steps
in the process of recovery, they are not enough. Eating-
disorder patients struggle not only with food and weight, but
also with very negative thoughts about their bodies and
themselves. They are often very critical about themselves,
and if they are not able to cope with their own high
standards, they think they have failed and blame
themselves. They also have problems with emotion
regulation and social relationships. In order to recover from
their eating disorder, they have to change many aspects of
their lives: not only their eating habits and weight, but also
their self-evaluation and body attitude, their feelings and
emotions, and their relations with others.

To find out what changes are necessary for eating disorder
patients in order to regain full health, | interviewed nearly a
hundred former female and male patients about their
process of recovery. They talked about the difficult period
before their eating disorder and the first stage of their
dieting regime, which was often felt as a solution to their
problems. The positive feelings in this first stage of the
eating disorder encouraged them to continue their dieting
behaviour. However, the longer they continued dieting, the
more severe were the negative physical, psychological and
social consequences, which made their lives very difficult
and lonely. Confronted with all these negative
consequences, they slowly realized that they had to change
their eating habits in order to recover.



Although the first steps on the path to recovery were very
difficult, they finally succeeded to eat in a healthy way and
to enjoy food. They developed a positive attitude towards
their body, had better self-esteem, and were able to express
their emotions and have a worthwhile social life. They were
very proud of having overcome their eating disorder. This is
very clear from what Caroline says:

Each new day | am so glad to be alive and | really enjoy
my life. It is a great pleasure to go to work, and to feel
the wind in my hair when | walk or bike. | have much
more energy and enjoy each ray of sunshine on my skin.
| now see food as a rich source of energy and | really like
it, instead of being scared of it. | am also grateful to my
lovely friends and parents. The way to recovery was not
easy and sometimes | almost lost the courage to
continue, but the reward is very high. | really hope that
all people who struggle with an eating disorder are able
to recover, because they have so much to gain.

The experiences of recovered patients offer much hope, as
they show that full recovery is possible. Their stories make
clear that the process of recovery is not easy, but the result
is worthwhile. This should inspire people who continue to
struggle with eating disorders and therapists who try to help
them recover.

When have Eating
Disorder Patients
Recovered?

In the literature on recovery from eating disorders, it is
difficult to find a clear definition of recovery (Noordenbos,
2011). For a long time, the criteria for recovery from an



eating disorder were restricted to the reduction of-
symptoms, such as disturbed eating habits and weight.
However, even when these symptoms have alleviated, the
underlying factors remain. As long as these factors are not
addressed, the risk of relapse is quite high. Strober,
Freeman, and Morrell (1997) evaluate the reduction of
symptoms as partial recovery. For full recovery from an
eating disorder, not only should the symptoms be reduced,
but the underlying factors which have contributed to the-
development of the eating disorder should also be
alleviated. Full recovery implies eating the right amount of
food and maintaining a healthy weight, having a positive
body attitude, increased self-esteem, and better emotional
and social coping strategies (Bjork & Ahlstrom, 2008; Deter,
1992; Noordenbos, 2011; Noordenbos & Seubring, 2006;
Pettersen & Rosenvinge, 2002). Moreover, co-morbidity also
needs to be reduced, such as alcohol abuse, depression,
fear disorders, personality disorders, and so on
(Steinhausen, 2002).

Research shows that most patients can recover quite well
from their eating disorder, and full recovery is possible for
many patients. In general, 50% of the patients with anorexia
and bulimia nervosa recover, 30% improve and 20% stay ill
(Steinhausen, 1999, 2002). The percentage of patients who
recover from bulimia is somewhat higher and those who
recover from binge eating disorder is even more so.
Recently, the percentage of patients who have recovered
has increased because of earlier diagnosis and better
treatment. In case of adolescents, eating disorder recovery-
percentages are as high as 85% (Nilsson & Hagglof, 2006).



Can All Patients Recover
from their Eating
Disorder?

Unfortunately, not all patients can recover from their eating
disorder. Factors that severely hamper their recovery are a
late diagnosis, patient’s and doctor's delay, late and
inadequate treatment which focuses only on partial
recovery such as food and weight increase, combined with a
lack of attention to the reduction of the underlying factors,
lack of aftercare and no strategies to prevent relapses. The
longer patients have had an eating disorder, the more
difficult it is to change their eating habits and to reduce the
physical, psychological and social consequences. When
treatment is not adequate and effective, patients lose their
hope of improvement and recovery (Noordenbos,
Oldenhave, Muschter, & Terpstra, 2002). However, this book
shows that even after many years of having had an eating
disorder, patients were able to improve the quality of their
lives and some were able to recover.

Recovered Patients as
Guides and Role Models

In this book, many former patients talk about the process of
recovering from their eating disorder. Although most of the
patients quoted are female, there are also some male
patients who tell us about their recovery process. To
preserve patients’ privacy, their names have been changed.

All recovered patients sooner or later found a way out of
the prison of their disorder. They talk about the stages they
have gone through and all the adjustments they had to



make in order to recover. They also tell us about the
problems, traps and pitfalls they had to overcome and how
they survived. Their stories are the best evidence that it is
possible to recover from an eating disorder. Recovered
patients, whether female or male, are therefore role models
for all those who continue to struggle with their eating
disorder.

Content of the Book

This book begins by describing the most important stages in
the development of eating disorders, from problems and risk
factors in the period before the actual start of the eating
disorder (Chapter 1) to the first stage of dieting and
slimming, which is often experienced as very positive
(Chapter 2). However, patients are soon confronted with all
kinds of negative psychological, physical and social
consequences, which are described in Chapter 3. When the
negative consequences become very severe and dominate
patients’ lives, they reach a turning point after which they
feel motivated to recover, as described in Chapter 4.

The process of changing eating habits and overcoming the
fear of a healthy diet is described in Chapter 5, and the
development of a more positive body attitude is dealt with
in Chapter 6. In Chapter 7, the process of recovering from all
negative physical consequences is described, while Chapter
8 deals with the development of self-esteem and a more
positive self-evaluation. Chapter 9 focuses on how patients
learn to express their emotions and feelings. Chapter 10
deals with how patients developed better social relations. In
Chapter 11, the most relevant questions about recovery are
answered. In the final chapter, Chapter 12, a checklist for all
relevant aspects of recovery is presented.



A Book for Both Clinicians
and Clients

This book is important for all therapists and professionals
who work with eating disorder patients. It offers them a
clear insight into the changes which are necessary in order
to recover from an eating disorder, such as normalizing
eating habits and weight, increasing self-esteem and body
attitude, and learning to express emotions and develop
better social relations.

This book will be very useful for all those who struggle
with an eating disorder, whether they be female or male,
have just been afflicted by their eating disorder, or have
already had an eating disorder for many years. They can be
motivated to change when they read the stories of former
patients who succeeded in recovering from their eating
disorder. Recovered patients are the best guides to show the
way out of the prison of the disorder. Eating disorder
patients will find many assignments and questionnaires in
this book which can help them overcome their eating
disorder.

This book will also be very informative for parents and
friends, who may learn from it not only why this disorder is
so difficult to overcome, but also that full recovery is
possible.

How Therapists and other
Professionals may Use this
Book



Therapists and other professionals who work with eating
disorder patients can use this book as a guide to help their
patients in the recovery process. You can follow this book
together with your clients. You can ask them to take up the
tests and assignments in this book and discuss the results.
This book will help your clients to talk about their problems
in the period before their eating disorder and about their
reasons to start dieting. You can have an insight into all the
consequences of their eating disorder. They may even be
motivated to change when they fill in the questionnaires
about motivation to recover. In the following chapters, there
are all kinds of assignments for the client in order to
normalize their eating habits, to develop a positive body
attitude, to recover from the physical consequences of the
eating disorder, to develop more self-esteem and a positive
identity, to learn to express emotions and to improve social
relationships.

In order to take up the tests and assignments in this book,
it is important that your clients use a diary or a notebook.
Although the information in a diary is often meant to remain
secret, you should make it clear to your patients that you
will discuss the tests and assignments with them in order to
support them in their recovery process.

This book is not a protocol and can be used in a flexible
way, depending on the stage of recovery your client is in.
Moreover, this book can be combined with all kinds of
treatments such as self-help groups, group therapy,
cognitive behavioural therapy, interpersonal therapy,
acceptance and commitment therapy or compassion-
focused therapy.

For full recovery, it is essential that all relevant goals in
this book are realized: normalizing eating habits, developing
a positive body attitude, recovering from the physical
consequences, developing more self-esteem and a positive
identity, learning to express emotions and improving social



relationships. Chapter 12 contains a checklist for recovery
which can help you find out which criteria have already
been realized and which criteria need more attention.

How Eating Disorder
Patients may Use this
Book

If you have an eating disorder, it is often very difficult to
admit that you have severe problems, and even more
difficult to accept that you need help. In this book, you can
read about many patients who have recovered: they had the
same problems but were able to overcome them. They are
the best guides out of the prison of the eating disorder and
important role models for recovery. You can read this book
alone, but it might be helpful to ask a therapist or clinician
to support you on your way to recovery.

It is useful to buy a diary or notebook in which you can
write down your experiences, feelings and thoughts about
having an eating disorder and discuss them with your
therapist. In this book, you will find several assignments
which you can answer in your diary or notebook. The results
can be discussed with your therapist. With the support of
your therapist, this book will help you recover step by step
from your eating disorder.

How Parents, Partners and
Friends may Use this Book

This book provides a great deal of information about and
insight into the behaviour, thoughts and feelings of your



child, partner or friend who has developed an eating
disorder. It makes it clear that an eating disorder is a severe
problem from which it is not easy to recover. It is therefore
very important to motivate patients to find professional
treatment.

At the same time, the book offers hope and sends a
positive message, because many former patients show that
it is possible to recover from an eating disorder. They reveal
the importance of changing their eating habits, recovering
from the negative physical consequences, developing more
self-esteem and a positive body attitude, learning to express
their emotions and improving their social relations. Your
support as a parent, partner or friend is very important for
their recovery process.



1

Problems in the Period
before the Eating Disorder

Introduction

To understand why recovery from an eating disorder is so
difficult and takes so much time, it is important to
understand how and why the eating disorder developed in
the first place.

Eating disorders never come out of the blue; they are
preceded by many problems and risk factors (Fairburn et al.,
1997; Jacobi, de Zwaan, Hayward, Kraemer, & Agras, 2004,
Stice, 2002; Striegel-Moore & Bulik, 2007). The risk factors
can be divided into genetic and biological, psychological and
sociocultural factors. These factors make patients
vulnerable to starting a diet and developing a disturbed
eating pattern which can result in an eating disorder.

Many eating disorder patients have family members who
have or have had an affective disorder such as depression,
alcohol problems, drug addiction or an eating disorder (Keel,
2005). Although these genetic factors never predict the
development of an eating disorder, they make the person
more vulnerable than people without these risk factors.

The psychological risk factors mentioned most often by
eating disorder patients are low self-esteem and negative
self- and body-evaluation (Cervera et al., 2003; Noordenbos,
2007). Perfectionism and fear of failing in the eyes of others
are also important risk factors for developing an eating



disorder (Jacobi et al., 2004). Eating disorder patients set
high standards for themselves and feel that they have failed
when they do not achieve their goals. A major risk factor is
having a negative body attitude and the fear of becoming
overweight or fat. Negative comments about their body or
being teased about their weight and appearance are
important factors in the development of a negative body
attitude. Sociocultural factors, such as the slimming ideal
and dieting behaviour of mothers, sisters and friends or
strict weight standards in ballet schools and in sports such
as skating and athletics in which weight plays an important
role (Levine & Smolak, 1998; Pinhas, Toner, Garfinkel, &
Stuckless, 1999), can also contribute to these negative
feelings.

Risk factors, however, are never predictors for eating
disorders, but only increase vulnerability. Moreover, no
single risk factor is in itself enough to develop an eating
disorder; the more the risk factors, the greater the-
possibility of starting to diet in a culture where being slim is
the ideal for the female body. What were the most important
risk factors which preceded former patients’ eating
disorder?

Lack of Self-Esteem and
Negative Self-Evaluation

The psychological problems mentioned most often by eating
disorder patients are lack of self-esteem and negative self-
evaluation (Noordenbos, 2007). Because of their low self-
esteem, they feel insecure about themselves and need
support from others. In order to receive approval and
support, they do their best to comply with the expectations
of others. However, they are very insecure about their own
opinions and find it difficult to express their own thoughts



