Three Powerful Tools in the Struggle to End Eating Disorders
By Dr. Lori D. Miller

Why do people develop eating disorders?

Of course, there is no single answer to this question. 
How do people free themselves from an eating disorder?

There is no perfect road to recovery.  But there is a plan that will work. If they are truly committed to their healing, they will find the path that fits their problem and leads to wellness.

As a professional who works with people who are struggling with substance abuse, I have observed some common characteristics in those with eating disorders. Many have had childhood traumas, which may range from severe sexual or physical abuse to the more subtle neglect. Outside forces, such as the media’s glorification of beauty and our society’s promotion of thinness, also contribute to eating disorders.  Being aware of the insidious effects of these past and present occurrences may be a first step in unlocking the door to the prison of an eating disorder. But how do you loosen the chains? 
What can you do if you have an eating disorder? Or what can you do if you are watching someone you love use food, either not enough or too much, in a harmful way? It takes commitment and focus. A lot of exploring occurs in the process of finding the methods and people who are best for this challenge. The power of three tools—the body, therapy and community—can be harnessed in this journey to recovery.

BODY
An eating disorder is an individual’s attempt, either conscious or subconscious, to escape. Not from the world, or from family, or from past, present and future problems – but from emotional pain.  No matter how negative the consequences, the behavior does offer some emotional solace. The eating disorder temporarily restores a feeling of control and mastery. In addition, it effectively blocks feelings of frustration and lack of control.

Pain, in any form, sends a clear and specific message. Often it’s as simple as “STOP!” or “LISTEN!” Problems arise when those individuals no longer hear the messages, when the emotional static of the eating disorder drowns out natural communication.  You can see it in their tense muscles or the way they hold their bodies or grind their teeth.  That’s why eating disorders, no matter how severe or seemingly benign, require sufferers to disconnect from their body and their emotions, so they can ignore or override crucial information being sent for their own good.  

In order to break the cycle – regardless of the treatment they have chosen – their body must be retrained to hear the messages of what is good for them and break free from long-entrenched patterns of destruction. Before such a transformation can take place, however, it is essential that they have an understanding of certain innate behaviors the body utilizes in order to survive, what role they play in eating disorders and how to use many of those same behaviors to unlock their healing potential.
Often overlooked in recovery programs is the re-education of the body to allow it to escape the stressed and defensive posture that has developed into a type of armor that imprisons those who abuse food. Once they unlock the body’s physical and emotional anchors and move into a posture of ease and growth, they are on their way to a full recovery.
Since the body and mind are interdependent, when you retrain the body you also retrain the mind. That reduces the stress hormones that are released when faced with overwhelming, overloaded or just frazzled feelings. That’s how trained body professionals can be helpful. They can introduce sufferers to Network Spinal Analysis, yoga, reiki, meditation, and biofeedback, to name a few, that have proved effective in loosening defensive body armor.  
Each method enables individuals to create a deeper awareness of their bodies, opening the pathways to listen to their body’s natural cues.  Being able to listen to the body’s natural rhythms is crucial when dealing with an eating disorder. That way individuals can know when to respond to the body’s true hunger, not to emotional needs. With some training, when they feel anxious, tense, stressed or have an urge to binge and purge, they can adjust their body and breathe, reducing the tension for just a moment.  That moment is crucial: It gives them time to consider their reaction and make a different, more positive decision. 
THERAPY

Breaking an addictive cycle requires releasing stuck emotions. This can only happen when you find safety in your own body and you feel secure enough to allow unconscious feelings to rise to the surface. 
Letting go of destructive physical patterns clears a path to express emotions, which can be done safely in a therapist’s office.  When those who abuse food emerge from their physical armor, they can access their emotions on a deeper level.
The primary goal is to find a psychotherapist with whom they can connect. Such a professional understands eating disorders and the unconscious processes that lead to them. A therapist should be willing to allow their patients to participate in various ethical and responsible support groups while maintaining ongoing psychotherapy.  Perhaps just writing in a journal or accepting the help of a sponsor will facilitate the revelation of feelings that can be explored and then resolved.

In these cases, the job of a therapist is to help bring the unconscious feelings and thoughts to the conscious level and to support their clients as they learn to live with greater awareness of themselves and of the world.  The type of psychotherapy is not important; what is important is the rapport between the client and the therapist.  In the right atmosphere, the client feels safe to express any thoughts, emotions or experiences in a non-judgmental environment.
COMMUNITY
Individuals with an eating disorder often are isolated, living a life of secrecy and shame. The longer they stay in pain and suffering, the deeper the suffering imprints on the body. 
Because those who abuse food are often separated from others, they also become separated from themselves. As noted earlier, they are unable to interpret the signals from their inner voice, the source of their wisdom. If they cannot hear their own cues, they will not understand the cues of people around them.
Have you ever seen a school of fish make its way through the water? The slightest movement of an individual fish causes the entire group to move together in synchronicity. It’s the same for individuals and the community in which they live. What goes on around them affects them, and vice versa, so it’s important that they are mindful of their relationships. Connecting with others is a big part of the healing journey. As they make wiser choices and become healthier, they will no longer be attracted to people who stunt their personal growth. Instead, their community will allow them to thrive, not just survive. 
When they are tending to their body’s true needs and they have found a therapist or professional with whom they feel comfortable, it is time to look at the people who make up their community. If the people are supportive, it is time to connect with them. If the community is not helpful, it is time to find another.

If their family is willing to accompany them on their journey to wellness, that provides a loving and supportive community. In the process of recovery for their loved one, the family closely examines what part its members may have played in this drama. Each person in the family should evaluate how he or she may have contributed to the problem their loved one is suffering. A therapist or religious counselor may be consulted to monitor a meeting and explain family dynamics.

If the family is not willing or able to take a part in the healing, other groups are available. In a twelve-step program, participants wholeheartedly support   recovery.  They understand the difficulty, but not the impossibility, of leaving behind destructive behavior. Hearing about these journeys to wellness and connecting with people with similar experiences can be helpful. Sometimes hearing just one story of success can change the perspective of those mired in food abuse. This is a safe community within which they can express all their feelings, negative and positive, and not feel shame in sharing their life stories. 
When those with eating disorders explore these three areas – the body, therapy and community – they will find willing and effective conscripts in their struggle to recover from food abuse. They will reclaim their passions, whether creative, intellectual, or physical, that had been stunted or starved by their harmful behaviors. These passions will bring true joy and a sense of fulfillment to their lives, opening the path to achieving their highest potential. With a clear pathway to their inner voice, they will reclaim a sense of peace, empowerment and compassion that is more satisfying and more powerful than the false sense of security and control offered by an eating disorder.

Dr. Lori D. Miller is the author of “Body Sobriety,” a well-rounded approach to recovery that demonstrates step-by-step how to lay the foundation for your well-being, with daily exercises, nutritional education and body re-education. She is the founder of the Body Sobriety® Center, a premier wellness center serving the West Hollywood, Beverly Hills and the Los Angeles area. The center focuses on drug and alcohol recovery, treating anxiety, depression and eating disorders by reducing the individual’s addictive and/or reactive physiology.  

For more info please visit our website: www.bodysobriety.com or email her lori@bodysobriety.com or call us at (310) 738-2899
