
Unfulfilled: Treating Eating 
Disorders in Midlife 

Women   



AGENDA
Participants will 

be able to 
identify 3 

stressors that 
maintain eating 

disorder 
symptoms 

among women 
in midlife. 

Participants will 
be able to 
describe 2 

emotion-focused 
evidence-based 
approaches to 

treat women in 
midlife with 

eating disorders. 

Participants will 
be able to 

implement 3 
emotion-focused 

strategies with 
midlife clients 

struggling with 
eating disorders. 



EATING 
DISORDERS & 
UNIQUE 
STRESSORS 
FOR WOMEN 
IN MIDLIFE

• Unique Stressors for Midlife 

Women

• DSM-5 criteria 

• Weight Stigma 

• Intersectionality and Co-

Occurring Issues



WHO ARE WE SEEING?



THE PERFECT 
STORM...



EATING DISORDERS & MIDLIFE



BODY IMAGE, AGING & IDENTITY

•

•

•

•

•

•
⚬



JEAN (SHE/THEY)



Compulsive 
Exercise

Atypical 
Anorexia



INTERSECTIONALITY & ED RISK FACTORS 
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Grabe et al., 2008; NEDA, 
2023



MIDLIFE MOOD DISORDERS



PERIMENOPAUSE AND MENTAL HEALTH



SYSTEMIC ISSUES





EMOTIONAL 
AVOIDANCE 
& EATING 
DISORDERS

• Emotional Avoidance 

• Body Image & Body 

Avoidance 

• Perfectionism & Shame

• Language of “fat” 



EATING DISORDERS & EMOTIONAL 
AVOIDANCE



MAINTAINING FACTORS



Common feature of many eating disorders BUT...

Not a requirement for an eating disorder diagnosis

Not all individuals with body image disturbance develop an eating disorder

Patients with AN often 
overestimate their 

current body size (Mohr 
et al., 2010).

Neuroimaging studies have 
found differences in 
serotonin receptor 
activity, abnormal 

activation of parietal 
cortex (Bailer et al., 2004; 

Wagner et al., 2003). 

The parietal cortex helps 
to create a map of the 

body using the sensory 
information it processes, 

problems with creating 
this body map may 
underlie body image 

distortions (Titova et al., 
2013). 

BODY IMAGE DISTURBANCE



BODY AVOIDANCE



BODY MISTRUST





DIET CULTURE



PERFECTIONISM



TREATING 
WOMEN IN 
MIDLIFE 
WITH EATING 
DISORDERS

• The Power of Connection 

• Evidence-Based Treatments

• Essential Tools 



THE IMPACT OF CONNECTION



THE IMPACT OF CONNECTION



GROWTH FOSTERING RELATIONSHIPS



Barlow et al., 2011; Manlick et al., 2013

UNIFIED PROTOCOL (UP) + 
ACCEPTANCE & COMMITMENT THERAPY (ACT)

•

•
•

•

•

•



EMOTION AWARENESS



THE FUNCTION OF ANGER

Chemaly, 2018; Larsson, Bjureberg,  Zaho, & Hesser, 2023



JEAN’S ANGER

•

•

•
•
•



SELF-COMPASSION



JEAN’S AVOIDANCE STRATEGIES



BODY TRUST



EXPOSURE 
PRINCIPLES & 
INTEROCEPTIVE 
AWARENESS

• Exposure Principles 

(overview)

• Interoceptive Awareness 



EMOTION EXPOSURES

•
•
•

•
•
•
•



BODY TOLERANCE HIERARCHY



WHAT IS INTEROCEPTION?



INTEROCEPTIVE AWARENESS





HELPFUL QUESTIONS TO ASK CLIENTS



INTEROCEPTION - EDS & BODY AWARENESS



INTEROCEPTIVE EXPOSURES



PSYCHOEDUCATION & RATIONALE



ASSESSING READINESS

•

•

•



INTEROCEPTIVE EXPOSURE 
(STEP-BY-STEP)

Thompson-Brenner et al. (2021)



INTEROCEPTIVE EXPOSURES 
ED & BODY AWARENESS



•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

REMEMBER THOSE AVOIDANCE STRATEGIES?



SUBJECTIVE UNITS OF DISTRESS (SUDS)
SCALE 0-8

•

•
•
•



BOOK RECOMMENDATIONS



BOOK RECOMMENDATIONS



Thank You! 



CITATIONS

https://doi.org/10.1111/cpsp.12103


CITATIONS
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