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Case Study 3 

 

Case Study 3 is a woman in her forties, who is married and has two children. She has written in her own words about 

her prolonged eating disorder and the feelings of shame and guilt that made seeking help so difficult.  

 

I gave birth to my second son without any pain relief, fifteen minutes after I arrived at the hospital. Everyone in the 

room remarked on how calm and relaxed I seemed. Inside however, I was tormented by guilt and self-disgust, and 

above all terror that my child would not survive, because only I knew the awful truth… That throughout the whole 

pregnancy, I had starved myself and my unborn baby. 

 

I appeared to be the sort of woman that other women envied, successful in love and life, yet in secret, I had suffered 

with an eating disorder for more than two decades. Year after year, I vomited every time I ate and binged secretly 

several times a day. I was desperate to be rid of my eating disorder, but shame prevented me from seeking help. 

 

My first pregnancy had been healthy. Like most women, I had a strong urge to be well at this time. My husband and I 

were overjoyed to be expecting a baby. The problem was, I had been ill for so long that I couldn’t remember what 

normal eating was like and I felt too ashamed to ask for advice. When I first met my midwife, I hoped that there would 

be a standard question, “have you ever had problems with eating?” and I prepared myself to make a confession. She 

asked me lots of questions, but the question I longed for never came, so my problem remained a secret. 

 

I bought a book about what to eat while expecting a baby, and allowed myself to let go of my rules about food. I had 

a wonderful pregnancy and felt happier than I’d ever felt before in my life. After giving birth to a beautiful son, I was 

adoring motherhood, then ecstatic with joy to be pregnant again after ten months. Life seemed perfect. 

 

But that’s when the problems really began: just when I was least expecting it, all those fears about food and body 

image crept up on me again. Looking back, I think the trigger was partly the worry of gaining more weight when I 

hadn’t yet lost the weight from my first pregnancy, and partly the stress of moving house. Eating less helped me feel 

in control when everything else seemed out of control, yet before I knew it I was out of my depth. Gradually, the 

amount I felt safe eating got progressively smaller and the range of foods I allowed myself became progressively 

narrower. All the usual medical checks on the baby were fine, but I didn’t feel healthy and I was scared that I might be 

harming him too. I was getting thinner by the week, the shape of my baby becoming visible through my skin as the 

bump grew. I was out of my mind with hunger but, to my shock and self-disgust, I could not make myself eat. 
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Despite my intense shame, I tried to seek help from GPs and midwives several times while I was pregnant, but without 

success. I wasn't assertive enough to speak plainly, and nobody picked up on my hints or asked the right question. If a 

health professional had asked me compassionately, “Have you got an eating disorder?” I would have been so relieved, 

but it just wasn't something I could find words to volunteer. I was convinced that everyone would think I was disgusting 

and selfish. 

 

I did not gain any weight at all during the course of this second pregnancy. My GP and midwife urged me not to worry 

(“we don’t tend to worry about the mother’s weight”). I began to feel as if I was just a convenient vessel in which my 

baby could grow for nine months, preparing himself for the world; and that being a mother meant sacrificing the rights 

to any status as an individual whose health was important for her own sake. 

 

My son was born healthy. But my euphoria and relief soon turned to guilt and self-hatred at what I had done and my 

eating disorder grew stronger. I concentrated all my energy into nurturing my children tenderly while starving myself 

cruelly. By the time my son was nine months old I weighed just five and a half stone.  

 

In the beginning I felt ambivalent about treatment (“it would only make me fat”) but my health visitor persuaded me 

to accept a referral. Gradually, through therapy, I learned to eat normally, I gained weight and I began (for the first 

time ever) to feel some compassion for myself. Despair turned to tentative hope. 

 

All that happened several years ago. Nowadays, I constantly appreciate being well, though I still regret not getting help 

sooner and I worry about the harm I might have done my child. Of course you can’t change the past, but you can 

influence the future and I try to do this by making sure my children have a happy life in which food is a source of 

sociable pleasure and by living my own life to the full. 
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