Meal Support
Due to the nature of eating disorders, mealtimes will frequently cause anxiety, this may peak before a meal, during, or after, maybe all three. The severity of the anxiety can vary depending on circumstances eg  who they are eating with, the environment, what they are eating, the ingredients, who cooked it etc.
It is important to ask your patient about each of the circumstances that cause anxiety as this will then guide you to offer the appropriate support.
If making their own meals, it is usually important they plan ahead (often a few days / week) and to have all the food in for the meals.
Failure to do this can be overwhelming as they try to work out what to make whilst the eating disorder thoughts become louder as they are trying to decide. This often results in the patient missing a meal or just grabbing a snack and creating wiggle space for the eating disorder. Planning and doing any food prep earlier allows less time to ‘overthink’ and more time just to focus on the task in hand, this will allow less time for the eating disorder thoughts.
What can help …….
· Knowing what the meal is.
· Knowing where they will eat and if not alone, then who with.
· Having approximate times to eat whilst allowing flexibility eg lunch 12.30-2pm
· Distraction prior & post meal (talking to friends, working, short walk etc)
· During a meal alone, having distractions planned ie -music, a book, tv, phoning a friend or family member
· Thinking of every meal or snack in its ‘own box’ which cannot affect another. This means nothing is to be changed to compensate, for example a smaller lunch as eating out later.
· Having a vision board to look at as a motivator during the meal as a reminder of goals they are aiming for

Supporting a loved one / friend
· ASK your patient what support they would find the most helpful and be guided by them.
· Often, they may go quiet, look distracted or sad around meals. This is usually because the eating disorder thoughts are loud & are trying to make them feel guilty for eating, whilst part of them knows it is the right thing to do, thus creating a constant battle in their heads.
· Be mindful that they often feel they are being constantly judged and watched.
· Being aware they may struggle eating with some relatives or people they don’t know well.
· Comparing the food on their plate to others at the table is common & can increase anxiety if they have more or someone leaves food (when they cannot).
· It can help if someone they trust dishes out their meal rather than ‘self-serve’. Do not be tempted to give them extra as this will break the trust.
· It can help knowing what the meal is in advance. Deciding at mealtimes will increase anxiety.
· If they need constant reassurance eg It is a normal portion, not too much, nothing extra has been added to it etc then agree beforehand how many times they can ask to help contain the circular conversations.
· It may be helpful for the individual to stay out of the kitchen, as they will want to be in control, but this only increases the eating disorder thoughts.
· During the meal, have normal conversations, including positive discussions on things to look forward too.
· Make a placemat with important things they want to get well for.
· Distract with table quizzes, music or tv if helpful.
· Do NOT discuss any food issues at the table, save till another time when it won’t affect the meal.
· Let loved ones know prior to meals what to say and what not to say eg  ‘Well done’ many find is not helpful and is taken as praising them for going against the eating disorder  and eating.
· Saying ‘Keep going or You’re doing what you need to’ may be helpful.
· When supporting a loved one it is helpful if you are also eating
· Discussing diets or eating low calorie foods will make the mealtime even harder for them.
· If post meals are difficult then encourage them to stay with others, to help clear up, play a board game, watch a film, or go for a walk together (if appropriate).
· Be mindful if they visit the bathroom straight after a meal as they may be making themselves sick or secretly exercising.
· Away from the meal, let them know you are aware how hard they are working to move forward and how you recognise this.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

