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REAL LIFE

Invisible’
I was like everyone else  

– I thought anorexia was 
a childhood illness for 
girls who wanted to look 

like models,’ says Julie Spinks.  
‘I never in a million years 
thought that an adult could 
develop it.’

So it was with disbelief that 
Julie, now 48, was diagnosed 
with anorexia four years ago. 
Even though she had lost 
two-thirds of her body weight 
over a three-year period, she 
says, ‘I remember sitting in  
a doctor’s appointment with 
my husband listening to them 
talk about me. I thought, ‘They 
can’t be talking about me 
because I’m an adult: I know  
I have to eat.’’ 

In fact, research by 
University College London 
earlier this year uncovered a 
hidden population of women 
who, like Julie, suffer from 
eating disorders later in life. 
The study suggested that 
around 3% of women in their 
forties and fifties have had an 
eating disorder in the past year. 
The charity Beat also reported 
that 15% of calls to their eating 
disorder helpline in 2016 were 
about someone aged over 40. 

While some of these women 
have suffered since childhood, 
the research found that eating 
disorders can emerge for the 
first time in this age bracket. 
This was the case for Julie, 
whose anorexia developed when 
she was being bullied at work. 

‘It’s hard to say exactly how it 
started because it creeps up on 
you,’ she says. ‘I didn’t wake up 

New research suggests that it’s not only young people who suffer from
 eating disorders. Hannah Bass meets one of thousands of women 

who become anorexic in middle age
one morning and think, ‘I’m 
going to starve myself today’.’ 
She believes she began to 
internalise the bullying. 

‘I was punishing myself,’ she 
reflects. ‘I wouldn’t allow myself 
to enjoy food because I felt I 
didn’t deserve anything nice.’

She first realised she had  
a problem when a colleague 
brought her a cup of tea and  

a mini Milky Way, her favourite. 
‘I said out loud, ‘I can’t have 
that – I haven’t done any work 
to deserve it,’’ she says. 

Despite being shocked at her 
own words, Julie continued 
restricting her food intake. ‘I 
started wanting to fade away,’ 
she says. ‘And once I saw that  
I was losing weight, that I was 
physically disappearing, it 

Eating disorder charity Beat’s 
adult helpline is 0808 801 0677 

(4-10pm). You can also  
email for support at  

help@b-eat.co.uk and 
visit b-eat.co.uk

‘I remember running on the treadmill 
and wanting my heart to stop’ 

became a goal. It felt like I  
was succeeding at something.’ 
Gradually, she says, anorexia 
became the sole focus of her life. 

The next three years were an 
exhausting battle. ‘There was  
a 24/7 argument in my head 
between the rational side of me 
that knew I needed to eat, and 
this illness that wanted to kill 
me,’ Julie explains. ‘Sometimes 

it was just easier not to eat  
than to have those arguments 
with myself.’

Julie did attempt to get help. 
But in 2012, her GP told her 
that there was a specific weight 
she would need to drop below 
to be referred to an eating 
disorder specialist. While NHS 
guidelines state that weight 
should not be the sole factor  

in diagnosing anorexia, 
this is, unfortunately, 
something some sufferers 
hear – potentially due to 
overstretched specialist 
units only having the 
capacity to treat those  
in the gravest physical 
danger. Of course, 
they’re also the most 
harmful words you can 
say to someone suffering 
from anorexia. 

‘When you’re anorexic, 
success is losing weight,’ 
says Julie. ‘So when 
someone tells you that 
you haven’t lost enough, 
you think, ‘I can’t even 
do that right.’’ At the 

time, she would have had to 
lose another 8lb, which Julie 
thought she’d ‘never be able to 
do’. In fact, in 2014, she’d go  
on to lose another 2st.

Julie was signed off work  
in 2013, following a mental 
breakdown and was finally 
referred to a therapist. Sadly, 
the time off work simply gave 
her more hours to devote to 
losing weight. At her lowest 
point, she was surviving on  
just a glass of hot milk in the 
morning and a snack pack of 
beetroot before bed. She was 
also spending up to three and a 
half hours in the gym each day. 
‘I remember running on the 
treadmill and actually wanting 
my heart to stop, because I just 
didn’t want to be alive,’ she says. 

It was during that period 
that Julie’s husband left her. 
She says that he had never 
understood her mental health 
problems – after every therapy 
session, he’d ask her, ‘Are you 
better now?’ But she doesn’t 
blame him for leaving her. ‘He 
was watching me die in front  
of him. If I could have left me,  
I would have,’ she admits.

After her husband had gone,  
Julie’s weight plummeted and 
in December 2014, she was 
hospitalised. There, she met 
other sufferers her age –  
some of whom, unlike Julie, 
had struggled with anorexia 
since childhood. ‘For those 
people, it’s all they know,’ she 
says. ‘I couldn’t face being  
in and out of hospital. I was 
determined to have a life again.’

After six weeks, Julie 

self-discharged from the 
hospital and is now in an 
outpatient therapy programme. 
She describes herself as ‘still 
fearful, but hopeful’ for her 
future. ‘I’ve pretty much 
cracked the eating,’ she says. 
‘Now I just need to crack the 
self-esteem’ – because, as she 
emphasises, anorexia is not  
just about losing weight. ‘I’d 
never thought about myself  
as fat or thin before,’ she 
explains. ‘Most people with 
eating disorders don’t really 
care what they look like. 
They’re using food as a focus 
for their emotions.’

She also dispels the myth 
that eating disorder sufferers 
are ‘doing it for attention’. ‘It’s 
the opposite,’ she says; ‘I wanted 
to make myself invisible.’ 

She characterises herself  
as someone who gives and 
cares about everyone else  
and yet cannot accept help  
for herself.

She urges other women  
who think they might have an 
eating disorder not to fall into 
the same trap. ‘Please get help 
as soon as you can,’ she says. 
‘And just tell somebody – that’s 
the biggest thing. Nine times 
out of 10, they already know.’

Where To 
Get Help

‘I Wanted To Be 
✤ ‘Anorexia nervosa (AN) is increasingly 
affecting adult women (and boys/men), 
although it still mostly affects teenage girls.  
AN may be linked to anxiety and depression, 
perfectionism, feeling out of control, pressure 
to look thin for work or social media, stressful 
relationships, and/or physical changes in  
the brain. 

✤ For adult women, we might also add 
juggling work and family responsibilities, 
together with the physical/hormonal/
emotional challenges of getting older. 

✤ AN is a serious mental health problem, and, 
sadly, the one most likely to be fatal. The most 
obvious symptoms are not eating/unusual 
eating patterns, weight loss, and often 
obsessive exercising, but sufferers are often 
too distressed to admit there’s a problem  
– or a solution. In adult women, AN also 
increases the risk of hormone disturbance  
and bone-thinning osteoporosis.
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Dr Melanie says: 

Julie’s anorexia was  
a way of coping with  
workplace bullying


