TEACHING FAMILIES THAT INTEGRATION (NOT ERADICATION)
LEADS TO RECOVERY
Anna Kowalski, LMFT and Abby Gold, LMFT offer a fresh
perspective in working with families to support their daughter’s eating
disorder recovery. Anna and Abby share how they help families to
gain a deeper understanding of their daughter’s eating disorder.
I frequently hear clients say that the Eating Disorder is “too
big” for them to battle, that the ‘hold’ the eating disorder
has on them is “too strong,” a feeling that clearly aligns with
the group beliefs that their daughters are being held captive by their eating disorders.
I offered the parents the same perspective we teach clients – that the eating disorder is an owned yet split-off part
of self, not an outside entity; that the more their daughters engaged in eating disorder behaviors, the stronger the
voice telling them to do so became, until eventually that voice took on a life of its own. When we see this split-off
part as the “eating disorder self,” and then identify the “healthy self” as the part that knows behaviors like vomiting,
restricting, or purging are not good things to do, we create space for a conversation between these two selves – a
conversation that paves the way for integration. As the healthy self learns from the eating disorder self, it eventually
gathers enough strength to be able to do the job of the eating disorder self in a more adaptive way. And this, I
emphasized to the families, gives the daughters their power back, thus allowing the parents and family members to
get out of what would otherwise be a losing battle. Instead of feeling defeated by the eating disorder, clients are left
empowered by knowing the work is within them.
But now I’ve told a group of distraught parents that there is nothing they can do to ‘fix’ their child or ‘make them
get better.’ Telling parents they can’t fight off the intruder doesn’t leave much hope. So I told a story about my high
school boyfriend.
I would sit on the phone for hours, crying over this boyfriend, over how he treated me and how he hurt me. And
witnessing this, my parents were naturally extremely disapproving of him. They fought him, called him names, and
that made me furious. I was not going to let him go; I loved him. But as soon as my parents joined with him and
accepted that being with him was my choice, I was only left with myself—with my desire to be with him and with
my knowing that he was awful. I had to then make a conscious choice in the fight with myself, not my parents,
knowing that I too realized he was not the one for me.
The laughter in the room at this moment was palpable. Humor on this journey – in addition to all of the honesty
and hard work—is necessary for the family to recover. I talked with the parents about the way that the eating
disorder, though maladaptive, has allowed their daughters to cope. We discussed how we use Thank You
Letters and Gratitude Letters to the eating disorder in order to let go and realize there are other coping styles that
are much more effective and not destructive to their bodies and souls. The integration of the perfectionism, drive,
and tenacity that served the individual’s eating disorder is re-harnessed into their healthy self, and is used for the
healing. This was a humbling moment for all of the families in the group, and an opportunity to begin to learn how
to slow down and look at how to support their loved one in getting their needs met in a healthy way. It is my hope
that these families, clients, and everyone else out there affected by an eating disorder understands that the journey to
a recovered life is not about eradicating the eating disorder, but about reintegrating that part of the Self.

