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INTRODUCING US


Anne Stewart is an experienced consultant psychiatrist who has set up services for young people who struggle with eating, as well as doing teaching and research at the University of Oxford. Anne has lots of experience doing CBT with young people as well as training others in CBT. She is keen to help young people deal with worries about eating and body image early on so that they can get on with their lives.


Caz Nahman is a consultant psychiatrist who has worked with young people with an eating disorder both in the community and in hospital. She has an interest in athletes with eating disorders, boys who are struggling with eating difficulties and young people who have problems with their body image. She is keen on helping young people build a healthy relationship with exercise.


Joanna Adams is a clinical psychologist with lots of experience of working with young people with eating disorders, both individually and with their families. As well as doing therapy, Jo teaches professionals about CBT and is also involved in research to better understand eating disorders. She really wants to help young people to feel good about themselves and their bodies and to try and stop eating disorders from taking hold.


Overcoming for Teenagers is a series to support young people through common mental health issues during adolescence, using scientific techniques that have been proven to work.


Series editors: Dr Polly Waite and Emeritus Professor Peter Cooper
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Preface



Dear reader


Thank you for picking up this book. Whether you are a young person who is struggling with eating difficulties and body image concerns, or a parent or carer who is worried about a young person in your life, we hope that you will find this book helpful.


We have written this book because we know that lots of young people feel worried about food and eating and the effect that has on their bodies, particularly during the teenage years. Most teenagers worry about their body and appearance at some point, and some may alter their eating to change their weight or shape.


We are clinicians who have many years of experience working in specialist eating disorder services for children and adolescents. We have met lots of young people who are referred to our clinics at a point where an eating disorder has really taken hold.


Eating disorders can have a huge and negative impact on your physical health, your emotional wellbeing, your relationships and social life. Eating disorders can take control of your mind and body, making it difficult to feel motivated to recover. Getting back on track can be a long and difficult journey. Eating disorders often start in small ways, so if we can help you to recognise and cope with the early warning signs this might stop the problem from taking hold, affecting your wellbeing and interfering with your life.


We know that being a teenager isn’t easy, and there are lots of challenges that you may have to face. By writing this book, we’d really like to help you to develop a healthy relationship with eating and with your body, so that you can feel strong, healthy and good about yourself.


This book follows an approach called cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT), which was devised by Aaron Beck, an American psychiatrist. CBT is a really useful way of helping us to make sense of our experiences and overcome the difficulties that we face. It is an evidence-based approach, which means that lots of research has been done to evaluate it and show that it can be helpful.


The chapters are based on the works of a number of well-known researchers who have applied CBT to particular problems, like eating disorders and self-esteem. We have learned a lot from these researchers, and they have helped to shape the ideas presented here. If you’d like to find out more about them, and their work, their details are listed at the end of the book. We also draw on our own clinical experience of working with lots of young people and helping them put CBT into practice.


You don’t need to read this book from cover to cover, but you can if you want to! Some chapters will be more relevant to you than others. You can dip in and out or come back to sections at another time. There are lots of extra resources (including books and websites) listed at the end of the book if you would like to find out more about some of the topics we discuss in the chapters.


We hope this book helps you with your own journey.


With warmest regards


Anne, Caz and Jo










Introduction





[image: Illustration]


I can’t get to sleep. It’s my dance performance tomorrow and I just can’t stop thinking about it. Am I going to remember my steps? Will I look OK? Have I put on any weight? Should I skip breakfast? Am I eating the right things? Should I cut down on fats? What do my friends think of me? What if I make a fool of myself? I can’t stop these thoughts crowding in on me and I can feel my heart beating fast. I really need the sleep – but there’s too much going round my head.







What the Introduction will cover:


•   What this book is about.


•   Introducing seven young people.


•   How the book is structured and how to use it.






What is this book about?


Have you ever worried about your weight or appearance or what food you should, or should not, be eating? Most people think about how they look and what they are eating; but if you end up spending a lot of time worrying it can have a big impact on your life, just like Ella (above), who couldn’t get to sleep because of her concerns. The aim of this book is to help you to understand a bit more about these worries, what you can do about them and, most importantly, how you can develop a healthy relationship with your body and with food.


Being concerned about eating, weight or body image is common in the teenage years. But if these worries take hold, there is a risk of developing a full-blown eating disorder or becoming depressed. In this book we follow seven young people, and one of their friends, who have worries about their eating and body image but learn to get the better of these and get their lives back on track. They all live in the same town and go to the same school. Their characters are fictional, but their stories are similar to those of many young people we have met in our work.


Introducing the teenagers
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Ella (age 15) is a keen dancer and is involved in various kinds of dance and drama most days. She is attractive and slim and very aware of ‘healthy eating’. She is very active on social media and has a large following which makes her feel valued, although, at the same time, she finds this a pressure. She posts photos of her healthy food choices on social media and is critical of people who have what she considers unhealthy eating habits. Ella’s whole family is very health conscious and her mum frequently diets. Many younger students in the school follow her on social media and try to copy her.
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Chloe (age 13) is very tall; she started her periods when she was ten and was teased about wearing a bra in primary school. Her parents are divorcing and frequently argue. The family are on a waiting list for housing, but until then her parents have to live in the same house. Her mum cries a lot. Chloe worries a lot about money. There are no set meals at home, and she has started to comfort eat. She feels miserable because she is gaining weight and has started to try to restrict her food intake. She skips breakfast but ends up bingeing on crisps, biscuits and chocolates every night. After a binge she feels gross and ashamed of herself and plans to skip the next meal. However, she is still putting on weight and feels increasingly unhappy. She follows Ella on social media but feels she will never be as popular as Ella.
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Wesley (age 16) is tall, good-looking and popular at school. He is on the rugby team and works out a lot at the gym; his school friends admire the personal bests he is hitting. He posts his gym workouts on social media and has lots of followers. He looks confident on the outside but inside he is worried about not being muscular enough and having to keep performing well for others. He spends more and more time in the gym and has become obsessed with protein powders, bars and shakes. Despite taking lots of these, he is beginning to lose weight. His friends feel concerned as he never has time just to hang out with them. His parents wonder if they should talk to the coach about him.
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Jake (age 12) hates school, struggles with friendships, is lonely and worries a lot. He has been diagnosed with an autism spectrum condition (ASC) and attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) and feels different from the others in his class. He has been a fussy eater for many years, preferring soft food and avoiding anything green. When he is upset or worried, he finds it hard to eat. He feels sick much of the time and finds it difficult to eat because of his worries about being rejected and teased by his classmates. He can’t eat in front of others and never puts up his hand in class because he is self-conscious. His mum is worried because he is losing weight and says he is not hungry.
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Jen (age 14) really looks up to Ella. Jen excels at her school subjects and is always trying to be the best in the class. She is also an exceptionally successful tennis player, but puts pressure on herself to achieve and wants to be faster at the game. Her coach has suggested that if she lost a bit of ‘puppy fat’ she would improve, so she is on a strict diet. However, her mood is low, and she is tired and irritable all the time. Her friends are worried about her as they see she has lost weight and is not her usual bubbly self. She gets irritated when they ask her whether she might have an eating disorder. Jen really wants approval from her coach and her father and is scared of failure.
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Aisha (age 15) comes from a family where her parents are quite overweight. She is aware of putting on weight in puberty and is very self-conscious about this. She is determined to lose weight and goes on a strict diet. She begins to lose weight, posts pictures of herself on social media and has lots of likes. However, she has no energy, her mood is down, and she begins to avoid going out with friends because she wants to avoid eating socially. When it comes to Ramadan, she is determined to keep to strict fasting during the day but does not make up for this in the evening. Consequently, her weight drops further. Aisha has two younger siblings, Rashmi and Aadesh, and has always got on with them, but since her eating problems started she has become quite distant from them.
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Sam (age 14) identifies at times as a boy but is also unsure whether they are non-binary. They worry about fitting in with others. They also worry how puberty, looking female and starting periods will make them feel about their identity. They want to be tall and strong and good at sport and have friends. They worry about being teased and they worry about who to talk to. Sam’s parents split up when they were young, and they have a stepfather and two young half-siblings who take up a lot of their mum’s time. They sometimes feel they don’t belong in the family at all.
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Zoe (age 14) is Jen’s best friend at school. She sometimes becomes frustrated that Jen won’t come out with her and their group of friends. She is worried that Jen doesn’t like her but at the same time realises that Jen looks unhappy and tired all the time and has become a bit snappy. When she asks if she’s OK, Jen seems to get cross with her. She is worried about Jen and not quite sure who to talk to or what to do about it.



How to use this book


These examples are taken (and adapted) from real-life situations. However, we are aware that we can’t cover every situation and the examples may not apply in the same way to all cultures and contexts. Every young person and family is unique! So, as you go through the book, you may need to adapt the ideas to suit your own context.


The book is divided into three sections:


1.   The first section covers general stuff about adolescent development, how we make sense of our experiences, healthy eating, body image, information about eating disorders and how to look after yourself during the teenage years.


2.   The second section goes into more detail about eating and body image difficulties and how you can stop them taking hold. It includes ideas for feeling good about yourself and your body, dealing with stress and managing social media. One chapter focuses on issues for boys/young men. Boys and men can have different difficulties with weight and body image compared to girls and young women, and some of the current myths stop teenagers who identify as boys from seeking help. We have not written a chapter specifically for gender diverse teens, but acknowledge that when a teen is in a different body from how they identify it can result in even more difficulties around body image, self-esteem and self-confidence. Some of the principles in the book will be relevant and helpful, but this group of teens may need specialised services which go beyond the early intervention strategies covered here.


3.   The final part is about how to get help from family and friends if you are struggling with these concerns, and there is a chapter for parents/carers and families with suggestions on how they can help. The last chapter discusses what to do if the problems just don’t go away and you need professional help.


Some chapters may be more relevant to you than others, and it’s fine to focus on the parts that most interest you. We mention parents throughout the book but are aware that some young people may live with carers, or may have left home and are living independently. If this is the case, you may want to ignore the bits that are not relevant to you and your situation.


Throughout the book we suggest things to try out or think about, so grab a pencil and paper so that you can jot things down as you read through.


There are also worksheets that you can access online from https://overcoming.co.uk/715/resources-to-download.










Part 1




Understanding Eating Difficulties and Body Image











Chapter 1



What Is Adolescence All About?
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It’s not fair, some of the boys in my class have grown really tall and strong and I feel such a wimp compared to them – I haven’t started growing yet and I am no good at sport. Why can’t I grow like them? The other boys Jake tease me and call me Titch.







What this chapter will cover:


•   What are the developmental changes in adolescence?


•   How the brain develops in adolescence.


•   How concerns about eating and body image develop in adolescence.






What are the developmental changes in adolescence?




Check it out: Developmental changes in adolescence


•   Starting puberty


•   Learning to do things by yourself


•   Making friends


•   Developing knowledge and skills


•   Developing your own identity





Research has shown that eating disorders often start in adolescence. Why might this be? During adolescence, young people go through a number of challenging physical, social and emotional changes which can trigger difficulties with eating and body image. So, what are these changes?


[image: Illustration]


Welcome to adolescence – an exhilarating journey lasting several years with some hurdles and obstacles, but also exciting times



Puberty


Ella was twelve when she looked in the mirror and noticed spots on her face, hairs under her arms and her body beginning to change shape. This was the beginning of puberty, when levels of sex hormones rise and emotions can suddenly be all over the place.


This normally happens around the age of ten to thirteen in girls and a bit later in boys (can be earlier or later too). Although most teenagers get through it OK, some find it particularly challenging. They can become irritated with family and friends or find school difficult. Chloe went into puberty quite early and found this a challenge as she was much taller than her peers and was laughed at for having to wear a bra at primary school. She became quite self-conscious of her weight and how she looked, and this made her feel unhappy.


Wesley also went into puberty a bit younger than his peers; he became tall and muscular and was good at sport, which meant that people looked up to him. However, hormonal changes contributed to his swinging emotions.


Jake is going through puberty a bit later than his peers, is smaller than his friends and his voice hasn’t changed yet. He is teased at school and is called ‘small and weak’ by his classmates.


Sam is fourteen and hasn’t yet started their periods. They feel confused about their identity and are not sure how they identify but are anxious about periods starting and physically developing as a female.



Independence


Many teenagers can’t wait to go out on their own, or with friends, without having their parents/carers trailing along behind. This is the time of life when young people learn to become independent. They may find that they spend less time with their parents/carers and want to do things with their friends instead. There can be tensions at home, with parents wanting to set boundaries, for example coming home at a certain time, having family meals or getting homework done before going out.


Most teenagers get into conflict with their parents or carers, but usually this resolves as families find ways to communicate and negotiate. At times, you may be relieved that your parents set limits as it can be scary doing things for the first time on your own. Parents and carers are usually there to fall back on if you need support. However, it can be difficult if your parents/carers are thinking about other issues and have less time for you. Chloe’s mum was in the process of splitting up from her partner and was stressed and preoccupied, leaving less time to focus on her daughter at a time when she needed her mum’s support.


Friendships


Adolescence is a crucial time for making friends. However, it can be stressful when friends let you down or exclude you, or you feel like you don’t fit in. Some young people find it hard to make friends and can feel very lonely. Jake finds it difficult to relate to others and feels very much on his own. He doesn’t get invited to birthday parties like the other kids in his class and is bullied because he is seen as different from others. This makes him feel distressed – and he tends to keep this to himself as he finds it difficult to talk about his feelings.


Identity


An important process in adolescence is learning who you are and what sort of person you want to be, and developing a sense of self-esteem is a crucial part of this. Learning to value yourself shouldn’t just depend on whether you are good at sport or at your work, or whether you are good-looking. However, sometimes this is the way it feels. Teenagers frequently compare themselves with others, which can be made worse by viewing what is shared on social media.


Chloe struggles to be herself. She follows Ella on social media and desperately wants to be like her. She doesn’t feel that she has any good qualities herself. Ella also feels under pressure to always show her best side and maintain the image that she feels people expect, even when she doesn’t feel good about herself inside. Sam feels unsure of their identity and this can change from day to day. This means Sam might worry a lot around body image, self-esteem and eating.


Skills and knowledge


Adolescence is also a time when you are developing skills and knowledge. School can be interesting and fun for some young people but an anxious or frustrating experience for others. Some young people set themselves extremely high goals or feel that school or parents expect a lot of them and worry excessively if they don’t achieve those goals. Jen is a perfectionist and wants to be the best academically and at tennis. But this leads to considerable worry, particularly if she doesn’t come top in class or loses a tennis match. We will see later how she managed to put her worries into perspective.


How is the brain developing in adolescence?


In the same way that a young person’s body is changing, their brain is also going through some pretty big changes. The way teenagers feel and behave is very much linked to how their brains are developing.


Although much of brain growth occurs in the first year of life, a huge amount of growth and development takes place during adolescence. Growing brains need up to a quarter of the oxygen we breathe and thrive on the energy we feed them. Our brains (compared to other animals) need and use a huge amount of energy.




Check it out: Facts about our amazing brains


•   Our brains contain about 100 billion neurones. Neurones are cells which carry information across and from the brain to different parts of our bodies.


•   Information in our brains travels at about 431 kilometres per hour.


•   When you touch something, sensory neurones carry information back to the brain. Sensory neurones can be as long as 1 metre (e.g. the neurone reaching from the base of the spine to the toes).


•   An adult brain weighs 1.1–1.4kg but uses a quarter of the oxygen we breathe and 20 per cent of the energy we eat.


•   Our brains are extremely busy and need lots of energy (food) and oxygen to work efficiently.





The brain is developing fast in the teenage years, but many areas do not fully develop until adulthood. This can contribute to some thoughts or feelings which adults (who might not understand) call ‘typical adolescent behaviour’. We’d like to discuss what’s going on in the teenage brain which might explain how you might behave, think or feel in the way that you do.


On that note, let’s look at some areas of the brain, and think about what they do.
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Our amazing brain – our brains change throughout adolescence – here are some parts which are developing rapidly during the teenage years (and beyond)!


Hippocampus This is the centre for memory and learning. There is lots of activity in this part of the brain as you are learning so much at school, preparing for exams and, importantly, learning about the world.


Ventral striatum This is the reward centre of the brain. It is normal for teenagers to be more influenced by reward than by consequences, particularly in the short term. It is much harder to think about future consequences.


Amygdala This part of the brain is responsible for emotional states, for example fear, anger, passion, excitement. Adults rely less on this area, using the pre-frontal cortex more in decision-making. However, as a teenager you tend to be guided more by your emotions and take your lead from this part of the brain.


Parietal lobe This part of the brain is involved in the experience of the senses, for example touch, sight, hearing. It is not fully developed until around the age of twenty, which can make it more difficult for young people to process this information effectively. As a result, they may miss cues which help with decision-making.


Pre-frontal cortex This area of the brain is involved in planning and reasoning. It is not fully mature in young people, which is why they often do things without thinking fully about the consequences or the pros and cons of certain actions.


There is lots going on in an adolescent’s brain, and intense emotion may be experienced due to the activity of the amygdala. This can make adolescents passionate about the things that are important to them. On the other hand, they can become easily embarrassed and may struggle to read the feelings and intentions of others.


There are also a greater number of connections between the nerves (synaptic connections) at this time of life and greater possibility of change in the brain. This makes young people open to learning new things, stepping out of their comfort zone and taking risks. Part of that creativity and openness can mean doing things impulsively, without thinking about what might happen next. This can work brilliantly – you may discover, for example, a new hobby – but it can also get teenagers into trouble, or their intentions may be misunderstood by adults.


In adolescence, emotions can feel intense but the ability to regulate them has yet to mature. Young people are more likely to behave in risky ways, perhaps to fit in with friends or because they haven’t thought about the consequences. This does not apply to all teenagers, but can be relevant to those teenagers who are self-harming, taking drugs or skipping meals. They might find it harder to think about the longer-term consequences of these behaviours and focus more on the immediate rewards. Jen is like this; she goes on a strict diet because she feels unhappy about herself but doesn’t think about how this might affect her mood and physical state.


Why do concerns about eating and body image develop during adolescence?


In adolescence the body is changing rapidly. It is natural for young people to grow in height and put on weight throughout this period. The graph below shows the rapid increase in weight that occurs in adolescence, reaching adult weight around the age of eighteen. This happens at different rates and at different times, as shown by the different lines on the graph; not everyone will look the same. The graph represents the way weight will change depending on your weight when you go into adolescence.
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This graph shows an example of the normal changes in weight that happen during the pre-teen and teenage years that are part of normal growth and development


This is a normal part of changing from a child to a young adult, but in some cases the weight gain is uneven. Just before a growth spurt, teenagers might store some energy that is needed for growing quickly, and if you pay too much attention to this you may worry that you are getting ‘fat’. Many young women find it uncomfortable when they notice that they are beginning to have a rounder shape. After a growth spurt, some teenage boys might worry about looking too thin and with less muscle than they would like.


At the same time, the chance of experiencing mood swings or low mood and depression increases due to all the emotional and biological changes, as well as expectations and challenges, that teenagers face. In today’s society, we are bombarded by images from the internet, TV, magazines and social media which can also play a part in increasing dissatisfaction about your body. We are exposed to celebrities who have had various body alterations to achieve a certain look or body shape. In addition, photographs and videos can be photoshopped to:


•   change body shape


•   lengthen legs


•   remove blemishes


•   iron out flaws


•   enhance colour


You name it: anything can be done to create a perfect image. Using social media and the internet makes it easier to compare yourself with others – and you can end up feeling bad about yourself, particularly as the images you see are all perfect!


The internet and social media are an invaluable part of everyday life for teenagers, providing entertainment, help with learning and a way to connect socially with others. However, you may feel under pressure to present the ‘perfect’ person on social media, even though no one is perfect. It may be tempting to measure your value from the number of likes, followers or shares that you get in response to a post.


There may be other stresses in adolescence too, linked to friendships, school or family life. Some young people, like Jen, may decide to diet to feel better about themselves. Others may turn to food for comfort, but their increased weight makes them feel ashamed and worse about themselves. Chloe gained weight in puberty and struggled to feel good about herself and at the same time experienced a lot of stress in her family. She began to comfort eat to try and distract herself from her feelings of distress.


You might want to take a look at Chapter 6 which thinks about strategies for taking care of yourself, Chapter 12 which discusses social media in more detail, Chapter 9 which is about building self-esteem, or Chapter 10 which covers feeling good about your body.




Check it out: Facts about weight and bodies


•   It is natural to gain weight in adolescence, along with growth in height.


•   The perfect body doesn’t exist!


•   Images of models are altered digitally to make them look perfect.





So how will you manage to get through adolescence with all these pressures? The good news is that most adolescents do get through OK! It really helps to talk about worries with family, friends or someone you trust. The aim of this book is to help you think about the challenges of the teenage years and find a way through, and, importantly, end up feeling happy about yourself and your body image.





Summary


•   Adolescence is a time of great change.


•   Going through puberty early can be difficult for some teenagers.


•   The brain is developing rapidly in the teenage years.


•   Adolescents can be impulsive and risk-taking.


•   Images of perfect models can cause pressure for young women and men.


•   The internet and social media can be both helpful and unhelpful.


•   Most young people get through adolescence pretty well.













Chapter 2



Making Sense of Experiences
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The crowd falls silent. I bounce the tennis ball once, twice, on the ground, then toss it high up into the air. I slam my racket down with all my might, feeling the strings make contact with the ball. The ball shoots over the net and bounces in the far corner of the court out of my opponent’s reach. The crowd goes wild! I have won the match!


The daydream evaporates. The joy and excitement that was tingling through my body fades away, and I’m back in the school lunch hall. My shoulders slump and the heavy feeling in the pit of my stomach returns. I’ll never be good enough to win the match. I’m too fat and too slow. If only I could lose weight then I wouldn’t be such a failure on the court. I push the salad around my plate but don’t eat it – I feel sick and have no appetite. I should probably go for a run after school before tennis training, but I just don’t have any energy – which proves what a fat, lazy loser I am.







What this chapter will cover:


•   Understanding thoughts, feelings, sensations and behaviour, and how they link together to help us make sense of our experiences.


•   How we get trapped into a vicious cycle of responding, and how we can break out of the trap.


•   Understanding different perspectives.





The situations we find ourselves in can provoke a whole range of reactions. Sometimes these can feel positive, like in Jen’s daydream, whereas at other times they can feel negative, overwhelming or confusing. This chapter is about helping you to make sense of your experiences and understanding why you react to situations in particular ways.


Our reactions are made up of our thoughts, feelings, physical sensations and behaviours. Breaking down our experiences into these different parts can really help us to understand why we respond to situations in particular ways. Understanding experiences through the framework of thoughts, feelings, physical sensations and behaviours is based on an approach called cognitive behavioural therapy, where cognitions is just another word for thoughts. Cognitive behavioural therapy, or CBT, is based on the idea that how we think about a situation influences how we feel and the sensations we experience in our body, and what we do (our behaviour). Let’s look at what we mean by thoughts, feelings, sensations and behaviour, and how they fit together to help make sense of our experiences.
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Cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT) helps us to make sense of our experiences by looking at the links between our thoughts, feelings, physical sensations and behaviours






	Thoughts


	Feelings


	Sensations


	Behaviours







	
‘I will never be good enough to win the match’


‘I’m too fat and slow’


‘I am so lazy’


‘I am such a loser’



	
Overwhelmed


Anxious


Sad



	
Shoulders slump


Heavy feeling in stomach


Feel sick, no appetite


No energy



	
Eat low-calorie food


Avoid junk food


Exercise more









Jen’s thoughts, feelings, physical sensations and behaviours



Thoughts
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We all have a constant stream of thoughts going through our heads, but we may not notice them all the time. It’s a bit like looking at your social media feed: some posts you pay attention to and read, others you skim over and ignore. Similarly, your thoughts are there all the time, but you pay more attention to some than to others. Our thoughts tend to be automatic. We don’t always choose to have them: they often just pop into our heads.


Our thoughts are important because they help us to make sense of the situations that we encounter by providing an interpretation of their meaning and significance. Our thoughts tell us what we think about ourselves, about other people and about the situations we are in. Sometimes our thoughts are positive (‘I won the tennis match!’), sometimes they are neutral (‘This tennis ball is yellow’), and sometimes they can be negative (‘I am such a loser’). We tend to accept our thoughts as true, without really questioning them.


Our thoughts tend to be shaped by past experiences and the values and influences of our family, society or culture. These experiences lead us to develop beliefs and expectations about ourselves, about other people and about the future. It’s a bit like having a rule book that tells us how we ‘should’ think or what we ‘must’ do. Jen’s thoughts about being successful at tennis were shaped by growing up in a family and culture that valued hard work and doing your best. Her rules for life would include things like, ‘I must always do my best’, ‘I should work as hard as I can’, ‘I must be successful’.
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We all have an internal rule book which tells us how we should think and behave


It can be helpful to learn to identify the thoughts that you have.




Ask yourself:


•   What was going through my mind when that happened?


•   Imagine yourself as a character in a comic book – what would be in your thought bubble in any given scene?


•   Are there any rules that might influence your thoughts?


•   Are there any ‘shoulds’ or ‘musts’ in your rule book?






Feelings


[image: Illustration]


Feelings, or emotions, are a normal part of life and part of what makes us human. Some can be really positive and enjoyable – such as feeling happy, excited or proud – but others can feel negative, like anxiety, sadness, disgust or shame. Sometimes we experience a mix of emotions: we might enjoy eating a slice of cake, but then feel guilty and worried about gaining weight. Sometimes we just feel numb. Like Jen, the highs and lows of different feelings can seem like an emotional roller coaster.


It can often feel really difficult to make sense of why we feel a particular way. However, the feelings we experience tend to follow logically from the thoughts that we have. When Jen imagined winning the tennis match (positive thought), she felt elated and happy (positive emotion). But when she thought about losing at tennis (negative thought), it made her feel anxious and overwhelmed (negative emotion). It works in the other direction too: how we feel influences our thoughts. So for Jen, feeling anxious and worried increased her perception that she wouldn’t be able to cope and was likely to fail.




Ask yourself:


•   How do your thoughts make you feel?


•   What effect do your feelings have on your thoughts?






Physical sensations
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When we have strong feelings, our bodies often respond in particular ways. Imagine how your body would react if a blood-thirsty zombie was coming towards you! It’s likely that your heart would start beating really fast, and your breathing would become quicker and shallower. You might notice your muscles becoming tense and have a sudden urge to go to the toilet. You might feel hot and sweaty. This is called your ‘fight-flight-freeze’ response and makes sense when faced with a threat because your body is preparing to take action to keep you safe. This response has evolved over many thousands of years to keep us safe from danger.


We might not encounter any zombies in our day-to-day lives, but there are lots of things that we might view as threatening to our wellbeing. Failing a test, saying the wrong thing in front of our friends or being dissatisfied with our appearance . . . all of these can activate our fight-flight-freeze response. Our bodies can feel very different depending on the emotion we are experiencing. Feeling excited can feel like a milder version of feeling scared, while feeling sad can make our bodies feel heavy, tired and lacking energy. You might feel warm and relaxed when you feel calm. When Jen felt sad and anxious about her tennis match, her body felt sick, tense and lacking energy.




Ask yourself:


•   What do you notice in your body when you feel happy, sad or anxious?





Behaviours
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The thoughts we have and the way we feel can affect our behaviour. If that zombie was coming towards you, bopping it on the head, running away as fast as you can or freezing and hoping that it doesn’t notice you would be very sensible courses of action if you want to survive. Our behaviours tend to be logically connected to our thoughts and feelings and are usually our best attempt to cope with the situation we are faced with.


For example, when Jen feels anxious about her performance in tennis and has thoughts about losing the match because she is too heavy, she responds by training even harder to improve her fitness and eating less to try and lose weight. She stops seeing her friend Zoe so regularly and spends all her free time working out. Jen feels tired and sluggish when she wakes up in the morning, which makes her want to stay in bed. Jen’s behaviour makes sense because she is responding to her thoughts and to how she feels: by dieting and exercising more, she is trying to improve her tennis performance and prevent her worries about losing coming true. It might seem obvious to us that dieting and training so hard is likely to make Jen’s performance worse, but Jen doesn’t see it this way because she really believes that her thoughts are true.


When we’re faced with situations that trigger negative thoughts and feelings, our behavioural responses tend to follow one of the following strategies:


Avoid We might go out of our way to avoid situations that trigger negative thoughts and feelings to prevent the possibility of our worry coming true. If Jen feels worried about playing badly, she might avoid entering any tennis tournaments so as not to lose any matches. Avoidance can also happen when we feel sad, tired, or are struggling to feel motivated.


Escape If we’re already in the situation, we might try and leave as quickly as we can. If her opponent is in the lead, Jen might try to cut her losses and quit the match rather than risk failure.


Use safety behaviours These are behaviours that we do to try and prevent our worries coming true or to help us to cope in difficult situations. Jen’s tendency to train excessively hard without taking any breaks is an example of a safety behaviour as it helps her to cope with her worry about losing and to try and reduce the likelihood of it coming true.


How we behave can also influence our thoughts and feelings. So, while avoiding the tennis tournament might be driven by Jen’s worry about losing, it’s very likely that she would view dropping out as a sign of failure too.




Ask yourself:


•   How do you behave when you feel happy, sad or anxious?





Putting it all together: vicious and virtuous cycles


As we have discovered, our thoughts, feelings, sensations and behaviours are all part of how we respond to different situations. What we think about a situation affects how we feel (our emotions and sensations) and what we do (our behaviour). Each part is connected and influences the other parts, as shown in the diagram opposite.


The problem is that our reactions can often trap us into an unhelpful cycle of responding. Our responses might seem helpful in the short term, but they often don’t solve the problem completely, and can create additional problems. For example, it will be difficult for Jen to keep restricting her diet and training so hard all the time; following such a strict regime may result in her feeling even more exhausted and lacking in energy, which might then make her performance in tennis even worse – the very thing that she is trying to prevent. When Jen feels tired and sluggish in the mornings and doesn’t want to get out of bed because she is so exhausted, it triggers further negative thoughts: ‘I am lazy. I will never achieve anything’. Her thoughts, feelings, sensations and behaviours have created a vicious cycle that can make everything seem worse and keep her stuck in an unhelpful cycle of responding.
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Jen’s cycle of thoughts, feelings, sensations and behaviours


The good news is that, because our thoughts, feelings, sensations and behaviours are all connected, we can break out of the cycle by learning how to change any part of our response system. Developing more helpful thoughts, changing our behaviours, and learning to cope with difficult feelings and sensations can transform the vicious cycle to a more positive virtuous one. There are lots of ways to do this, and throughout the book we will be showing you how.




Ask yourself:


•   When you feel sad or worried, how do you behave?


•   Does the way you behave make the problem better, worse or stay the same?





Facts, opinions and different perspectives




One afternoon after school, Jen goes to her friend Zoe’s house to do homework. The pair are sitting at the kitchen table working on some science problems. Zoe’s mum puts a plate of biscuits on the table. Zoe enthusiastically reaches for one, starts eating and carries on calmly with her homework. Jen starts to feel very anxious. She pushes the plate far away but keeps looking at the biscuits and can’t concentrate on her work.





Jen and Zoe are in the same situation, but why are their reactions so different? The key is that they have different thoughts about the plate of biscuits. Zoe thinks, ‘Oh yum! I love biscuits!’, and so feels happy and eats one. Jen, on the other hand, experiences a stream of negative thoughts: ‘I really want one, but biscuits are so bad for you. If I have one, it will make me fat. If I put on weight, my tennis will get worse, and my coach and Dad will be disappointed with me’. Given Jen’s thoughts, it makes sense that she feels very anxious and pushes the plate away. We can map out Jen and Zoe’s responses in the cycles below.
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Zoe’s cycle of thoughts, feelings, sensations and behaviours


[image: Illustration]


Jen’s cycle of thoughts, feelings, sensations and behaviours


This example shows us that different people can have different perspectives about the same situation, and that those different perspectives lead to different emotional, physical and behavioural responses. The important thing to remember is that Jen and Zoe’s thoughts tell us about their opinions about the plate of biscuits, but their thoughts are not facts. When we treat our thoughts as facts, we tend to assume that they are true and do not question them. But often our thoughts are only our opinions about what is going on, which means that there might be another way of thinking about the situation. This is the key to breaking out of the vicious cycle trap.




Ask yourself:


•   Which of the following statements are facts? Which are opinions?
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As you go through this book, you may start to notice how your thoughts, feelings, sensations and behaviours link together. Learning to notice these four response systems can help you to make sense of difficult situations. Perhaps you sometimes find yourself trapped in a vicious cycle like Jen? The good news is that once you start to identify your vicious cycles, you can also learn how to exit them and create more positive virtuous cycles.





Summary


•   When we encounter a situation, four response systems are activated: our thoughts, feelings, physical sensations and behaviours.


•   Our thoughts have a particularly important role because they influence how we feel, how our body responds and how we behave. Our feelings, sensations and behaviours can also influence our thoughts.


•   It’s important to remember that thoughts are just opinions, not facts.


•   Because different people can have different thoughts, or opinions, about the same situation, their feelings, sensations and behavioural responses will be different.


•   Because our thoughts, feelings, sensations and behaviours link together, sometimes we can get trapped in vicious cycles of responding that can keep problems going.


•   Noticing your own thoughts, feelings, body symptoms and behaviours is the first step towards learning how to exit the vicious cycle.













Chapter 3



What Is Healthy Eating?
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‘Coming Mum . . .’ I reply when Mum calls me down to dinner. I wish our home was more like my friends’ – Ella eats such colourful salads and makes her own meals, Chloe gets to eat in front of the TV, Zoe often has a takeaway or eats out on her way home from sport.


My mum and dad insist we all eat at the table and Mum spends hours making dinner every evening. I like my mum’s cooking, but it is quite heavy and rich.


My parents are a bit overweight, and I don’t want to look like them when I’m older. I’m also embarrassed that the way we eat is so different from other families. We have to leave our phones upstairs during dinner and the meal seems to take forever.


I worry about being so different from my friends. Is my mum’s cooking healthy? Are the portions too big? What should I be eating?







What this chapter will cover:


•   Why nutrition is so important for teenagers.


•   What teenagers need to be healthy and strong and grow to their full potential.


•   Social eating.


•   Fuelling sports.


•   Food fads.


•   Impact of poor nutrition.


•   What is normal eating?







Ask yourself:


Before reading this chapter, think about what you ate yesterday.


•   Who were you with?


•   Where did you eat?


•   How did you feel?


Think about the last week.


•   Were there days that were very different, and if so, why?


We will ask you to think about similar questions at the end of this chapter.






Why is nutrition important for teenagers?


In the teenage years your metabolism (the chemical changes that convert food into energy) is the fastest it will be for the rest of your life. Energy is needed for this metabolism in the form of food. If we don’t eat well in the teenage years, growth and development will be stunted. Our growing brains need up to a quarter of the oxygen we breathe and a huge amount of energy to grow and thrive.


What do our bodies do with the energy that comes from our food?


Basal metabolic rate (BMR)


This is the rate of energy our body uses just to stay alive – to breathe, to maintain our body temperature, keep our hearts beating, build new cells and ensure our brains are working. We need this energy from our food even if we stay in bed and don’t move at all. How much energy we use (BMR) varies depending on our age, gender and the amount of muscle we have.


If we don’t eat enough our BMR can slow down by up to 30 per cent to try and keep us alive. When we eat well our BMR will speed up so our body can function fully.


The body has a very clever process for storing energy and then using it when needed. The food we eat is converted into energy (called glycogen) that can be stored in the liver and muscles (this process is known as ‘anabolism’). When we need energy, these compounds are broken down to release the energy (known as ‘catabolism’). Most of our energy comes from carbohydrates in our diet (more about these later). If we are short of carbohydrates the body can get energy from protein, for example from muscle fibre – which is why people who don’t eat enough often notice their muscles have become smaller.


The brain needs lots of energy to function – it uses up to 20 per cent of the energy that comes from our food, even though it makes up less than 10 per cent of our body weight. Teenage brains in particular use a lot of energy as there is considerable brain growth and development during the teenage years.


BMR is faster in teenagers than in older people and accounts (depending on activity levels) for up to 70 per cent of the energy used. In very active teenagers it can be a smaller percentage – but more about this later.


Thermal effect of food


When we eat, our metabolism speeds up as our body needs to use energy to digest, absorb and store some of the nutrition we have taken in. Up to 10 per cent of the energy we take in is used in this way.


Physical activity


This is the most variable part of how energy is used by our bodies. As a teenager, you are likely to be quite active and busy – getting to and from school, carrying bags of books, moving between lessons as well as doing specific sports and activities. Some teenagers do a lot of sport and can have high energy needs. It is particularly important to make sure you are fuelling your sport sufficiently if you want to have energy to get through games and matches and to avoid injuries to your muscles, tendons and bones.


Energy for growth and development


During the teenage years our requirements for growth are high. Girls do most of their growing between the ages of eleven and fourteen, and boys between the ages of thirteen and sixteen, but it can happen earlier or later. Growing is not always even – it is normal to gain some weight to store energy for growth in height. It is also quite normal to feel starvingly hungry before and during a growth spurt.


When we grow, we can become a bit clumsier and may sometimes struggle a bit with sport. For some young people it is hard to feel like you have less control over your body, but keep reminding yourself that everybody (and everyone’s body) is unique, and that we all grow and develop differently.


When a teenager goes through a growth spurt, the body needs lots of energy, so you can feel very hungry. Having good nutrition helps to fuel the growth and development of the body in puberty, but many teenagers worry about their weight and changes in appearance. It is important to talk to an adult if you have worries about this.
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I arrange my beautiful colourful salad and try another photograph. I make sure there isn’t anybody in the background and that the photograph looks just right. I try another photograph from a different angle to see if that looks better. I quickly check whether this would fit in with my favourite online influencers or not. I worry that there is too much brown rice, or how I should slice the chicken on my plate.


My thoughts are interrupted by Mum’s nagging: ‘Ella – stop playing with your food and eat it. And take a bit more rice – you’ve done lots of dance today.’


I ignore her – she is so irritating and annoying – what does she know anyway? – and she is always on a diet and sometimes she doesn’t even eat rice.


I choose a picture and post it on my feed, tagging it with #healthyeating and #superfoods and #balletdiet. I feel proud of how healthily I eat and smile when my phone starts pinging notifications when everybody starts liking my post.






What do teenagers need?


The internet and social media are full of advice about what and how we should eat. Fashions about food also change. Food is sometimes labelled as ‘good’, ‘bad’, ‘healthy’ or ‘unhealthy’, which can be confusing for teenagers who are struggling to work out the right things to eat.


Aisha feels her family eat differently from her friends. Ella is heavily influenced by her social media feeds, and makes her food choices based on this. She wants her friends to see that what she is eating is ‘healthy’ – but is it?


Every teenager is different – but there are some basic important principles.


Regular eating


We need to eat regular meals during the day which include the basic food groups: proteins, carbohydrates and fats, plus fruit or vegetables. It goes without saying that it is a good idea to try and hit at least five portions of fruit and vegetables a day.


We know that skipping meals can make anybody (but especially teenagers) a bit grumpy and hungry (‘hangry’), so try to make sure that you don’t go for too long without eating. Up to a third of teenagers skip breakfast and this age group finds it much harder to get up in the morning in time (see Chapter 6 for more on teenage sleep patterns).


We also know if we eat too much of one food type, we can miss out on other important foods, so variety is important. Ella might be having too much salad on her plate and could therefore miss out on protein, fats and carbs which her body needs to fuel her activities, like dancing.


Energy requirements


Energy requirements vary from person to person, so it is impossible to say what an average teenager needs. The seven young people we have spoken about would all need different snacks, different lunches, different drinks and different dinners. The important thing during the teenage years is to understand when your body is hungry and to eat appropriately.


Carbohydrates (or ‘carbs’)


Examples of food high in carbohydrates include all different types of bread (including pitta, bread rolls, etc.), pasta, rice, cereals, oats, quinoa, couscous, potatoes, sweet potatoes, biscuits, cakes, honey, jam, sweets and sugary drinks.


Carbohydrates are one of the three main sources of energy in our diets (macronutrients) and are broken down by digestion into glucose, which is absorbed, transported around our body and used as an energy source. Glycaemic index (GI) is a measure of how fast or slow a type of carbohydrate is digested – the lower the GI number, the more slowly it enters our bloodstream, and the higher the number, the more quickly it is digested and absorbed.


Examples of high GI foods include sugary drinks and snacks, white bread, cakes and biscuits, all of which are easily and quickly absorbed by the body. Examples of low GI foods are whole-grain foods, some fruits, oats and porridge. The foods we eat at the same time as carbohydrates (like fats and proteins) also influence how quickly the carbohydrate is digested and absorbed.


We should eat some low GI foods for a longer steadier supply of energy, but at times a high GI food can give a quick energy boost which could be important during, for example, a sports event or school break time.


Carbohydrates are the body’s preferred and most efficient source of energy, especially providing fuel for muscles and brains. They are also considered to be ‘protein sparing’ – carbohydrates protect muscle from being broken down. If we don’t eat enough, our body will break down muscles to provide a source of energy to keep functioning. Carbohydrates also help our bodies absorb water and encourage healthy bacteria in our bowels. They also increase the production of serotonin – a chemical in our brains that helps with mood, appetite and sleep.


Carbohydrates provide the energy for us to learn and play and enjoy ourselves and sleep well. The amount needed by a teenager varies according to age, growth spurts and activity levels. Having insufficient carbohydrates can make us moody, irritable and low on energy. It can also make it hard to focus and learn and can cause poor sleep.


Fibre is a type of carbohydrate that our bodies can’t digest or use for energy but is important to keep our bowels healthy.


Carbohydrate intake should be around 50 per cent of your daily food intake. The exact amount depends on whether you are biologically male or female, whether or not you are having a growth spurt and how active you are.


Fats


We obtain fats from many different food sources: for example, cooking oils, salad dressings, nuts, seeds, milk and dairy products (or plant-based dairy alternatives), cakes, biscuits, olives, avocados, cheese, meats, some fish and chocolate.


Fats are another essential macronutrient in our diets – we all need fats to provide an energy source that our bodies can use if needed. Fat provides protection for our internal organs and is an essential part of every cell in our body. Fats are used for making hormones and play an important role in our brains. White matter, which insulates our brain cells, consists of fat and protein combined – 60 per cent of our brain’s matter is fat. Without enough dietary fat we are unable to absorb some vitamins (Vitamins A, D, E, K) which are essential for healthy hair, skin and eyes.


Fats make our food taste good but also help us feel full after a meal and they slow down the release of energy into our blood. Fats and oils are an important part of cooking and baking.
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