
The Hidden Connection: Childhood Sexual
Abuse and Eating Disorders
Childhood sexual abuse leads to long-lasting impacts on survivors, affecting
multiple aspects of their lives. One such effect is the development of eating
disorders. In this article, we will explore the connection between childhood sexual
abuse and eating disorders, as well as the importance of trauma-informed
treatment in helping survivors heal.

The Prevalence of Childhood Sexual Abuse

Childhood sexual abuse is a pervasive issue that affects millions of children
worldwide. According to research, up to one in four girls and one in six boys
experience some form of sexual abuse before the age of 18. These traumatic
experiences can have profound and lasting consequences on survivors, including
the development of disordered eating behaviors and the onset of eating
disorders.

The Link between Childhood Sexual Abuse and Eating Disorders

Studies have consistently shown a strong correlation between childhood sexual
abuse and the development of eating disorders. Survivors often turn to
disordered eating patterns, such as restricting or binge-eating, as a way to cope
with the trauma they have experienced. Food becomes a form of control and a
distraction from the painful memories associated with the abuse.
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Eating disorders can manifest in different ways, including anorexia nervosa,
bulimia nervosa, and binge-eating disorder. Individuals who have experienced
childhood sexual abuse may use these behaviors as a way to regain a sense of
control over their bodies and emotions.

Understanding Trauma-Informed Treatment

Trauma-informed treatment is an approach that recognizes the impact of trauma
on a person's mental, emotional, and physical well-being. It acknowledges that
many individuals seeking treatment for eating disorders are survivors of childhood
sexual abuse and works towards providing a safe and supportive environment for
their healing.

Trauma-informed treatment focuses on four key principles:

1. Safety: Creating a safe space where survivors feel protected and
comfortable sharing their experiences is crucial. This includes ensuring
physical and emotional safety throughout the treatment process.

2. Trustworthiness: Building trust with survivors is essential to establish a
therapeutic relationship. Consistency, transparency, and clear
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communication help survivors feel secure and respected.

3. Choice: Allowing survivors to have autonomy and control over their treatment
is vital in trauma-informed care. Providing them with options and involving
them in decision-making empowers their recovery journey.

4. Collaboration: Collaborating with survivors to develop treatment plans that
are personalized and meet their unique needs is a key aspect of trauma-
informed treatment. This approach recognizes survivors as experts in their
own healing.

Benefits of Trauma-Informed Treatment for Eating Disorders

Trauma-informed treatment offers several benefits for individuals with eating
disorders who are survivors of childhood sexual abuse:

Improved therapeutic outcomes: By addressing the underlying trauma,
survivors can experience more comprehensive healing and recovery.
Trauma-informed treatment recognizes the interconnectedness of trauma
and disordered eating behaviors.

Enhanced coping skills: Trauma-informed care equips survivors with healthy
coping mechanisms to replace destructive eating habits. These skills help
them manage triggers and navigate emotional challenges in a healthier way.

Increased self-awareness: Trauma-informed treatment encourages survivors
to explore their emotions and understand the feelings driving their disordered
eating behaviors. This self-awareness fosters growth and personal
development.

Empowerment and resilience: By prioritizing survivors' autonomy and
involving them in the treatment process, trauma-informed care empowers
individuals to reclaim their agency and build resilience.



The connection between childhood sexual abuse and eating disorders is a
complex and profound one. Recognizing and addressing this link is crucial to
providing effective treatment for survivors. Implementing trauma-informed care
approaches ensures that survivors receive the support, understanding, and
healing they deserve.

By prioritizing safety, trustworthiness, choice, and collaboration in treatment,
professionals can help survivors of childhood sexual abuse find their path to
recovery and reclaim their lives from the grip of disordered eating behaviors.
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Foreign Bodies: Eating Disorders, Childhood Sexual Abuse, and Trauma-
Informed Treatment addresses the association between eating disorders and
childhood sexual abuse, proposing a new way of treating those suffering from
eating disorders who were sexually abused as children. Based on testimonies of
survivors of abuse who subsequently developed eating disorders, it offers a new
form of diagnosis and treatment, arguing that the eating-disorder field often
ignores the traumatic sources of eating disorders, leading to some treatment
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programs not being commensurate, and at times conflicting, with the principles of
childhood sexual abuse treatment.

The case studies used to highlight the link between childhood sexual abuse and
eating disorders are presented from the perspective of the women involved, in
their own words. Their voices are supplemented by Gur’s own stance as a
clinician specializing in the treatment of sexual abuse and CPTSD. The book is
divided into three parts: the first deals with eating disorders, childhood sexual
abuse, and the association between them; the second examines the treatment of
eating disorders and childhood sexual abuse; and the third offers a new form of
diagnosis and treatment for eating disorders.

This book will be of great interest to researchers and postgraduate students in the
eating disorder field of psychotherapy, psychology, or psychiatry, plus those
studying the treatment of trauma. It will also be of interest to clinical dieticians,
psychologists, social workers, doctors, nurses, eating disorder specialists, and
policymakers in the mental health field, as well as eating disorders sufferers and
those who care for them.
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