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The	need:
Exploring	meaning

The	challenge:
Despite the psychological and emotional aspects of the illness, treatment
experiences have been criticised as over-focalised upon physical restoration
(Offord et al., 2006; Joyce et al., 2019).
Occupational therapists are among the professionals to address food-related
activities within the context of treatment. The frame of reference used by
occupational therapy in eating disorders is variable, and diluted, due to the
lack of evidence base to draw from, which as a result, leaves occupational
therapy generalising from other profession’s research (Deverey et al., 2018;
Henderson, 1999).
Dating back to 1986, McColl, Friedland and Kerr, reported that “doing is not
enough” (p.144) and encouraged occupational therapists to explore the
underlying meanings of activities. Little is understood around the
phenomenological and subjective meanings of food and eating practices
beyond weight gain and functional improvements.

As	occupational	therapists	are	believed	to	be	meaning	curators	(Hasselkus,	
2011),	it	is	vital	to	increase	understanding	of	how	individuals	subjectively	

experience	meaning.	

• Eating disorders are “disabling, deadly and
costly mental disorders” (Treasure et al., 2020,
p.899), affecting 1.25 million people (BEAT,
2021), with the highest mortality rate
compared to any other mental illness
(Treasure, Claudino and Zucker, 2010).

• The aetiology of eating disorders are
multifactorial and complex; thus, treatment is
required to be equally complex.

• The target of treatment is to restore weight, but
weight gain alone is insufficient to achieve full
long-term recovery (Rance, Moller and Clare,
2017). There have been calls for novel
treatments (Brockmeyer et al., 2017), “fresh
perspectives” (Botha, 2015, p. 328), new
service models (Munro et al., 2014), and a
“new paradigm” (Touyz and Hay, 2015, p. 1) to
conceptualise, research and develop effective
interventions for eating disorders.

• As recommended key members in multi-
disciplinary treatment, occupational therapists
can support recovery from eating disorders
(Clark and Nayar, 2012). However, occupational
therapists make up only a small-fraction of the
workforce (Devery, Scanlan and Ross, 2018),
considered ”diverse” (Clewes and
Kirkwood,2016), with a lack of research to
articulate their role (Sørlie et al., 2020).

• Food-related activities are a novel intervention
in eating disorder treatment, often led by
occupational therapists, which can support
skill transference into everyday life (Lock et al.,
2012; Biddiscombe et al., 2018).

My	research	

The	aim	of	my	doctoral	research	is	to	explore	the	complexity	of	meaning	of	
food	and	eating	from	the	perspective	of	those	with	lived	experience	of	
anorexia	using	interpretative	phenomenological	methodology.
Data	will	be	collected	through	interviews	and	using	photo-elicitation	
methods	to	understand	experiences	of	food	activities	in	treatment	and	
relationships	and	interactions	with	food	on	a	day-to-day	basis.

• Our occupations provide us with roles, routines, structure and
define our identity (Christiansen, 1999). They provide us with
meaning (Ikiugu and Pollard, 2015).

• Meaning is a key constituent of occupation and experiencing
meaning in occupation is believed to be a crucial component in
mental health illness recovery (Blank, Harries and Reynolds, 2015).

• Engagement in eating disorder associated occupations have been
identified as providing an all-consuming sense of meaning (Elliot,
2012; Dark and Carter, 2019). These valued meanings are believed
to contribute to the maintenance of eating disorders (Fox, Larkin
and Leung, 2015), appearing to be a friend, offering safety,
protection and identity (Lavis, 2018; Conti et al., 2020).

• Twinley’s (2013, 2021) concept, the dark side of occupation is a
pertinent concept concerning anorexia, as eating disorder
occupations can be simultaneously highly destructive yet
meaningful and purposeful. Considering this in practice can create
an “authentic dialogue about… lived experience” (Cowan and Sørlie,
2021, p. 166).

• There have been calls to explore the complexity of occupational
meaning in eating disorders to support recovery (Gogarty and
Brangan, 2004; Elliot, 2012).

• “Food-related occupations are a particularly rich arena for studying
occupational meaning” (Beagan and D’Sylva, 2011, p. 210).

Beagan, B and D’Sylva, A (2011) Occupational Meanings of Food Preparation for Goan Canadian Women, Journal of Occupational Science, 18(3), 
pp. 210-222
Beat 2021. How Many People Have an Eating Disorder in the UK
Blank, A. A., Harries, P. and Reynolds, F. (2015) ''Without Occupation You Don't Exist': Occupational Engagement and Mental Illness’, Journal of 
Occupational Science, 22(2), pp. 197-209
Brockmeyer, T., Friederich, H. C. and Schmidt, U. (2018) 'Advances in the treatment of anorexia nervosa: a review of established and emerging 
interventions', Psychological Medicine, 48(8), pp. 1228-1256
Botha, D. (2015) 'Anorexia nervosa: A fresh perspective', Theory and Psychology, 25(3), pp. 328-345.
Biddiscombe, R. J., Scanlan, J. N., Ross, J., Horsfield, S., Aradas, J. and Hart, S. (2018) 'Exploring the perceived usefulness of practical food groups in 
day treatment for individuals with eating disorders', Australian Occupational Therapy Journal, 65(2), pp. 98-106.
Christiansen, C. H. (1999) 'The 1999 Eleanor Clarke Slagle Lecture. Defining lives: occupation as identity: an essay on competence, coherence, and 
the creation of meaning', American Journal of Occupational Therapy, 53(6), pp. 547-58.
Clewes, J and Kirkwood, R (2016) Diverse roles for Occupational Therapists, London: M & K Publishing 
Conti, J., Joyce, C., Hay, P., Meade, T (2020) “Finding my own identity”: a qualitative metasynthesis of adult anorexia nervosa treatment 
experiences, BMC Psychology, 8 (110). 
Cowan, M. and Sørlie, C. (2021) 'An Eating Disorder Intensive Day Service', in Twinley, R. (ed.) Illuminating the Dark Side of Occupation, 
International Perspectives from Occupational Therapy and Occupational Science: Routledge Advances in Occupational Science and Occupational 
Therapy, pp. 114-121
Dark, E. and Carter, S. (2019) 'Shifting identities: exploring occupational identity for those in recovery from an eating disorder', Qualitative 
Research Journal, 20(1), pp. 127-139.
Devery, H., Scanlan, J. N. and Ross, J. (2018) 'Factors associated with professional identity, job satisfaction and burnout for occupational therapists 
working in eating disorders: A mixed methods study', Australian Occupational Therapy Journal, 65(6), pp. 523-532.
Elliot, M. L. (2012) 'Figured world of eating disorders: occupations of illness', Canadian Journal of Occupational Therapy, 79(1), pp. 15-22.
Gogarty, O., & Brangan, J. (2004). The lived body experience of women with eating disorders: A phenomenological study of the perceived impact 
of body image disturbance on occupational performance. Irish Journal of Occupational Therapy, 33(2), 11. 
Henderson, S. (1999) 'Frames of reference utilized in the rehabilitation of individuals with eating disorders', Canadian Journal of Occupational 
Therapy, 66(1), pp. 43-51
Ikiugu, M and Pollard, N (2015) Meaningful living through occupation: occupation-based intervention strategies for occupational therapists and 
occupational scientists. Critical Studies in Occupational Therapy and Occupational Science. London: Whiting & Birch 
Joyce, C., Greasley, P., Weatherhead, S. and Seal, K. (2019) 'Beyond the Revolving Door: Long-Term Lived Experience of Eating Disorders and 
Specialist Service Provision', Qualitative Health Research, 29(14), pp. 2070-208
Lavis, A. (2018) 'Not Eating or Tasting Other Ways to Live: A Qualitative Analysis of 'Living Through' and Desiring to Maintain Anorexia', 
Transcultural Psychiatry, 55(4), pp. 454-474.
Lock, L., Williams, H., Bamford, B. and Lacey, J. H. (2012) 'The St George's eating disorders service meal preparation group for inpatients and day 
patients pursuing full recovery: a pilot study', European Eating Disorder Review, 20(3), pp. 218-24.
McColl, M., A, Friedland, J. and Kerr, A. (1986) 'When doing is not enough: The relationship between activity and effectiveness in anorexia 
nervosa', Occupational Therapy in Mental Health, 6, pp. 137-150.
Munro, C., Thomson, V., Corr, J., Randell, L., Davies, J., E, Gittoes, C., Honeyman, V. and Freeman, C., P (2014) 'A new service model for the 
treatment of severe anorexia nervosa in the community: the Anorexia Nervosa Intensive Treatment Team', Psychiatric Bulletin, 38(5), pp. 220-
225.
Offord, A., Turner, H. and Cooper, J., M (2006) 'Adolescent inpatient treatment for anorexia nervosa: A qualitative study exploring young adults' 
retrospective views of treatment and discharge', European Eating Disorders Review, 14(6), pp. 377-387.
Rance, N., Moller, N. P. and Clarke, V. (2017) ''Eating disorders are not about food, they're about life': Client perspectives on anorexia nervosa 
treatment', J Health Psychol, 22(5), pp. 582-594
Sørlie, C., Cowan, M., Chacksfield, J., Vaughan, E. and Atler, K., E (2020) 'Occupation-focused assessment in eating disorders: preliminary utility', 
Occupational Therapy in Mental Health, 36(2), pp. 145-161.
Treasure, J., Claudino, A. M. and Zucker, N. (2010) 'Eating disorders', Lancet, 375(9714), pp. 583-93
Treasure, J., Duarte, T., Schmidt, U (2020) ‘Eating Disorders’, Lancet, 395(10227), pp. 899-911
Touyz, S. and Hay, P. (2015) 'Severe and enduring anorexia nervosa (SE-AN): in search of a new paradigm’, Journal of Eating Disorders, 3, pp. 26.
Twinley, R. (2013) 'The dark side of occupation: a concept for consideration', Australian Occupational Therapy Journal, 60(4), pp. 301-3
Twinley, R (2017) The dark side of occupation. In K. Jacobs & N. MacRae (Eds.), Occupational Therapy Essentials for clinical competence (3rd

edition., pp.29-36). Thorofare, NJ: Slack
Twinley (2021) ‘The dark side of occupation: an introduction to the naming, creation, development and intent of the concept’. In R. Twinley (Eds.), 
Illuminating The Dark Side of Occupation, International Perspectives From Occupational Therapy and Occupational Science. (1st Edition., pp. 1-
13). London and New York: Routledge 
Van Ommen, J., Meerwijk, E., Kars, M., Van Elburg, A., Meijel, B (2009) Effective nursing care of adolescents diagnosed with anorexia nervosa: the 
patient’s perspective, Journal of Clinical Nursing, 18 (20), pp. 2801-2808


