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Women in middle life face challenges with body image, hormonal changes & life experiences 

While everyone is unique and has their own personal experience with their ED, some signs and symptoms are commonly recognised in women 
in middle age. Some people assume EDs only affect the young, but EDs can actually emerge for the first time in middle life, or go through significant 
change in this period. Use our helpful resource to recognise when you, a female relative or female friend could be suffering from an ED. 
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It is not unusual for EDs to emerge for 
the first time in women in  
middle life. This can be triggered by 
life changes and the way in which 
these challenge a woman’s identity and 
sense of self. 

These sometimes difficult personal experiences 
can contribute to the body changing in ways that 
some women feel they do not have any power 
over. Self esteem, anxiety and depression can also 
add to these feelings during this time of life. 

It was discovered that clinicians can find it 
harder to recognise signs of restrictive 
eating due to lack of menstruation in 
menopausal women and research has 
found that older bodies are less  
resilient to withstanding the long term 
effects of an ED.

Some women may have experienced 
eating problems earlier in life but the changes 
occurring in their lives may cause it  
to rear its head again and start causing problems.

Many women experiencing an ED for 
the first time in mid-life may not  
realise they have a problem. Women 
managing Anorexia may feel that  

eating disorders are a ‘teenage problem’ 
and may miss the connection between 

their problematic behaviours and eating  
disorders because of this perception.  
Problematic behaviours might include restrictive 
eating and excessive exercise. Stereotypes like 

this surrounding EDs and age likely contribute to 
women in middle age missing symptoms and not 
seeking help at an early stage. 

Women with past experience of an ED may also also  
find it difficult to determine whether their 

symptoms are related to natural body 
changes or whether they indicate the 

return of ED behaviours. Relying on 
personal experience and knowledge 
of past behaviours can help women 
to identify if there is a problem and 
seek support.  
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As their bodies change, women in middle age frequently 
face issues with body image. This can lead to the  
development of EDs or encourage those with a history 

of EDs to return to past behaviours. 

An internet survey of 1,900 women found that 62% of the 
women struggled with body image and eating related  

difficulties.* This valuable survey shows that 
women of all ages can struggle with EDs and 

body image issues. An NHS 2019 health 
report found that, of those screened for 
an ED aged 45-54, 21% screened positive. 
In age group 55-64, this was 15% and in 

64-75, 8% were positive.**

Binge eating and purging or extreme exercise can be  
common symptoms in this demographic. This might be  

because of feelings of needing to keep control of  
changing bodies and circumstances or due to societal 
pressures for women to remain youthful in  
appearance and physically fit as they age. 
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Changes can include:
• children leaving home
• relationship difficulties
• bereavements
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• hormonal changes 
• the menopause 
• naturally ageing
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