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itting at her kitchen table, Emma Roberts devours a huge
portion of chicken tikka. Just an hour earlier, she’d devoured
the kids’ leftover fish fingers and chips, and for supper she’ll
work her way through a bag of crisps and entire packet of
biscuits on the sofa.
By Emma’s own admission, she eats a lot. Her fat-laden,
daily calorie consumption is easily double the recommended average of
2,000 a day for women, yet at 12st, 5ft 8in and a size 12, she’s far from
obese. Her secret? Slimming pills that speed up her metabolism.
“If I didn’t take them, I’d definitely be a size 18,” Emma, 26, admits.
“I love food, hate the gym and diets bore me to tears. This is the perfect
way for me to have my cake and eat it, literally. I’m reliant on slimming
pills to control my weight because I’m addicted to food.”
It may sound extreme, but Emma is part of a growing breed of women
who suffer from “disordered eating”, a disturbed, unhealthy eating pattern
that can include restrictive dieting, compulsive eating and skipping meals.
“Disordered eating is on the rise,” says psychologist Dr Chheda-Varma,
a consultant at the Capio Nightingale Hospital, which treats patients with
eating disorders. “While we know a lot about anorexia and bulimia, we’re
still learning about disordered eating, where women have a massive
preoccupation with food.
“We’re now saturated by restaurants, cookery programmes,
and people constantly posting pictures of their meals on Instagram.
Add to that society’s infatuation with being slim, and it’s no
wonder disordered eating is on the rise. There’s no escape, so more
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and more women are becoming obsessed with food in some way.
“Many think that because they don’t have anorexia or bulimia,
they don’t have a problem – but disordered eating can have serious
consequences, including body-image issues and self-esteem problems
that get worse over time.”
Research reveals that one in four women admit to thinking about food
every 30 minutes*, while five per cent of us (that’s more than 1 million
women), confess to having thoughts about food over 50 times a day**.
Meanwhile, a recent survey for Slimming World discovered over
three-quarters of slimmers compared cravings for high-fat food to the
desperate urge addicts have for alcohol or drugs.
Emma admits she suffers from disordered eating. “My partner David,
30, jokes I always have food on the brain, but he’s right,” says the support
worker who lives in Manchester and is mum to Isobelle, four, and Amelia,
18 months. “I’ll call him at work mid-morning to discuss dinner plans, having
spent ages daydreaming about what I’d like. My big weakness is takeaway
curries – sometimes I can polish off four of them a week. The rest of the
day, I snack endlessly on the kids’ crisps and sweets, before having dinner
with them, then eat again with David when he comes home.
“I wouldn’t want to know how many calories I consume. But what
I do know is that thinking about and eating food makes me feel happy.”
Emma went up to a size 18 during her second pregnancy. Six months
after giving birth to Amelia, in January 2013, she followed in the footsteps
of her 45-year-old mother Jayne and started taking slimming pills.
“I felt like a fat lump, but with two small kids I didn’t have time to
exercise,” she says. “I’d seen my mum lose 3st by taking herbal slimming
pills she’d bought from the supermarket, going from a size 18 to a
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“Some people
might worry
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causing damage
to their body, but I’ve
had no side effects
and they’re herbal,
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can they be?”
Very dangerous, according to the
experts. Fabulous’ Dr Hilary warns: “Many herbal
remedies make extraordinary claims that are not
backed up with meaningful research and have no
lasting significant effects on weight loss. There really
are no quick fixes to overeating – and slimming pills
are certainly not the answer. Most importantly, these
treatments don’t change the mindset that causes
people to be overweight in the first place. This makes
them less likely to work in the long-term, leading to
frustration and despair.”
While nutritionist Polly Hale adds that prolonged
disordered eating can be dangerous and put strain on
the body. “Overeating fat-laden and calorific food can
cause short-term side effects such as constipation and
cramping, but also more serious long-term problems
such as high blood pressure and cholesterol, heart
disease and diabetes,” says Polly. “Also, excessive
exercise, which can go hand in hand with disordered
eating, can lead to the release of too much cortisol, a
stress hormone, and cause fertility issues in women.”
Undeterred, Emma continues to take herbal slimming
pills. “With two young children and a full-time job, it’s the
only thing that works for me,” she says. For her, eating less
is not an option. “I don’t want to live off lettuce. I suppose
I could admit defeat and be fat, but whenever I’m carrying
extra weight I find that it affects my confidence.” →
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