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SUMMARY 


THE EXPLANATORY STUDY OF THE ADOLESCENT FEMALE WITH ANOREXIA 


NERVOSA IN EXPERIENCING HER SELF 


by 


HESTER HELENA VAN DER SPUY 


Supervisor: Prof. Dr. Helena Maria de Klerk 

Co-supervisor: Dr. Rozanne Kruger 

Department: Consumer Science 

Degree: Master in Consumer Science: Food Management 

SUMMARY 

The experiencing by the female adolescent, with anorexia nervosa, of her self was studied 

from the perspectives of symbolic interactionism and social cognition. 

Aspects from theory and literature that were significant and formed the foundation of the 

study were: 

• 	 the respondent's experience of her physical, social and spiritual self 

• 	 the role of her family as significant other in her experiencing of her self 

• 	 the role of her peer group as referral group other in her experiencing of her self 

• 	 the role of the media as generalized other in her experiencing of her self 

• 	 the role of stereotypes in her experiencing of her self 

• 	 the respondent's use of her body as symbol of specific aspects of her spiritual self 

• 	 the respondent's use of food / the eating of food as symbol of specific aspects of her 

self 

• 	 the function of self attribution in her experiencing of herself 
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The study concerned three women aged 23 who, according to acknowledged criteria, had 

been diagnosed in their teens with anorexia nervosa. 

A qualitative research style was selected with in-depth interviews as the main method for 

collecting the data. Specific stimulation techniques were used to put the participants in a 

responsive position in which they could give spontaneous expression to their experiences 

without being directed by the researcher. Verbatim transcriptions of the interviews as well as 

descriptions of the interview situations were used for discussions and interpretations of the 

results, taking into account the specific, set goals for the study. 

With regard to the three respondents, it was determined for each that: 

• 	 she had a specific, unique experience of her spiritual self and is abundantly aware of 

aspects of her spiritual self 

• 	 the father as significant other plays a noteworthy part in her experiencing of her 

spiritual self 

• 	 the physical self serves as symbol of specific aspects of her spiritual self 

• 	 food serves as symbol of specific aspects of her spiritual self 

• 	 self attribution has a role in her understanding of her self and her behaviour 

• 	 she experiences her social self negatively 

• 	 she persists in her own mental process of the stereotype: "to be thin is to be good" 

• 	 it is possible that the peer group does not have such an important part in the 


experiencing of her self. 


The following recommendations were made: 

• 	 that this choice of perspectives and accompanying methods could be used more 

often by researchers in studying eating disorders and specifically anorexia nervosa 

• 	 that therapists should keep in mind that negative remarks about the physical self and 

eating behaviour will not have the desired results and that the nutrition therapy should 

not be started immediately 

• 	 that therapy could be based on the adolescent's wish to be in control and that the 

required respect should be allowed for her religious views about food. 
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