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ABSTRACT
Concerns with body image and disordered eating behaviors are
pervasive in today’s society, with recent cohorts of preteen girls
experiencing an increased risk of developing an eating disorder. This
article describes a phenomenological qualitative investigation into
girls’ experiences with a mindfulness-based eating disorder prevention
program called Free to Be. Results indicated that participants
perceived the program to be enjoyable, engaging, supportive, and
influential in developing healthier relationships with their bodies, food,
and exercise, and that they viewed mindfulness as beneficial for
regulating emotions and supporting future development. Implications
for counselors and recommendations for future research are provided.
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Approximately 20 million women and 10 million men in the United States will experience a
clinically significant disturbance in eating during their lifetimes (National Eating Disorder
Association, 2011). Eating disorders (EDs) are costly to individuals, families, and society,
and many who are diagnosed never make a full recovery (Loth, Neumark-Sztainer, & Croll,
2009). Puberty has frequently been discussed as a risk factor for the development of disor-
dered eating in girls, with some pubertal girls experiencing intense body dissatisfaction and
decreases in self-esteem related to rapid changes in appearance and shape (Esnaola, Rodri-
guez, & Goni, 2010; Galvao et al., 2014). Klump (2013) postulated that girls who experience
early puberty are at increased risk of developing disordered eating behaviors to compensate
for bodily changes that many of their peers are not yet experiencing. Because of the high
societal cost of EDs, the vulnerability associated with preadolescence, and earlier pubertal
development in 21st-century girls, it is valuable to consider widespread ED prevention pro-
grams for preteens. Moreover, because wellness-based practices such as mindfulness and
yoga have led to successful treatment outcomes for individuals diagnosed with EDs, it makes
sense to incorporate these practices into ED prevention programs for preteens (Klein &
Cook-Cottone, 2013).

Although there are numerous studies discussing the treatment of EDs in preadolescent
and adolescent girls, relatively few describe prevention programs purported to build self-
esteem and foster acceptance of one’s body as it currently exists. A handful of studies have
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examined the efficacy of mindfulness meditation and mindfulness-based intuitive eating
programs for binge eating, emotional eating, and weight loss, but the extant literature has
limited relevance to preadolescent girls, as the target populations studied were adult men
and women with clinically significant ED symptoms (Atkinson & Wade, 2016; Bush, Rossy,
Mintz, & Schopp, 2014; Katterman, Kleinman, Hood, Nackers, & Corsica, 2014). ED preven-
tion programs focused on media literacy have helped young men and women increase accep-
tance of self and others (Gonzalez, Penelo, Gutierrez, & Raich, 2011). These programs are
referred to as dissonance-based prevention efforts and focus on helping individuals become
aware of societal messages associated with weight, shape, and appearance, with the goal of
helping them critically evaluate messages and reject the thin ideal. Existing studies describing
adolescent experiences with ED prevention programs have focused on developing media
literacy and critical thinking skills to evaluate messages sent by the media (Gonzalez et al.,
2012).

To date, research concerning the efficacy of mindfulness-based interventions versus dis-
sonance-based interventions for reducing disordered eating symptoms in adolescents is very
limited. Although both types of interventions have been found to successfully reduce disor-
dered eating symptoms, a scarcity of research related to the potential efficacy of combining
these approaches to form a holistic ED prevention program exists (Atkinson & Wade, 2015).

Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this phenomenological study was to gain an understanding of the lived expe-
riences of preteen girls who participated in a group mindfulness-based intervention focused
on developing healthier attitudes toward their bodies, food, and exercise after learning about
the thin ideal and societal expectations around weight and shape.

This study addressed three qualitative research questions:
1. How do preadolescent girls perceive their bodies, food, and exercise while engaged in a

mindfulness-based ED prevention program?
2. How do girls describe the process of participating in mindfulness-based activities?
3. What changes, if any, do girls experience in their relationships with their bodies, food,

and exercise after participating in mindfulness exercises?

Method

This study used Moustakas’s (1994) approach to qualitative phenomenological research to
understand the lived experiences of preadolescent girls with practices such as mindful
breathing, eating, and exercise in the context of ED prevention.

Participant Characteristics

Twelve girls completed a group-based administration of the Free to Be program; eight girls
(67%) returned consent and assent forms to participate in evaluation activities. All partici-
pants were enrolled in sixth grade at a university-based elementary school in south Texas
and self-reported racial and ethnic identities as multiracial (six; 75%) and White (two; 25%),
with six participants (75%) identifying themselves as Hispanic or Latina. The mean age of
participants was 11.5 years of age. Each of the evaluation participants chose a pseudonym
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before the program began, identifying themselves as Penelope, Miss Rose, Mrs. Awesome,
That Random Person, Totoro, Uma, Savage Soccer Gurl, and Fifi.

Setting and Context of the Study

This study was conducted at an elementary school in south Texas located on a university
campus operated by the local independent school district. The campus presented the entire
curriculum via dual-language instruction, with half of the instructional time in English and
half in Spanish. Students were admitted to the school by application and selected to repre-
sent the region’s socioeconomic and language demographics. Sessions were conducted in a
large group meeting room on the school’s campus and held on Thursday afternoons from
2:00 to 3:00 p.m. during the girls’ weekly guidance period to avoid disrupting instruction
time. The room was equipped with a computer and large projector screen, and I projected
PowerPoint slides with session content to help guide and structure the conversations.

Program Description

Free to Be (Klassen, 2017) is a psychoeducational and experiential program that encom-
passes five 50-min sessions. The first session started by educating participants about the
influence of the media on society’s perceptions of an ideal body shape and size for women.
Sessions 2 and 3 taught participants how to identify feelings, manage strong negative emo-
tions using mindful breathing, and increase mind–body awareness by engaging in noncom-
petitive exercises such as mindful walking. In Session 4, participants learned about nutrition,
healthy eating, and moderation, and participated in a mindful eating exercise to learn how
to savor and appreciate foods using their five senses. The fifth session was a photo elicitation
group wherein the girls brought six to eight images that somehow reflected their experiences
with different aspects of the program.

Data Collection and Analysis

Individual interviews, journaling, and photo elicitation activities were used to gain an under-
standing of participants’ experiences. Journals were completed at the end of each session using
prompts to guide reflection. The photo elicitation activity was completed during the final group
session, and individual interviews were conducted at the conclusion of the program using a
semistructured interview guide. Both the photo elicitation group and the individual interviews
were audiotaped with participant and parent consent. Statements made by participants who did
not provide consent and assent were redacted from the photo elicitation transcript and excluded
from data analysis, as were journal entries from nonconsenting participants.

Photo elicitation was incorporated to allow the girls to tell a story about their participa-
tion in the program, their understanding of their bodies, and the process of learning about
and using mindfulness using images. During the photo elicitation group, participants were
encouraged to reflect on the process of being in the program using images they chose, creat-
ing a dialogue about body image, weight, appearance, exercise, food, and mindful practice.
This group provided the opportunity to notice patterns and assist each participant in explor-
ing the meaning associated with her images, emphasizing and encouraging open, honest, and
reflexive communication (Shea, Poudrier, Chad, & Atcheynum, 2011).
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The process of data analysis was ongoing, as I reviewed information from each journal
entry after each session using open, line-by-line coding to identify units of meaning. The
identified units of meaning were clustered into common categories or themes, and overlap-
ping or repetitive information was removed. The same coding and organizational strategy
was used after recording and transcribing the individual interviews and photo elicitation
group to create a textural description of the girls’ experience throughout the program
(Moustakas, 1994).

Lens of the Researcher

Personal and professional experiences contributed to the ways in which I think about the
concepts of disordered eating, body image, and mindfulness. Personal experiences with dis-
ordered eating in adolescence led to my interest in treating and preventing EDs and in work-
ing with young people. As a clinician who has worked with girls throughout childhood and
adolescence, I am aware of the impact that concerns with body image and self-esteem can
have on their social and emotional adjustment. Both within and outside the context of disor-
dered eating, I have used mindfulness as a strategy for helping young people develop a
kinder way of responding to themselves and others. These experiences were both a strength
and something I had to keep bracketed throughout the study.

Trustworthiness

Prolonged and persistent engagement, data triangulation, and communalization were used
as strategies for ensuring the trustworthiness of the data and the researcher. Prolonged and
persistent engagement necessitated treating each aspect of the data as equally important and
repeatedly reviewing the original data to ensure nothing was missed. Data triangulation was
achieved via use of multiple sources of data, including journals, individual interviews, and
the photo elicitation group, thus providing a richer, thicker description of each participant’s
experience throughout the program. Communalization was accomplished by exploring the
participants’ perceptions, thoughts, beliefs, and feelings about body image, mindfulness, eat-
ing, and exercise using the multiple data sources described earlier. Throughout data analysis,
I kept a research journal and consulted with a peer reviewer to assist with bracketing my
experiences.

Results

Data analysis revealed seven overarching themes: body talk; food, exercise, and healthy
choices; societal expectations; mindfulness; being in the group; changes experienced as a
result of group participation; and what I learned and want others to know. Several themes
had one or more subthemes, discussed next.

Body Talk

The participants talked about their bodies over the course of the program and this theme
included data related to mixed to negative body talk, positive body talk, and body ownership.
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Mixed to negative body talk. Toward the beginning of the group, most participants
described themselves as having negative or “mixed emotions” when it came to their bodies.
Participants expressed confusion about their bodies, noting that they were “not sure how
[they felt],” were “insecure,” or “not completely confident.” Mrs. Awesome vacillated
between “feeling good no matter what people say” and feeling “trapped inside this body that
has lots of stuff I don’t like.” Uma believed her body was “ugly sometimes,” but hesitated to
talk about these negative perceptions, noting, “I feel bad when I talk about myself in a nega-
tive way.”

Positive body talk. As the group continued, most of the participants began to describe
their bodies using more positive language, often using the word confident in later journal
entries, during the photo elicitation group, and during their individual interviews. During
her final entry, Mrs. Awesome noted that her body was “good in every single way,” which
appeared to be a noteworthy change from the feelings of being “trapped” that she described
during her first journal entry. Uma later described her body as being “alright” and “the way
I want it to be.” Penelope’s perceptions about her body were mostly positive throughout the
program; she noted that she loved her body and “[didn’t] want to ruin it,” as she was “the
only me in this world, so I need to show everybody what I am.”

Body ownership. Regardless of whether they discussed their bodies in positive or negative
terms, many participants described experiencing a sense of independence and ownership
over their bodies. For example, That Random Person described her body as being “mine …
I can decorate it my way because it’s my body… no one can tell me different because I don’t
care.” Penelope described her body as being “mine and no one else’s,” writing that “all the
different lines and shapes of [her] body are unique.” She also recognized her ability to make
choices about her body, noting that she needed “to make good choices about [her] deci-
sions.” Totoro described her body as being “forever mine,” noting that “everybody’s unique
and different.” Miss Rose indicated she achieved a sense of confidence by “getting things I
like and doing things I like, not what someone else says.” Savage Soccer Gurl described her
body as being “mine and I get to do whatever I want with it. Nobody else can control my
body.”

Food, Exercise, and Healthy Choices

This theme reflected participants’ perceptions and revelations about eating and exercising as
well as their awareness of food and exercise being components of living a healthy lifestyle.
The participants talked about the reasons they ate and exercised, the importance of making
healthy, balanced choices, and the struggles they sometimes experienced with this.

Reasons for eating and exercising. The girls talked about the process of making deci-
sions about what, when, and why to eat and cited a variety of reasons for their deci-
sions. For example, Penelope noted the functions eating serves (i.e., “getting way from
life,” “staying alive,” “calming down,” and “staying focused”). The girls also talked
about reasons for exercising and discussed a variety of functions exercise served in their
lives. A few girls described exercise as being an integral part of their identities, with
Savage Soccer Gurl noting that “exercise is life” and describing herself as “always doing
something active,” and Penelope describing sports as a way to “get me out of my body
and help me feel like myself” and find “relief.” Fifi wrote that “without exercise, I feel
like my life would fall apart.”
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Making healthy choices. The participants wrote about and discussed the process of main-
taining balance and making healthy choices, including some of the difficulties they faced.
Uma acknowledged that her experiences with eating varied, writing, “Eating is fun for me
sometimes, but bad for me sometimes.” She also talked about the impact of others’ com-
ments about her body on her eating habits, writing that “sometimes people will call me
names (like maybe fat) and that makes me change my mind about eating healthy.” Similarly,
Savage Soccer Gurl wrote, “I love eating but I can’t eat a lot or I’ll get fat,” and described eat-
ing as being “amazing when and if eating your fair share and enough for you.” Several partic-
ipants, in discussing their decisions about food, talked about knowing the importance of
eating well. For instance, Fifi acknowledged that she “crave(s) junk” but also noted that she
train(s) herself “to eat healthy because growing up means making right decisions.” She also
noticed a connection between healthy eating and other health-promoting behaviors, writing,
“When I exercise, I want something healthy.”

In terms of making healthy choices related to exercise, data revealed much variability in
the participants’ beliefs and the extent to which they incorporated physical activity into their
lives. Totoro and Fifi discussed the importance of exercise in maintaining physical fitness
and health, describing it as being “important for your body,” and a way to stay “healthy and
in shape.” That Random Person and Miss Rose discussed the struggles they had with making
the choice to exercise, lamenting its “boring” and “basic” nature and describing it as “chal-
lenging, difficult, and stressful.” Despite these mixed reactions, several girls described exer-
cise as being more “inspiring,” “motivating,” and “enjoyable” when done with others.

Societal Expectations

This theme included participants’ feelings of insecurity due to social comparisons. Through-
out the program, the girls discussed the thin ideal; the messages they received from the
media regarding what girls and women are supposed to look like; the impact these societal
messages had on the appearance-related conversations, norms, and expectations they per-
ceived; and how they felt when confronted with these societal expectations.

Insecurity due to societal comparisons. Several of the girls discussed feelings of insecurity
that arose as a result of social comparisons and perceiving themselves as not living up to
expectations related to weight, shape, and appearance. Savage Soccer Gurl was especially
aware of the impact of media on her beliefs about herself, writing, “A pic of a skinny girl can
come on, and I’ll be like, ‘I wish I had that body.’” She also questioned her weight in relation-
ship to her peers, writing, “I know a lot of girls who are so skinny, and then I look at me.
Why can’t I be skinny?” Uma echoed these sentiments, writing that she didn’t “look like
other girls that are pretty or skinny” and describing her body as “ugly to other people.” A
few participants discussed how comparing themselves to other girls their age led to feelings
of insecurity and frustration around puberty, with Totoro and Miss Rose noting that they
experienced the impending changes to their bodies as frustrating and scary.

Examining girls and women in the media. This subtheme was related to the ways the par-
ticipants perceived the media as communicating standards for weight, appearance, and
shape. During the photo elicitation group, many girls brought images of young women who
they believed were succumbing to societal pressures by dressing in minimal clothing, wear-
ing what they deemed to be excessive makeup, and posing themselves in ways that made
their bodies appear smaller. They noted that the women in these images were “trying to
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show that [they] are really skinny,” “weren’t being true to [themselves] … because [they]
have a lot of make up on,” were trying to “cover it up and fix [their faces],” and did not like
the “natural” parts of their bodies. However, several of the girls also selected pictures that
they believed represented images of confident young women who were operating outside of
societal expectations, such as women whose posture, athleticism, and unconventional
choices in hairstyle and makeup application demonstrated their confidence.

Rejecting societal expectations. The participants talked about the process of rejecting socie-
tal expectations related to their weight and appearance and noted the importance of refrain-
ing from judging other girls and women, expressing a desire for others to experience a sense
of freedom from societal expectations. Savage Soccer Gurl wrote about rejecting societal
expectations related to weight, writing, “If someone tells me I’m fat, I’ll ignore the haters,
take it as a compliment.” Mrs. Awesome noted that she perceived society as saying “girls are
always supposed to be one way and not the other,” but that “none of us really look like that.”
Penelope stated she realized “I don’t want to look like them. I just want to be myself.” Mrs.
Awesome, who initially described herself as “a big girl who has big fat legs and a big stom-
ach,” demonstrated a shift in thinking, saying, “I don’t care what other people say about my
body,” and writing that “we should all respect each of ourselves and our bodies.”

Several participants discussed developing less judgmental attitudes toward other girls and
women and their desire for others to experience a sense of freedom from societal pressures.
Totoro noted that girls and women “don’t have to eat certain things to look, like, skinny.”
Penelope said girls should “just be who [they] want to be” and “not care what other people
think.” Miss Rose wrote that girls and women “should be free, not controlled by what [soci-
ety] think(s),” noting that this realization also led her to understand that “I don’t care what
other people think about my body.” That Random Person discussed the importance of “not
judging people about how they look or what disease they have, or anything that’s going on,”
and Fifi recommended “approaching things with kindness and peace.”

Mindfulness

The girls talked about what it was like to be mindful during the group exercises, within their
journals, during their individual interviews, and during the photo elicitation group. Some
participants discussed ways in which they remembered being mindful, whereas others listed
benefits they had experienced from engaging in the exercises throughout the program and
continuing to use the exercises in daily life.

Being mindful. The data provided information about the girls’ perceptions of the experi-
ence of being mindful, including the exercises they found especially enjoyable and those they
had a difficult time completing. Totoro described being mindful as “just like, closing your
eyes and breathing,” whereas Uma related being mindful to “thinking about the way we
breathe.”Mrs. Awesome described the process of being mindful as “trying to calm ourselves”
and “taking our time.” Miss Rose described being mindful as “actually thinking really close
of what we’re doing and not thinking of other stuff,” whereas Fifi discussed mindfulness as
being “more aware of your surroundings” and “enjoying what we have around us” by “focus-
ing on one exact thing.”

Data regarding mindfulness exercises indicated that some participants enjoyed being
mindful of their breathing and walking, describing these exercises as “peaceful” (Miss Rose),
“really quiet” (Uma), and “nice and relaxing” (Mrs. Awesome). Uma found these exercises
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particularly helpful because “it was just easy to concentrate,” and Penelope described them as
“really calming.” All but two of the girls found the mindful eating exercise aversive because
they found eating the raisin to be unpleasant.

Effects of mindfulness. Analysis of the data revealed information about how participants
perceived the effect of mindfulness practice. A number of participants described how mind-
fulness positively affected their ability to regulate their emotions and destress. Fifi indicated
mindfulness helped her to relax, and Totoro, Penelope, Mrs. Awesome, Miss Rose, and Sav-
age Soccer Gurl discussed the benefits of mindful breathing in regulating their emotions and
“calming down.” Four participants talked about an increased sense of awareness that
resulted from being mindful, which extended to being “able to enjoy the food you’re eating,”
“noticing what [their] feet were doing and what [their] muscles were doing to work all
together to move [their bodies],” and recognizing that “life is actually better than [they]
thought.”

Being in the Group

This theme reflects participants’ experiences with group participation. Several subthemes
were identified that are encapsulated by this overarching theme, including novelty and
enjoyment, openness, and togetherness.

Novelty and enjoyment. I began each individual interview by asking the girls what it was like
for them to be in the program and, without fail, all eight girls immediately responded by saying,
“It was fun.” That Random Person discussed having fun “answering the questions and doing
the journal entries” and having the opportunity to “get up andmove and try new things.”Totoro
noted she enjoyed “talking about stuff that sometimes people don’t talk about,” and Miss Rose
stated it was fun to “do a lot of new things and experience them.” Savage Soccer Gurl and Mrs.
Awesome noted they enjoyed the program as it allowed them to have a new experience, as they
had “never been in a group like this before” and it was “kind of different.”

Openness. Several participants discussed being able to be open in the group and described
the benefits they experienced from talking about how they felt and what they thought. Mrs.
Awesome noted that “letting everything out” helped her to increase her self-confidence, and
Uma noted that “just getting it off about what I think” positively influenced her ability to
talk about her body. That Random Person noted that she had become less judgmental of her-
self and others because “everyone was okay with sharing their feelings.” Savage Soccer Gurl
noted she appreciated the ability to “talk about any problems we had” and “being able to
express and open up,” and Miss Rose noted she believed the group members “were all shar-
ing our feelings and being true” throughout the process.

Togetherness. The data reflected that being with peers helped the participants experience
growth. Miss Rose and Uma noted that “all of us, we’re all friends,” and “we were all
together” in the process. Fifi described the “encouragement” she got from her peers as help-
ing to increase her self-confidence. That Random Person connected “getting to know one
another better” with a reduction in her tendency to judge herself and others as “we did a lot
of bonding,” which led to feeling “closer with [her] friends.” Mrs. Awesome and That Ran-
dom Person discussed how “seeing everyone’s reactions” and “hearing their inputs on it and
their opinions” helped broaden their perspectives. This sense of togetherness seemed to
extend to me as the group facilitator, as the girls described enjoying being with me through-
out this process.
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Changes Experienced as a Result of Group Participation

Data revealed that the girls experienced changes as a result of group participation. These
changes are represented by four subthemes: increased sense of confidence and capability,
changes in relationship with body, changes in relationship with food, and changes in rela-
tionship with exercise.

Increased sense of confidence and capability. Data from all participants revealed that
they felt more confident as a result of participating in the group. Fifi noted the group
“helped [her] in so many ways” and “was exactly what [she] needed,” as she “wanted
help at times but [she] just didn’t know how to ask.” Savage Soccer Gurl indicated she
felt “more confident in [her] gender” and talked about the impact the group had on
her sense of empowerment as a girl: “I’ve noticed how people are always, like underes-
timating girls and women and stuff like that. So, I’m like trying to prove to them that
we can be just as good as boys.” Beyond experiencing an increase in confidence, two of
the participants described feeling more capable in their lives as a whole. Fifi stated she
doubted herself less and felt more confident about her future, and Penelope noted she
now thought more about what she did daily.

Changes in relationship with body. The majority of girls experienced positive changes
in their relationships with their bodies, including developing kinder attitudes toward
themselves and feeling more confident about their appearance. For example, Fifi wrote
in her final journal entry, “I’ve had doubts but now I know we are all different and
that’s what makes us beautiful.” That Random Person stated she had “left behind a lit-
tle bit of insecurity” and was “less judgmental” about her body now. Mrs. Awesome
stated that the group “did make a big change,” as she was “more confident than how I
used to be before.”

Uma noted that before the group, she “didn’t really like [her] body” and “what other peo-
ple thought about my body, I really cared because it hurt feelings.” She noted she still experi-
enced some insecurity about her body, but that her thoughts changed and she felt “different
after talking about it.” Savage Soccer Gurl discussed similar feelings, stating, “I still weigh a
lot, so I need to like, lose weight,” but that her desire to lose significant amounts of weight
had reduced: “Back then I was like, ‘I have to lose like 10 pounds, or like 5 pounds.’ Right
now, I’m just like, ‘One pound would be fine.’”

Changes in relationship with food. Several participants noted changes in their rela-
tionships with food, particularly as related to making healthier choices and engaging
mindfully when they were eating. Savage Soccer Gurl described herself as being more
mindful about the types of foods she chose, noting that she now paid attention to “the
calories and all that stuff” when selecting what to eat. Fifi discussed how her decisions
about food and her ability to “listen to her body” had changed. Totoro noticed herself
taking more time to engage with her food, stating, “I take eating slowly now,” as did
Miss Rose, who indicated the group “changed how I eat because now I actually pay
attention.” Penelope noticed that she now “smelled food a lot more,” and Fifi described
“savoring the food more” when eating.

Changes in relationship with exercise. A few participants indicated changes in their rela-
tionships with exercise, although the majority did not perceive any differences. Penelope
stated she noticed herself paying “more attention to [her] body when moving.” Miss Rose
believed that exercise was “boring and tiring” before the group, but noticed a shift in her
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attitude, stating, “I think I should do more, because it’s good for your health and your body.”
Mrs. Awesome noticed that she had started intentionally exercising more and also recogniz-
ing the informal exercise she got throughout the day. Finally, Mrs. Awesome discussed feel-
ing more confident in her ability to exercise after discussing physical activity with her peers,
stating, “If they can do it, I mean, why can’t I!”

What I Learned and Want Others to Know

This theme is characterized by learning, both in terms of knowledge the participants believed
they had gained and knowledge they believed could be useful to share with others. Many of
the girls talked about things they had learned throughout the program and how this knowl-
edge might benefit them in the future, whereas others had specific information they wanted
to share with younger children, their parents, and with me as the group facilitator.

What I learned. Data revealed the participants experienced learning throughout the pro-
gram. For example, Penelope indicated the group “proved to [her] that [she] didn’t have to
look like everybody else, because then [she] wouldn’t be unique.” Totoro noted that the
group “taught [her] to relax and not take everything so seriously” and “not to let people
judge you and just to be yourself.” Fifi stated that she “got to learn about [her body] and
how to like it more.” Mrs. Awesome noted she learned “a lot about eating healthy,” and
Uma stated she appreciated learning “to be mindful about how I eat.” Miss Rose discussed
learning “about how we should be more mindful of what we’re doing,” and Mrs. Awesome
described taking away strategies for “calming down when you’re really stressed.”

What I want younger kids to know. When asked what they might want younger kids to
know that they had learned, the girls had a variety of ideas, ranging from thoughts about
confidence, strategies for being healthier, how to use mindfulness to regulate their emotions,
and encouragement to engage in activities that they found personally fulfilling. In relation-
ship to increasing self-confidence, the participants wanted younger children to know to “just
be yourself” (Penelope), “don’t let nobody judge you” (Totoro), “you’re fine the way you
are” (Savage Soccer Gurl), “don’t let people bring you down” (Uma), “don’t care about what
other people are doing” (Penelope), and “understand that it’s okay to be you” (Fifi). Savage
Soccer Gurl had a particularly empowering message for younger girls: “A girl doesn’t have
to be pretty, or skinny, or anything. You can be your own type of person.”

What I want my parents to know. Participants noted that they wanted to share what they
had learned and the changes they had made throughout the program, as well as specific
things they might want to teach their parents to improve their lives. Uma and Totoro wanted
their parents to know about the positive impact of mindful eating, whereas Penelope, Fifi,
and Savage Soccer Gurl talked about wanting their parents to know they had become more
confident and self-assured. Miss Rose and Mrs. Awesome noted they wanted to teach their
parents about mindfulness to help them “pay attention” and feel less “frustrated” in their
daily lives.

What I want the group facilitator to know. The participants made recommendations for
improving the group in the future. Six of the girls recommended modifying the mindful eat-
ing exercise to include a food other than raisins. Several participants noted they wanted
more time to complete journal exercises, with four girls providing recommendations for
modifying the group to include extended conversations about topics related to self-esteem,
mindfulness, and exercise.
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Discussion

The results of this study reflect the lived experiences of preteen girls participating in Free to
Be. Based on the data gathered, units of meaning analyzed, and themes observed, the girls
perceived the program as being enjoyable, engaging, supportive, and influential in develop-
ing healthier relationships with their bodies, food, and exercise. They also perceived mind-
fulness exercises as beneficial for regulating emotions and supporting future development.
Monshat et al. (2013) found similar results when investigating how youth engage in and
with mindfulness practice. These participants indicated that mindfulness practices taught
them how to relax, gain control over their internal experiences, and develop insight about
themselves and others that led to increased feelings of confidence and competence (Monshat
et al., 2013).

School and community-based counselors who perceive a need for a disordered eat-
ing prevention program in their settings might find these results encouraging and view
the program as a viable method for working with groups of young girls to support
healthy body image and attitudes around food and exercise. This study used a younger
group of participants than previous studies on ED prevention. The results were
encouraging in terms of the girls’ ability to make meaning of the topics discussed and
apply them in a manner that led to increased self-confidence and improved relation-
ships with their bodies, food, and exercise. Atkinson and Wade (2015) found similar
results in their study applying general mindfulness techniques to foster self-compas-
sion, noting that the high school girls who participated in the program displayed
decreased concerns about their bodies, engaged in less caloric restriction, and were
less susceptible to the thin ideal. These results might help counselors begin to under-
stand how targeted ED prevention efforts can be useful for ages younger than previ-
ously considered.

These results might also have implications for prevention programs in general. For
example, the participants in this study talked about the sense of community they devel-
oped along with the fun they had sharing with one another and completing the
planned activities. This could be encouraging for those who intend to implement group
prevention programs in their settings, as they suggest ways of making the experience
more meaningful and enjoyable for those involved. Moreover, the results reflected that
mindfulness exercises were useful in helping participants develop emotion regulation
abilities in the context of targeted prevention efforts, similar to those previously found
by Monshat et al. (2013), as just discussed. Practitioners running other prevention pro-
grams might want to consider incorporating mindfulness components to support par-
ticipant outcomes.

The participants also provided recommendations for improving the program for
future cohorts of girls, noting a desire to spend more time on journaling and to modify
the mindful eating exercise to be more enjoyable. This feedback could be used to mod-
ify Free to Be and other prevention programs to adjust content delivery to improve
participant engagement and support program goals. Overall, the Free to Be program
could provide counselors with a mindfulness-based prevention program to address the
needs of young girls with regard to improving attitudes toward weight, appearance,
exercise, and eating through psychoeducation, discussion, and active mindful practice
(Klassen, 2017).
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Limitations of the Study

There are limitations associated with this study. The participants came from an intact
classroom of sixth-grade girls, many of whom had attended school together for several
years. The group might have functioned differently if the participants had been a ran-
domly selected group of girls with no preexisting relationships. The school the partici-
pants attended was also different than other educational systems, as it was housed
within a university, smaller than other schools, and considered sixth grade to be part
of elementary school. Results might have been different with students who attended a
larger educational institution or a junior high school.

Another limitation might be associated with the types of questions asked. Participants
might not have talked about certain aspects of the program organically, and it could be that
different kinds of questions would have yielded different responses or outcomes. Other limi-
tations have to do with the structure of the program itself. Boys were intentionally excluded
from the program to provide the girls with the opportunity to express themselves without
the pressure of a mixed-gender environment potentially influencing their responses.
Although girls are significantly more likely to experience disordered eating behaviors and to
develop a clinically significant eating disturbance, boys also struggle with many of these
same concerns. Results might have been much different if both boys and girls attended the
program, or if boys were targeted rather than girls.

Recommendations for Future Research

Recommendations for future research relate to conducting additional qualitative
research to understand the experiences of individuals who participate in ED prevention
programs, understanding the impact of mindfulness on disordered eating, and exploring
the efficacy of Free to Be. This information is valuable for understanding what it is like
for participants to learn to relate to their bodies, food, and exercise in healthier, more
adaptive ways; planning effective prevention and intervention efforts that honor partici-
pant perspectives; and empowering girls and women to tell their stories, which might
reduce stigma and encourage others to seek needed treatment. The potential of these
findings, when synthesized with other qualitative findings, could have far-reaching
implications.

Additional research on the impact of mindfulness on the relationship with one’s body,
food, and exercise is needed to determine how and to what degree mindfulness interventions
affect disordered eating behaviors. This research could help in planning how to use specific
mindfulness exercises to affect positive change in the context of both ED treatment and pre-
vention. Moreover, quantitative research assessing the program’s impact on eating attitudes,
body image, and mindfulness could provide important evidence about the program’s ability
to affect measurable change.

Research regarding the lived experiences of boys who participate in Free to Be and other
ED prevention programs would also be valuable. Additionally, it could be valuable to con-
duct research using a mixed-gender environment, as having both genders participate in the
program could potentially build empathy and understanding between peers as they become
aware of the particular appearance-related pressures faced by both men and women in
today’s society.
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