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The mind is so powerful, it can take 
you high or it can take you low.”

MAKEUP BY DANIELLA SAVILLE AND HAIR BY JOSHUA GURNICK, KOOSHKA HAIR AND FASHION, BUDERIM, 
5456 2570. WWW.KOOSHKA.NET.AU. YOUNGBLOOD MINERAL COSMETICS AND REDKEN STYLING 
PRODUCTS WERE USED.

NADINE’S BEAUTIFUL JUMPERS FOR HER SHOOT WERE PROVIDED BY ITALIA BOUTIQUE, COTTON TREE. 
ON THE COVER, NADINE WEARS MAGLIA PUNTA ASURAS BY F&EMME BY MY DAY, POA. THIS PAGE 
NADINE WEARS MAGLIA CARDIGAN BETELGEUSE BY F&EMME BY MY DAY, POA. 

ON HER FINGER, NADINE WEARS A 18CT WHITE GOLD AND PINK GOLD CUSHION CUT MORGANITE 
AND DIAMOND CLASSIC DIAMOND CLUSTER RING SET. ON HER EARS, NADINE WEARS AQUA MARINE 
BRIOLETTE AND DIAMOND DROP EARRINGS SET IN 18CT WHITE GOLD. ALL JEWELLERY COURTESY OF 
MARK COTTERELL MASTER JEWELLER. WWW.MARKCOTTERELL.COM 
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NADINE SULLIVAN IS A WOMAN WITH A PAST. A PAST OF AGORAPHOBIA, ANOREXIA, AND AN ANXIETY DISORDER. A PAST OF ABUSE AND 

REJECTION. BUT A PAST WHICH HAS FORCED NADINE TO RETRAIN HER MIND AND TO EMERGE FROM HER COCOON STRONGER THAN EVER. 

PROFILE’S JESSICA JANE SAMMUT TALKS TO NADINE TO DISCOVER THE DARKNESS BEHIND THE SMILE.

words jessica jane sammut ll photography alan hughes ll makeup and hair kooshka ll art direction kara de schot

The mind is a powerful thing. It can lift us up or hold us back. 
It can make us believe the best of ourselves or the worst of 
ourselves. It can have us cowering in a corner through fear or 
standing on top of the world in elation.  And no-one knows 
this better than Nadine Sullivan.

What this bright and bubbly woman has been through one would never 
guess.  As founder of Active Living (a thriving mind, body and soul wellness 
centre), in addition to being a devoted mum to two girls, Koko Belle and Kit 
Willow, and a contender in the upcoming Mrs Australia pageant, Nadine 
shows none of the insecurities she suffered in her childhood and as a young 
adult. Instead, she presents as a strong, radiant, loving and positive female role 
model, oozing confidence and empowering all those who come within a foot 
of her. But the smiles shadow a darker past, a past of turmoil and demons, a 
past which saw Nadine’s body fighting for sustenance while her mind kept 
her housebound for over a year, unable to take a step out into the world while 
other girls her age were partying and forging careers.

Born in Rosebud, Victoria, in 1979, Nadine was a beautiful child. All blonde 
hair and brown eyes with a smile which would melt even the coldest of hearts, 
Nadine was a picture. And yet, her childhood, sadly, was not.

“My childhood was not happy,” Nadine remembers. “My family life was 
tumultuous with lots of emotional and mental manipulation. My father 
was at times physically abusive to my mother and verbally and emotionally 
abusive to me. I could not please him. As far back as I remember, he used to 
put me down. I was convinced he didn’t love me and therefore felt I mustn’t 
be worth loving. I would endeavour to seek his approval time and time again, 
never to receive it. I therefore suffered huge anxiety as a child. I used to get 
severe stomach pains and was eventually referred to a child psychologist who 
confirmed I had an anxiety disorder.”

By the time she was 13, Nadine was suffering badly from what she describes 
as “you’re-not-good-enough syndrome.”

“As a young teenager, I met my first boyfriend who was a football fanatic,” 
Nadine explains. “He told me I was fat, and because I had no confidence in 
myself as a result of my father’s manipulation, I believed him. So, I stopped 
eating and starved myself. Nobody knew I wasn’t eating. I kept it hidden very 
well. My anorexia was my secret and my way of feeling in control.”

Not only was it the start of Nadine’s eating disorder, it was also the start 
of a dating pattern which saw Nadine continually choose partners who were 
like her father – mentally and physically abusive.

“I accepted this behaviour as normal,” says Nadine, “as that is what I had 
grown up witnessing.”

At the age of 14, Nadine’s mother separated from her father and moved 
from Victoria to the Sunshine Coast. It was a welcome change for Nadine who 
hoped her anxiety would be helped by the change in environment. Nadine’s 
mother was “everything” to her and she felt closer than ever to her now she 

was away from her father. However, Nadine slipped into the same destructive 
mindset as before and in fact continued to get worse thanks to the unstable 
relationships Nadine found herself in.

“I remember my year 12 exams well,” she recalls. “Not because it was an 
important landmark in my educational life, but because I passed out with 
hunger before my first exam.

“By the time I was 21, I was not only anorexic, I was agoraphobic too. I 
couldn’t leave the house. I suffered regularly from panic attacks. I couldn’t 
sleep. I literally could not go to the supermarket or get in a car. I stayed indoors 
and lived on the couch. My weight reduced to 42kgs at 170cm tall, giving me 
a body mass index of 14.5. 

“I survived on tinned fruit as I didn’t have to chew it, and in my mind, 
food that didn’t have to be chewed did not count as food and was allowed. I 
cried the whole time. It was a terrible phase of my life. I even wrote to letters 
to my family telling them I was ready to take my own life; I wanted it to be 
over. Mum kept trying to take me to the doctor but I refused to go. In the 
end, I agreed to attend and was put on medication, but I didn’t take it. I was 
in self-destruct mode.”

I listen carefully as Nadine relates this sad time of her life to me. I cannot 
fathom how this beautiful, strong, vibrant woman in front of me could have 
been reduced to such mental anguish. It just goes to show, you never know 
someone until you know all of them: their past, their demons, their secrets.

“After a year or so of being housebound, a friend of mine, Nicky, contacted 
me to see if I wanted to help her form a dance troupe. I had been dancing all 
my life and it was the one thing I actually felt I could do well. Coyote Ugly, 
the movie, had just been released, and Nicky had an idea to form a girl group 
similar to that of the film. I was scared, but excited. I suddenly felt I had 
something outside of myself to focus on. We recruited a few more girls and 
set about training. We had to train at my house as I still couldn’t leave it, but 
I started to eat a little bit more and began to feel slightly better about myself.”

And so marked the start of an immediate change in Nadine. The dance 
troupe was commissioned for its first show at the Ettamogah Pub on Australia 
Day and Nadine was suddenly faced with one of her greatest fears, the public. 
She had two options: she could accept the booking and face her fears, or not 
accept it, letting down her group of dedicated dance companions. Despite her 
mental reluctance, she knew she could not let her team down.

“I felt sick for days. I sweated, I paced. I dreamt about it. I thought of 
nothing else. I had to get myself out of the house and onto a stage. This was 
huge.

“The day came and I got in the car with Mum, I got to the pub and I got in 
costume. I could feel my heart beating every second and could almost hear the 
clock ticking down to the start of our show. As I took my place in the darkness 
of the stage in anticipation of the show opening, everything went into slow 
motion. I wanted to run, but I didn’t. I knew I had to do this. 
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Once you know 
how your mind 

controls you, you 
can do so much 

more in life.”

“Suddenly the music burst into life signalling the 
beginning of our performance and I sprang into action 
... and it was like none of my past mattered. I forgot 
everything I was scared of and just danced. All I had been 
afraid of disappeared. We did an excellent first show and 
the crowd went wild. But when the music stopped, I went 
back to being the nervous girl I was and slunk home.”

This moment of enlightenment and of feeling free led 
to a dramatic transformation in Nadine. Having fought 
medicine her whole life, Nadine visited a specialist doctor 
in anxiety and depression and agreed to a program of 
medication, something her mother had been desperate 
to get Nadine to do for years. And for the first time ever, 
Nadine gave herself permission to feel well, continuing to 
perform with the dance troupe all over the Coast.

“The combination of the dance troupe and the medical 
assistance I was getting led me through recovery,” Nadine 
smiles.

“I started to eat and I actually felt happy – an emotion 
I had not known for a long time.”

At 23, after a couple of years with her dance troupe, 
Nadine went on to obtain a full-time paid job with a 
leading pharmaceuticals company, which saw her 
travelling all over Australia and New Zealand – a role she 
would never have foreseen herself taking in her dark days. 
Her confidence grew with each trip away and sale made.

“I learnt a lot from my illness and my recovery. Once 
you know how your mind controls you, you can achieve 
so much more in life. The mind is so powerful; it can take 
you high or it can take you low.”

However, as Nadine relaxed her aversion to food, 
instead of eating nothing she found she couldn’t stop 
eating, steadily gaining weight, peaking at 85kg a year 
or so later.

“No-one wanted to say anything,” Nadine laughs, “as I 
hadn’t eaten in years, but then I couldn’t stop!”

It was at this time that Nadine met her husband, Dan, 
a personal trainer and black belt karate champion who, 
Nadine says, “has the kindest heart”.

“Dan taught me how to eat well, how to exercise, how to 
respect my body, and how to look at the world. He made 
me feel good about myself which no other man had done 
before. I started to master my thought patterns, I saw 
what I had been doing with food and how it had become a 
control mechanism and a way of destroying myself and my 
body. I started working-out, led by Dan, and the weight 
dropped off. I was inspired by Dan’s amazing attitude.”

A year after meeting Nadine, Dan proposed and 
Nadine’s life was on the up. She had a gorgeous man by 
her side and her agoraphobia and eating disorder seemed 
to be a thing of the past. However, Nadine’s journey into 
herself was not over as she went on to experience some 
further heartache in her life which she did not see coming.

“Soon after becoming engaged, I fell pregnant. We 
were over the moon. I was finally enjoying life and was 
putting all the badness behind me. Yet at 13 weeks, I 
miscarried our baby and I was devastated. I blamed myself 
at first and felt my demons trying to pull me into those 
dark days, but I managed to use what I had learnt in my 
life, and after some time grieving I picked myself up and 
looked forward.” 

Later that year, after Nadine and Dan had tied the 
knot, Nadine was elated to find herself pregnant again. 
However, sadly once more it was not meant to be and 

Nadine also lost this child.
“I wallowed and cried,” remembers Nadine. “I couldn’t 

think what I had done to deserve such sadness. I blamed 
myself once more, and everyone around me. I was so 
angry. I thought I mustn’t deserve to be a mum. In the 
hard times, instead of taking to the couch, Dan and I 
trained. We tried to believe that everything happened for 
a reason and in this way we got through it.”

As a mother, I cannot even begin to understand the 
pain one must feel on losing a pregnancy. It is enough to 
send even the strongest of women into a deep emotional 
decline and I am filled with pride at how Nadine dealt 
with her loss in light of all that she had been through. And 
just as I am feeling Nadine’s grief, she touches my hand, 
perhaps noticing my misty eyes, and reminds me that she 
went on to have her two beautiful little girls in 2007 and 
2009, whom she describes as “a complete gift”, especially 
since she went on to miscarry another pregnancy after 
having them.

And during this time, not only were her two precious 
babies born, but Active Living was also born, a thriving 
one-stop-shop for all health matters.

“Building up Active Living has been so important to me 
as someone who has suffered illness throughout my life. It 
has been a huge task and, at times, very stressful. We have 
moved premises and have lost a business partner along the 
way, but it has been worth the ride.  Interestingly, I think 
the ups and downs of my life have taught me to deal with 
the rollercoaster ride that comes with owning a business.”

And that is not all. Nadine has not only turned the 
negatives of her illness into a positive via her business, she is 
now helping others through a public voice as Queensland’s 
national finalist in the Mrs Australia pageant, working to 
fight against domestic violence via the Women In Need of 
Australia charity, as well as working with Project Dovetail 
to help disadvantaged children.

“I want to teach women to be proud of themselves and 
respect themselves. I want to stand up and be counted and 
to leave a legacy in the community for my kids. I have 
gone from not being able to eat or leave the house to being 
a mum, business owner and hopefully a spokesperson 
through Mrs Australia; if I can do it, anyone can. I’m 
not afraid anymore.”

Ten years ago, Nadine Sullivan couldn’t have stood up 
to speak to a stranger. Now she stands to speak to anyone 
who will listen on how independent and strong women can 
be. You cannot keep her quiet. Nadine has come charging 
out of the shadows and into the light and is desperate for 
others to learn from her plight and to suffer in silence no 
more. She is someone who has undergone a journey many 
of us could not envisage, a journey involving self-loathing, 
anorexia, agoraphobia, extreme anxiety and great loss. But 
she won’t be beaten. She won’t be kept down. After years 
of fighting the crippling demons on her back, she walks 
tall and proud and is wise beyond her 32 years.

As a personal believer that anything is possible if you 
set your mind to it, Nadine Sullivan has to be my case 
in point. Where there was sadness there is now love and 
where there was pain there is now healing. Nadine is right; 
the mind is a powerful tool and the sooner we learn how 
to use it, the more enriched, more beautiful and more 
fulfilled our lives can be.    

Nadine Sullivan has battled again mental illness 
her whole life, and in fighting her fears has 

emerged as a victor.
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This has probably 
been my biggest 
discovery – that 

women do so 
much online and 

they really want to 
connect with other 

women, from all 
over the world.”

I want to teach women to be 
proud of themselves and respect 
themselves.”
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