
Information Sheet on Eating Disorders

EATING DISORDERS

What are they? 

•  An eating disorder is when you have an 
  unhealthy attitude to food, which can 
  take over your life and make you ill.
•  It can involve eating too much or too 
  little, or becoming obsessed with your 
  weight and body shape.
•  There are treatments that can help, and 
  you can recover from an eating disorder.
•  Men and women of any age can get an 
  eating disorder, but they most commonly 
  affect young women aged 13–17.

The most common eating disorders

•  Anorexia nervosa – when you try to keep your weight as 
  low as possible by not eating enough food, exercising too much, or both
•  Bulimia – when you sometimes lose control and eat a lot of food in a very short amount of 
  time (binging) and are then deliberately sick, use laxatives (medicine to help you poo), restrict   
  what you eat, or do too much exercise to try to stop yourself gaining weight
•  Binge eating disorder (BED) – when you regularly lose control of your eating, eat large 
  portions of food all at once until you feel uncomfortably full, and are then often upset or guilty
•  Other specified feeding or eating disorder (OSFED) – when your symptoms do not exactly match
  those of anorexia, bulimia or binge eating disorder, but it does not mean it's a less serious 
  illness.

What may cause an eating disorder?

Individuals may be more at risk of developing an eating
disorder if:

•  they or a member of their family has a history of eating 
  disorders, depression, or alcohol or drug addiction
•  they have been criticised for their eating habits, body shape 
  or weight, perhaps by a coach or manager 
•  they are overly concerned with being slim, particularly if 
  they feel pressure from society, sporting culture and/or the 
  environment – for example, ballet dancers, jockeys or athletes
•  they have anxiety, low self-esteem, an obsessive personality 
  or are a perfectionist
•  they have been sexually abused.

Symptoms of eating disorders include:

•  spending a lot of time worrying about body weight and body shape
•  avoiding socialising when food will be involved
•  eating very little food
•  deliberately being sick or taking laxatives after eating
•  exercising too much
•  having very strict habits or routines around food
•  changes in mood state.

The individual may also show physical signs, including:

•  feeling cold, tired or dizzy
•  problems with digestion
•  body weight being very high or very low for someone of their age and height
•  not getting their period for women and girls.
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