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WHAT ARE EATING DISORDERS?

Eating disorders are disturbances in eating behavior that can harm physical and mental health.  Although the symptoms center on eating behavior, food and appetite are not the main problems.  A person with an eating disorder is “acting-out” other serious concerns or problems through food and eating.

WHAT CAUSES EATING DISORDERS?

The exact cause(s) of eating disorders is unknown.  However, food is not the central issue.  Other factors, such as the following, may influence the development of an eating disorder.

· PSYCHOLOGICAL PROBLEMS can include family and personal difficulties.
· BIOLOGICAL FACTORS may involve abnormal hormone levels.

· SOCIAL PRESSURES can result from the pursuit of thinness and the drive to be the best or the most attractive.

WHAT ARE BINGEING AND PURGING?

· BINGEING is consumption, usually in secret, of large amounts of food over a short time-period.

· PURGING is getting rid of food, usually by throwing up, but may also take place by fasting, strenuous exercise, abusing laxatives or diet pills.

WHAT IS ANOREXIA NERVOSA?

Anorexia nervosa is an emotional problem during the course of which a large amount of body weight is lost.  Anorexics deeply fear becoming fat.  As they lose weight, their fear grows stronger, and they increase their dieting, exercising and weight-loss routines.  For most anorexics, food and weight are not the true cause of their eating disorder.  Rather, these are the ways they express other serious emotional problems.  For many anorexics, an eating disorder is their way of taking “control” of their lives.  Food and their bodies are what anorexics control.
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WHAT IS BULIMIA NERVOSA?

Bulimia nervosa is an emotional problem in which there are periods of binge eating followed by some type of purging or severe dieting.  Bulimics often experience low self-esteem and depression.  They usually know that their eating is out-of-control and abnormal.
WHAT IS COMPULSIVE OVEREATING?

Compulsive overeaters use food as a response to stress.  They use food like some people use alcohol, tobacco or drugs to get rid of anger, depression or other emotions.  Compulsive overeaters tend to alternate between overeating and dieting.  They may binge on food, especially carbohydrates and sweets, but do not purge.

WHAT PROBLEMS DO EATING DISORDERS CAUSE?

Some physical and emotional problems linked with eating disorders (especially anorexia and bulimia) include the following.

· Loss of menstrual cycle

· Lowered sexual interest

· Kidney problems

· Irregular heart rhythms

· Body chemical imbalances

· Digestive problems

· Damage to the esophagus

· Erosion of tooth enamel and tooth decay

· Sensitivity to cold

· Dry skin

· Thinning scalp hair

· Growth of fine body hair

· Swelling of glands around the jaw line

· Chronic constipation and colon problems (caused by laxative abuse)

· Mood swings

· Hyperactivity

· Difficulty concentrating

· Difficulty sleeping

· Fatigue

· Headaches

· Water retention

· Weakness
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HOW SERIOUS ARE EATING DISORDERS?
As many as one in five people with an eating disorder die from it.  Most of those who die from an eating disorder had symptoms during their teens.  These are serious, possibly fatal, disorders.
IS THERE TREATMENT FOR EATING DISORDERS?

Treatment for an eating disorder usually involves cooperation among physicians, psychiatrists, psychologists, dieticians, social workers, school counselors and support personnel.  Therapy may include family and friends.  Group therapy and independent self-help groups also may be used.  Whatever the form of treatment, it should be designed for the specific patient and her/his symptoms and emotional needs.  Contact these agencies for further information.

American Academy of Family Physicians

www.familydoctor.org
Anorexia Nervosa & Related Eating Disorders, Inc.
www.anred.com
National Association of Anorexia Nervosa and Associated Disorders

www.anad.org
National Eating Disorders Association

www.edap.org
Academy for Eating Disorders

www.aedweb.org
Eating Disorders Anonymous

www.eatingdisordersanonymous.org
The Alliance for Eating Disorders Awareness
www.eatingdisordersinfo.org
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