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Eating Disorders

Eating disorders are characterized by overeating or not 
consuming enough food to stay healthy. A person with an 
eating disorder worries a lot about their body weight and 
shape. Although, it is normal for people to be concerned 
about their body and weight, individuals with eating 
disorders take such concerns to the extremes. It affects 
a person’s sense of identity, worth and self- esteem. 
People with eating disorders measure their self-worth based 
on their weight. 

Eating disorders are not just about food and weight. Food 
is used as a mechanism to cope with stress and painful 
emotions or trauma. It leads to an unhealthy relationship 
with food and weight. Eating disorders are not a lifestyle 
choice, it is a life threatening disease.  

People in all age groups, gender, socio-economic and 
cultural backgrounds can be affected by eating disorders. 
However, individuals with low self – esteem, poor body 
image or difficulties dealing with stress are more  likely 
to be affected by eating disorders. Teenagers as well as 
college students, are more vulnerable to disordered eating 
due to stress associated with responsibilities, academic 
performance and social acceptance. In addition to that, 
prevalence rates of anorexia and bulimia are high during 
the transition from adolescent to adulthood.
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Types Of Eating  Disorders

There are three main eating disorders: anorexia,bulimia, 
and binge-eating disorder.

Anorexia Nervosa
If you have anorexia, you may have an intense fear of 
gaining weight or becoming fat. Individuals with anorexia 
restrict the amount of food they consume to the point of 
starvation and are obsessed about weight loss. 

Signs Symptoms
Aversion to eating Insomnia
Severe weight loss Dizziness
Excessive loss of hair Constipation
Over-exercising Anxiety
Obsessive thinking Bloated stomach
Frequently skips meals Tooth decay
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Bulimia Nervosa 

If you have bulimia, you eat excessive amount of food 
in a short period of time and purge the food either by 
vomiting or using laxatives to compensate for the binge- 
eating.

Signs Symptoms
Uses bathroom 
frequently after meals

Eating excessive amount 
of food

Swollen glands Feeling loss of control 
over eating

Depression or Mood 
disorders

Indulge in compensatory 
behaviors : 
vomiting,fasting,use of 
laxitives.

Impulsive behaviour Shame,guilt and disgust 
over body image.

Weight fluctuations Guilty about binge 
eating.
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Binge-Eating Disorder

The binge-eating disorder involves overeating for a 
long period. Individuals who experience binge-eating 
may feel guilty and depress over their lack of control 
on how much they eat.  People with the binge-eating 
disorder do not indulge in compensatory behaviours 
such as self-induced vomiting or over- exercising.

Behavioral  symptoms Emotional symptoms
Inability to stop eating Disgust and guilt after 

binge-eating
Eat a large amount 
of food or episodes of 
uncontrolled eating

Depression and anxiety

Hiding or hoarding food. Poor body image
Eating secretly Preoccupation with food
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Body Image Issues

We live in a culture obsessed with thinness and dieting. 
We are scrutinized for our looks, and this makes many of 
us feel insecure about our body types, size and physical 
appearance. The society we live in equates perfection 
and beauty with ‘thinness’.

The images of thin and beautiful women communicated 
through television; magazines and advertisements 
propagate the ‘ideal of thinness’. 

The constant exposure to those unrealistic images of 
perfection have a negative impact on youth, especially 
young women. The pressure to become thin and the 
desire to achieve an unrealistic culturally perceived 
figure of perfection often results in body image issues. 

Dissatisfaction with your body, low self-esteem, and 
other body image related issues plays a crucial role in 
the development of eating disorders.
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Risk Factors

Psychological Factors 
Personality traits associated with eating disorders 
include

• Perfectionism
• Obsessive- compulsiveness
• Neuroticism
• Low-self esteem
• Depression
• Negative body image

 Social and Cultural Factors
People who internalise ‘ideal of thinness’ communicated 
through mass media are at higher risk of developing 
eating disorders.
 

Environmental Factors
Environmental factors include

• Dysfunctional family
• Professions and careers that promotes being thin.
• Athletes in aesthetically oriented sports.
• Trauma 
• Sexual abuse
• Peer pressure
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How To Identify If Someone 
Has An Eating Disorder

It is difficult to tell if the person has an eating disorder simply 
based on their appearance. However, there are certain 
behavioral, psychological and physical signs associated 
with eating disorders.

Behavioural signs 

• Extreme dieting behaviours. 
• Hoarding of food for binge – eating.
• Excessive use of laxatives to induce vomiting.
• Heavy use of appetite suppressants. 
• Frequent trips to the bathroom after the meal.
• Obsessive or ritualistic exercises or over-exercise.
• Avoiding questions about eating and weight
• Lying about the amount of food consumed.
• Extreme sensitivity to comments about food, weight,      

and exercising habits.
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Psychological signs
 

• Preoccupation with eating, food, and weight.
• Distorted body image
• Depression
• Anxiety
• Feeling anxious around meal times.

Physical signs
• Rapid weight loss or weight gain.
• Lethargy and low energy.
• Swelling around cheeks or jaw.

It is difficult to detect all these signs and symptoms 
since people with eating disorders try to conceal their 
eating and exercise behaviours. They also feel guilt and 
distress about their disordered eating behaviours but 
are reluctant to seek help from others. They may even 
deny having any eating disorder. However, a medical 
professional can diagnose an eating disorder.
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Complications Resulting 
From Eating  Disorders

• Depression and anxiety 
• Suicidal behaviour
• Substance abuse
• Social and relationship problems
• Death
• Heart problems
• Digestive problems
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How To Help Someone 
With An Eating  Disorder

Eating disorders are complex mental illnesses, and it is 
important to get the right treatment at the right time. 
Treatment for eating disorders involves support from mental 
and physical health professionals.
 
Counselling – Counselling is an important part of the 
treatment. Cognitive behavioral therapy helps to 
understand our thoughts, feelings and behaviours behind 
the disorder. Family therapy helps the family members to 
learn more about eating disorders. 

Nutritional help – A nutritionist can provide a healthy meal 
plan.
• Support groups – a good support team can help in 
the process of recovery.
• Medication - Medication and hospitalization may be 
required in some cases.
• Self – help - Skills like problem solving, stress 
management and relaxations can help when it comes to 
coping with challenges in a healthy way.
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Eating Disorders Statistics

 1 in 5 women struggle with an eating disorder 

Women are more likely to develop an eating disorder 
than men. An estimated 0.5 to 3.7 percent women 
suffer from anorexia nervosa in their lifetime.
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Mortality Rates

Some of the most disturbing statistics about eating 
disorders are their mortality rates. Anorexia nervosa, 
have the highest mortality rate of any mental illness. 
The high mortality rates are a result of life-threatening 
medical complications and the frequency of suicide 
among people with eating disorders.

 Researchers have estimated that 10% of individuals 
diagnosed with anorexia nervosa will die within 10 years 
of diagnosis. 

The overall mortality rate for anorexia nervosa is 
estimated at between 10% and 15%, while mortality for 
bulimia nervosa is estimated at about 5%.

Together, these two disorders kill an estimated 1,000 to 
1,500 Canadians per year.
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Resources

The National Eating Disorder  Information  Centre
http://www.nedic.ca/

Canadian Mental Health Assosciation 
http://www.cmha.ca/
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