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PRESS RELEASE

Mental Health Matters: Coping with eating distress

Most of us overeat from time to time.  It may be associated with a celebration, such as a birthday, or just a get together with friends or family. For some individuals, however, overeating can become a persistent and damaging pattern of behaviour that has serious consequences for their physical and emotional health.

As part of a series of articles addressing issues affecting young people’s mental health, this month AMH MensSana focuses on binge eating disorder. Although less frequently discussed, the condition affects many more individuals than either anorexia or bulimia nervosa. It is also worth noting that it is almost as common amongst men as it is women.

What is Binge Eating Disorder?

Binge eating disorder involves frequent and repeated episodes of out of control eating. The disorder differs from bulimia nervosa because individuals usually do not purge afterwards by vomiting or using laxatives. As a result many with this condition may be above the ‘’normal’’ body weight.   On occasions the condition may be accompanied by sporadic fasts or repeated ‘diets’.  

Causes

There is still some uncertainty surrounding the precise causes of binge eating disorder. It is important to remember that every individual is different and it is unlikely that the condition will be the result of a single cause.  It is more likely to be a combination of factors, events, feelings or pressures. These may include:

· A distressing event – binge eating can be used as a means of coping with difficult feelings and events, such as bereavement, bullying or changes in family life or friendships.

· Lack of control – for some people, food intake and body weight may seem like the only aspects of their life over which they have any real control.

· Depression – symptoms may start off as a means of coping with unhappiness and depressed feelings.  

· Personality factors –having low self esteem can make an individual more vulnerable to binge eating disorder. 

Signs and symptoms

It can be difficult to know if a young person has an eating problem.  Below are some signs that may indicate a problem.

· Eating much more rapidly than usual

· Eating until they are uncomfortably full

· Eating large amounts of foods, even when not hungry

· Eating alone because of embarrassment at the quantities of food consumed 

· Feeling out of control around food

· Feeling ashamed, depressed or guilty after overeating

As well as the negative impact on an individual’s mental and emotional well being, persistent binge eating can have serious consequences for an individual’s physical health. Those affected by binge eating disorder often consume large amounts of fats and sugars which do not contain the necessary vitamins and minerals needed for good health. In addition individuals often become very overweight which can lead to serious medical conditions such as, high blood pressure, high cholesterol level, diabetes and heart disease.  

Treatment and recovery

There are several different methods that can be used in treating a person with binge-eating disorder which will be tailored to suit the individual and severity of the illness.  Dietary advice and monitoring are very important and individual, group and family therapy are other options that help individuals to explore and gain control over their eating patterns.   

Many people also find attending a support group helpful, where they can benefit from encouragement, understanding and support from others in similar circumstances. It is important to remember that recovery can only begin when a person is ready to change.  This will require commitment and courage on the individuals’ part and a lot of sensitivity and understanding from loved ones.

How to get help

If you are concerned about a young person’s eating habits, it is a good idea to talk to them to find out whether anything is causing them stress or concern.  This may be difficult at first as very often people who experience binge eating disorder will deny any problem exists and try to control it on their own.  By broaching the subject, however, you are showing that you care and are willing to help and as such the individual will know they can turn to you when they are ready.  Binge eating disorder is treatable given appropriate professional help and support.  Your GP is the usual first point of contact and will be able to provide you with advice on sources of support and specialist help and make referrals if necessary.  

For further information on sources of support contact, AMH MensSana on 

028 3939 2314 or e-mail: rtallon@amh.org.uk Website: www.menssanaproject.org.uk
Confidentiality will be respected at all times.
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