Mental Health Matters: Coping with eating distress

Most of us worry about our body weight from time to time and often feel the pressure to diet.  So much so that how we feel about ourselves is all too often determined by how we look.  For some, however worries about weight can become so extreme that they can lead to the individual harming themselves by eating too much or too little.

In a series of articles addressing sources of stress affecting young people, this month AMH MensSana focuses on bulimia nervosa.

It is a worrying fact eating distress is a growing problem in society, particularly amongst young females causing serious damage to their physical and emotional health.  Around 17,000 people in Northern Ireland are affected by bulimia, although the true prevalence is likely to be much higher, as the problem often goes unrecognised.

Bulimia Nervosa is characterised by repeated episodes of eating large amounts of food followed by behaviour aimed at compensating for the out of control eating such as vomiting, the use of laxatives or excessive exercise.  Many people with bulimia may not look overweight or underweight and as a result their eating distress can sometimes go unnoticed and untreated for a long period of time.  

Causes

There is no single factor which can explain the onset of bulimia.  It is usually a combination of factors and will vary from one individual to another. These may include:

· Upsetting event – such as bereavement, bullying or changes in family life or friendships.

· Social pressure – bulimia is more common in societies and surroundings that value thinness – images of slim, attractive young men and women.

· Lack of control – some young people may see their food intake and body weight as the only parts of their lives which they can control.

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

· Personality factors – being a perfectionist and high achiever and having a sensitive or anxious disposition may increase the risk of eating distress.

Recognising the signs

It can be hard for parents to know if a young person has an eating problem.  Below are some signs that may indicate the presence of bulimia and should be taken seriously:

· Vomiting and/or excessive use of laxatives

· Regularly spiking meals and obsessively counting calories

· Disappearing from the table directly after meals

· General digestive problems – cramps, wind or constipation

· Withdrawing from social activities and losing contact with friends

· Regular food-binges – uncontrollable overeating

· Sore throat and erosion of tooth enamel caused by vomiting

If bulimia is not recognised and treated early, it can have serious consequences for long-term physical and mental health. If you feel you are, or someone you know is experiencing bulimia seek support now by speaking with someone close to you or your GP.    

Treatment and recovery

The type of treatment used depends on the severity of the illness and will vary to suit the individual.  Dietary advice and monitoring are important as well as individual, group and family therapy aimed at resolving underlying emotional issues to encourage the individual to change the way they think about food and about themselves.  

The earlier the problem is recognised the better change of recovery.  Recovery can only begin when a person is ready to change.  This will require commitment and courage on the individual’s part and a lot of sensitivity and understanding from loved ones.

Getting help

If you’re concerned about a young person, it is good idea to talk to them sensitively to find out if anything is troubling them.  Offer them a listening ear and reassure them that you care and want to help.  Encourage them to seek support and provide specific information on where to get help.  

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

028 3839 2314 or e-mail: rtallon@amh.org.uk Website: www.menssanaproject.org.uk
Confidentiality will be respected at all times.

