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Understanding Disordered Eating

What is disordered eating?
Disordered eating may include food restriction, bingeing and purging, excessive exercise, 
laxative use, preoccupation with body weight or extreme fussiness with food. It can affect 
people of all ages, genders, ethnicity, sizes, shapes, abilities and socioeconomic backgrounds. 
When disordered eating behaviours significantly impact a child or young person’s functioning 
across multiple areas of their life (physical, emotional, cognitive, social, educational), they 
may be experiencing an eating disorder.

Possible warning signs include:

• Frequently expressing body image complaints/
concerns

• Being extremely sensitive to comments about
weight, shape, eating and exercise

• Changes in weight or frequently weighing
themselves

• A preoccupation with food and labelling food
“good” and “bad”

• Cognitive distortions e.g. “If I eat this sweet, I
will add weight immediately/ I will be fat”

• Eating alone or avoiding eating food with
others in school hours

• Problematic eating behaviour - fasting, binge
eating, skipping meals, avoiding a type of food
or food group, self-induced vomiting, laxative, 
diuretic, enema misuse, counting kilojoules,
using diet pills

• Changes in exercise/training behaviours
(mainly increases in volume/duration,
exercising through injury/illness or in private
e.g. sit ups in bedroom or bathroom)

• Food disappearing from the fridge/pantry
and unusual amount of food and wrappers in
bedrooms or hidden under other rubbish in
bin  or discarded at school

• Discarding of food in cups or mugs whilst
eating so that food is not digested

• Being the target of weight-based or other
bullying (online and face-to-face)

• Appearing sad/depressed/anxious/ low self
esteem

• Experiencing other mental health issues
• Experiencing physical symptoms such as

fainting/dizziness, tiredness, feeling cold
even in warm weather

• Noticeable change in attitude/performance in
the classroom

• Difficulty concentrating in class
• Appearing withdrawn and reluctant to ask for

help (or avoiding drawing attention to self)

It’s important to be mindful that a person’s 
size, shape or weight alone is not an indicator 
of whether or not someone is engaging in 
disordered eating behaviours.

Supporting our young people: 

Most carers know little about eating disorders at 
first so when you become aware that someone 
close to you has an eating disorder it can 
come as quite a shock. Disordered eating and 
Eating disorders are very complex and require 
professional support. A GP should be seen as 
early as possible. 

Difficult and honest conversations can be the 
first stage of a person’s recovery from an eating 
disorder. The person with an eating disorder may 
appear frustrated or angry; perhaps even hostile 
when the subject is raised. It’s best if you don’t 
take their reaction personally and try to be non-
judgmental. An eating disorder doesn’t occur 
overnight so you can’t expect that recovery will 
happen quickly either. Patience, perseverance and 
understanding are among the main principles of 
caring for someone with an eating disorder.

This information has been compiled from a number of organisations listed in the Further Reading and Helpful Resources section. 
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For more information visit
https://www.aquinas.vic.edu.au/

There are some things that you can do to 
prepare yourself:

• Learn as much as you can about understanding 
eating disorders. Be informed - empower
yourself with knowledge on the topic.

• Engage a medical professional as early as
possible.

• Remember they are still the same person and
their challenging behaviour is most likely due
to their eating disorder;

• Continue to communicate openly and try to
understand the feelings that exist beneath the
eating disorder and do so with compassion
and empathy.

• Share the responsibility - with the school,
with external professionals, with YFC.

• Accept help from others - this can be a complex 
issue and you cannot manage it alone.

• Be kind to yourself - remember what grounds
you and makes you happy. Try not to let this
issue consume you. Remember that you
may need professional help and support
from others and it is ok to have
limitations and be unable to fix this.

Supporting Carers wellbeing: 

Signs that this is impacting you as a parent/
guardian:

• Physical – tiredness, body aches, weight gain
or loss, high blood pressure or other health
challenges

• Emotional – anxiety, sadness, teary, ‘short fuse’
• Self-blame – the question “What did I do

wrong?” getting in the way of feeling good
about yourself as a parent or carer

• Work life – impacted if you are distracted, or
need to take time off

• Changed family relationships – the ripple
effect of mental ill health across the whole
family

Further Reading and Helpful Resources:

• Eating Disorders Victoria Helpline – 1300 550
236, hub@eatingdisorders.org.au

• Butterfly Foundation – National Helpline
• National Eating Disorders Collaboration –

Disordered Eating and Dieting
• Conquering fear and guilt to help kids with

eating disorders – SchoolTV available on PAM
• Introduction to Eating Disorders – video

article with Dr. Michael Carr-Gregg on
SchoolTV available on PAM

• Eating Disorders in Boys & Men – a fact sheet, 
SchoolTV available on PAM

This information has been compiled from a number of organisations listed in the Further Reading and Helpful Resources section. 

• Looking after yourself – Raising Children -
SchoolTV available on PAM

*This information has been compiled from a 
number of organisations listed in the Further 
Reading and Helpful Resources section.

https://www.aquinas.vic.edu.au/
https://www.eatingdisorders.org.au/find-support/eating-disorder-helpline/
https://butterfly.org.au/get-support/helpline/
https://aquinas.vic.schooltv.me/content/blog/conquering-fear-and-guilt-help-kids-eating-disorders
https://aquinas.vic.schooltv.me/content/blog/conquering-fear-and-guilt-help-kids-eating-disorders
https://aquinas.vic.schooltv.me/node/7401
https://aquinas.vic.schooltv.me/newsletter-external-resource/eating-disorders-boys-men
https://raisingchildren.net.au/grown-ups/looking-after-yourself/parenting/looking-after-yourself



