What is anorexia nervosa?

Anorexia is a complex eating disorder that affects women and men of all ages. It has 3 key features:

· refusal to maintain a healthy body weight

· an intense fear of gaining weight

· a distorted body image

Because of your fear of becoming fat, eating and mealtimes may be very stressful. And yet, what you can and can’t eat is practically all you can think about. Thoughts about dieting, food, and your body may take up most of your day—leaving little time for friends, family, and other activities you used to enjoy. Life becomes a continuous pursuit of thinness. But no matter how skinny you become, it’s never enough.

Anorexia is not about weight or food

Believe it or not, anorexia isn’t really about food and weight—at least not at its core. Eating disorders are much more complicated than that. They are symptoms of something deeper: for ex. depression, insecurity or pressure to be perfect, things that diets or weight loss can't cure.

Signs and symptoms of anorexia

Anorexic food behavior 

· Dieting despite being thin – Following a severely restricted diet. Eating only certain low-calorie foods. Banning “bad” foods such as carbohydrates and fats.

· Obsession with calories, fat grams, and nutrition – Reading food labels, measuring and weighing portions, keeping a food diary, reading diet books.

· Pretending to eat or lying about eating – Hiding or throwing away food to avoid eating. Making excuses to avoid meals ("I had a huge lunch", "I am not well").

· Strange food rituals – Refusing to eat with others or in public places. Eating in rigid, ritualistic ways (e.g. cutting food in tiny pieces, chewing food and spitting it out).
· Using diet pills, laxatives, or diuretics
· Compulsive exercising – Doing a lot of exercises to burn calories. 

Anorexic appearance and body image 

· Dramatic weight loss – Rapid, drastic weight loss with no medical cause.

· Feeling fat, despite being underweight.
Anorexia nervosa causes and risk factors

There are no simple answers to the causes of anorexia and other eating disorders. Anorexia is a complex condition that come from a combination of many social, emotional, and biological factors. Even if our culture’s idealization of thinness plays a powerful role, there are many other contributing factors.

Psychological causes 

People with anorexia are often perfectionists. They’re the “good” daughters and sons who do what they’re told, excel in everything they do, and focus on pleasing others. But while they may appear to have it all, inside they feel helpless and inadequate. 

Family and social causes
In addition to the cultural pressure to be thin, there are other family and social pressures that can contribute to anorexia. This includes participation in an activity that demands thinness, such as ballet, gymnastics, or modeling. It also includes having parents who are overly controlling, put a lot of emphasis on looks, diet themselves, or criticize their children’s bodies and appearance. Stressful life events can also cause anorexia.

Biological causes of anorexia

Research suggests a genetic predisposition to anorexia. If a girl has a sibling with anorexia, she is 10 to 20 times more likely than the general population to develop anorexia herself. 

Anorexia treatment and therapy

While people with anorexia often deny their problem, anorexia is a serious and potentially deadly eating disorder. Luckily, recovery is possible, with proper treatment and support.

Since anorexia involves both mind and body, a team approach to treatment is often best. 
Medical treatment 

The first priority in anorexia treatment is addressing and stabilizing any serious health issues. Hospitalization may be necessary if you are dangerously malnourished until you reach a less critical weight. Treatment at home is an option when you’re not in immediate danger.

Nutritional treatment 

A nutritionist will teach you about healthy eating. The nutritionist will also help you develop and follow meal plans that include enough calories to reach or maintain a normal, healthy weight.

Counseling and therapy 

Counseling is crucial to anorexia treatment. Its goal is to identify the negative thoughts and feelings that cause your eating disorder and replace them with healthier, less distorted beliefs. 
