




Bulimia Nervosa
Bulimia exists when a person eats large amounts of food in a way that feels out of control then compensates by vomiting, starving, exercising or using laxatives. The person may not change in size or shape.

Bulimia is characterised by:

· Binge Eating – eating a large amount of food in a short period of time (eg. 2 hours) with the feeling that they are out of control around that eating – ie, cannot stop once they have started.

· Inappropriate compensatory behaviour – to prevent weight gain (eg. Vomiting; misuse of laxatives, diuretics or enemas; fasting; or excessive exercise)

· Dissatisfaction with body shape and weight

What is a large amount of food?

This will differ for different people. However, a large amount of food is usually much more than what an individual would usually eat in a similar situation. Most binges tend to include sweet high-calorie food or food that the person considers to be ‘bad’. It is also common for the person to eat the food very quickly during the binge. The binge will continue past the stage at which the person feels full and will often end up in pain from being so full.

What triggers a binge?

A binge may result from feeling low or depressed; an external stressor (eg, an argument with a friend); intense hunger after restricting eating; or feeling bad about their body weight or shape. The binge may be planned in advance or may be a spur of the moment thing. 

Most people with bulimia are very ashamed of their eating behaviours and will become very secretive, trying to hide food, hide the evidence of a binge or hide the fact they are vomiting or using some other compensatory behaviour eg. the person may vomit into bags in their bedroom instead of going to the bathroom.

Inappropriate compensatory behaviours  

In order to prevent weight gain after a binge (as well as to relieve some of the feeling of being so full) most people will try to rid their bodies of the food they have just eaten. The most common behaviour is vomiting. Other methods include the misuse of laxatives, diuretics and occasionally enemas; fasting or restricting food intake for a day or several days or exercising excessively.

Dissatisfaction with body shape and weight
A final important feature of bulimia is the individuals dissatisfaction with their bodies. They will often feel fat and want to lose weight and be very fearful of weight gain. Often, their self-esteem, or the way they feel about themselves is based on how they feel about their bodies.

Who suffers from Bulimia?

Onset is typically late teens or early twenties. It is more common in females, however it is found in males more often than it is suspected.

People with bulimia are often trying to preserve a slender figure. Unlike people with anorexia, they usually do not become extremely underweight. The desire to be thin drives them to vomit or use vast quantities of laxatives to hurry food through their system. Outwardly, people with bulimia may appear confident and self-assured, but they are secretly coping with all the stress and inner turmoil through food. Bulimia can occur after a period of anorexia or it may develop independently.

How Bulimia affects the family

Frequent disappearance of food may lead to suspicion; it is irritating to find a well stocked cupboard empty overnight and many household budgets are wrecked by bulimic behaviour. Members of the family may be puzzled because the person does not gain weight despite eating a great deal and sufferers are likely to be touchy about the subject. As the condition progresses, vomiting becomes easier and eventually it may become difficult not to vomit. Some people who aren’t able to make it to the bathroom may vomit in plastic bags, pot plants or outside which can be disturbing if another family member finds it. 

Getting help

While most people with bulimia are of ‘normal’ weight or do not become severally underweight the physical effects of bingeing and purging (especially vomiting and abusing laxatives) can be very serious and the person’s physical safety will need to be monitored closely. Most people who suffer from bulimia feel ashamed and guilty about what they are doing and want it the stop. Treatment often includes learning new coping skills and working through the underlying issues (in individual or group therapy) as well as learning how to listen to their bodies in regards to feeling hunger and full. Practical tools may be looking at the person’s daily routine and establishing when are the high risks times for bingeing or purging – these may be when the person is lonely or bored or after a particular stressful event. Looking at how to reduce these triggers is an important first step to overcoming this disorder.
Signs and Symptoms of Bulimia

Behavioural Signs

· Repeatedly avoiding meals

· Not wanting to eat what everyone else is having

· Saying “I’ll eat later”

· Eating meals but extremely restless after the meal as their anxiety grows

· Visits to the bathroom shortly after a meal (explaining its to have a bath or wash their hair)

· Dramatic fluctuations in weight

· Evidence of binge eating: actual observation, verbal report, large amounts of food missing

· Discoveries of food wrappers under chair pillows, mattresses or in bedroom cupboards

· Continual overdrafts, debts and missing money. Inability to account for how the money was spent

· Frequent weighing

· Talking about new diets and the wish to be thinner

· General dissatisfaction with appearance and figure. Expressing the wish to change

· Evidence of purging (vomiting, laxative/diuretic abuse, emetics, frequent fasting, excessive exercise)

· Impromptu walks (often to buy food)

· Night owl behaviour (so they can binge once everyone has gone to bed)

· Increasing isolation, disinterest in social activities, work and /or study

· General apathy and/or depressive outlook on life

· Moodiness, irritability, depression

· Low self esteem

· Oversensitive to criticism

· Shoplifting or stealing of food or money

Physical & Emotional Signs

Side effects of bingeing

· Abdominal swelling and pain

· Swelling of the hands, legs and feet

· Swelling of the salivary (Parotid) glands around the face and jaw-line

· Tiredness, nausea, breathlessness, dizziness

· A pre-disposition to dental decay and gum disease as a result of bingeing on sugary foods, also because of vomiting

Side effects of vomiting

· Hypoglycemia (low blood sugar). This can cause: sweating; irregular heartbeats; epileptic fits; convulsions; weakness; lethargy; mental confusion; irrational behaviour; anxiety; panic attack; feelings of hunger; and depression

· Mineral and Chemical Imbalance. Especially potassium and sodium are lost through vomiting, laxative or diuretic abuse. It can cause: muscular weakness; bloated feeling; lethargy; tingling/numbness in fingers and toes; confusion; poor concentration; dehydration; irregular heartbeat; low blood pressure; kidney damage; and further mineral losses.

· Dental Problems. Loss of tooth enamel leading to tooth decay.

· Bleeding from the upper intestinal tract
· Lack of Protein
· Swollen salivary (parotid)  glands
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