
Recognizing Warning Signs

of Eating Disorders

Early Detection Can Save Lives

beyondeatingrecovery.com



Why Early Recognition Matters

Early intervention significantly improves outcomes for people with eating disorders. The sooner someone
receives appropriate treatment, the better their chances for full recovery. However, eating disorders are often
secretive illnesses, and individuals may go to great lengths to hide their struggles.

This guide will help you recognize physical, behavioral, and emotional warning signs across different types of
eating disorders. Remember: you don't need to see all of these signs, and the presence of several signs doesn't
definitively mean someone has an eating disorder—but it does mean a conversation and professional
evaluation may be warranted.

Important Reminders:

• Eating disorders affect people of ALL body sizes—you cannot tell by looking

• People can have serious eating disorders at "normal" or higher weights (atypical anorexia)

• Warning signs may be subtle and develop gradually over time

• Trust your instincts—if you're concerned, that concern is valid



Physical Warning Signs

Physical symptoms can indicate that the eating disorder is affecting the body's systems. Some signs are visible,
while others may only be noticed by the person experiencing them.

Weight and Appearance Changes:

• Noticeable weight loss, gain, or frequent fluctuations

• Wearing baggy or layered clothing to hide body shape

• Thinning hair on head or hair loss

• Development of fine hair on body (lanugo) to conserve heat

• Dry, brittle hair and nails

• Pale or grayish skin tone

• Dark circles under eyes

Gastrointestinal Issues:

• Frequent stomach cramps or digestive problems

• Constipation or other bowel irregularities

• Acid reflux or difficulty swallowing

• Bloating and discomfort after eating

• Complaints of feeling full very quickly

Physical Function Changes:

• Dizziness, fainting, or lightheadedness

• Feeling cold all the time, poor circulation

• Fatigue and low energy levels

• Difficulty concentrating or brain fog

• Sleep disturbances (insomnia or excessive sleeping)

• Weakened immune system, getting sick frequently

• Cuts, calluses, or scars on knuckles (Russell's sign from purging)

Medical Complications:

• Menstrual irregularities or loss of period (amenorrhea)

• Low blood pressure or heart rate abnormalities

• Dental problems (erosion, cavities, sensitivity) from purging

• Swollen cheeks or jaw area (swollen salivary glands)

• Muscle weakness or loss of muscle mass



• Poor wound healing



Behavioral Warning Signs

Behavioral changes often provide the most visible clues that someone is struggling. These patterns may
develop gradually or appear suddenly.

Food-Related Behaviors:

• Skipping meals or claiming to have eaten when they haven't

• Making excuses to avoid meals ("I'm not hungry," "I ate earlier")

• Eating very small portions or cutting food into tiny pieces

• Eating extremely slowly or rearranging food on plate

• Developing rigid food rules (only certain foods, specific times, elimination of food groups)

• Obsessively counting calories, carbs, or fat grams

• Weighing or measuring all food

• Eating only "safe" or "clean" foods

• Fear of eating in public or with others

• Hoarding or hiding food

• Evidence of binge eating (disappearance of large amounts of food)

• Eating in secret or alone

Purging Behaviors:

• Frequent trips to bathroom immediately after eating

• Running water to disguise sounds of vomiting

• Smell of vomit in bathroom or on person

• Use or abuse of laxatives, diuretics, or diet pills

• Excessive use of mouthwash, gum, or mints

Exercise and Activity Patterns:

• Excessive or compulsive exercise, even when injured or ill

• Anxiety or distress if unable to exercise

• Exercising in secret or at unusual times

• Compensatory exercise after eating

• Prioritizing exercise over social activities, work, or school

Body Checking Behaviors:

• Frequently weighing themselves (multiple times per day)

• Constant mirror checking or avoidance of mirrors entirely



• Measuring body parts with tape measure

• Pinching or grabbing body parts to assess size

• Comparing body to others constantly

Social Changes:

• Withdrawing from friends and family

• Avoiding social situations involving food

• Making excuses to not attend gatherings, parties, or meals

• Loss of interest in activities they once enjoyed

• Spending excessive time alone



Emotional and Psychological Warning Signs

Emotional and psychological changes can be harder to recognize but are equally important indicators. Eating
disorders significantly impact mental health and emotional wellbeing.

Thoughts and Preoccupations:

• Intense preoccupation with weight, food, calories, or body shape

• Frequent comments about feeling fat or needing to lose weight

• Distorted body image (seeing themselves as larger than they are)

• Expressing fear of gaining weight or becoming fat

• Rigid, black-and-white thinking about food (good vs. bad)

• Belief that self-worth is determined by weight or appearance

Mood Changes:

• Increased irritability, especially around meal times

• Mood swings or emotional instability

• Depression, sadness, or hopelessness

• Anxiety, particularly around eating situations

• Increased sensitivity to comments about food, weight, or appearance

• Expressing feelings of shame or guilt, especially after eating

Behavioral Patterns:

• Perfectionism and need for control

• All-or-nothing thinking

• Difficulty expressing emotions

• Low self-esteem and negative self-talk

• Decreased concentration and focus

• Increased secrecy or lying, especially about food/eating

Self-Harm and Crisis Signs:

• Self-harm behaviors (cutting, burning)

• Suicidal thoughts or expressions of hopelessness

• Talking about wanting to die or disappear

• Giving away possessions

• Expressing feeling like a burden to others



Type-Specific Warning Signs

Different eating disorders may present with distinct patterns, though there is often overlap.

Anorexia Nervosa - Additional Signs:

• Extreme weight loss or maintaining an unhealthily low weight

• Intense fear of weight gain, even when underweight

• Denial of hunger or claiming to feel full after minimal food

• Excessive layering of clothes, even in warm weather

• Development of rituals around food preparation and eating

Bulimia Nervosa - Additional Signs:

• Weight may be normal, above, or below average

• Evidence of binge eating followed by purging

• Bloodshot eyes or broken blood vessels

• Tooth decay or enamel erosion

• Fluctuating weight

Binge Eating Disorder - Additional Signs:

• Eating large amounts of food rapidly, even when not physically hungry

• Eating alone due to embarrassment about quantity

• Feelings of disgust, shame, or guilt after binge eating

• No purging behaviors

• May have fluctuating weight or weight gain

ARFID (Avoidant/Restrictive Food Intake Disorder) - Additional Signs:

• Extreme picky eating or limited food repertoire

• Lack of interest in eating or food

• Fear of choking, vomiting, or adverse consequences of eating

• Weight loss or failure to gain weight appropriately (in children)

• NOT motivated by body image concerns



What to Do If You Recognize Warning Signs

Recognizing warning signs is just the first step. Here's how to respond with care and effectiveness:

1. Educate Yourself

Learn more about eating disorders before approaching the person. Understanding these conditions will help
you communicate with compassion and avoid common mistakes.

2. Choose the Right Time and Place

Pick a private, calm moment when you won't be interrupted. Avoid meal times or moments when emotions are
already high.

3. Express Concern, Not Judgment

Use "I" statements and focus on specific behaviors you've observed rather than appearance. For example: "I've
noticed you've been skipping meals and seem anxious around food. I'm worried about you."

4. Listen Without Fixing

Allow them to share their experience. They may deny the problem, and that's okay. The goal is to plant a seed
of awareness and let them know you're there for support.

5. Encourage Professional Help

Suggest speaking with a doctor, therapist, or eating disorder specialist. Offer to help them find resources or
accompany them to an appointment.

6. Be Patient and Persistent

Recovery doesn't happen overnight, and the person may not be ready to accept help immediately. Continue to
express your concern and availability.

When to Seek Immediate Medical Attention

Some situations require emergency intervention. Seek immediate help if the person:

• Has suicidal thoughts or plans

• Is experiencing heart irregularities, chest pain, or fainting episodes

• Shows signs of severe dehydration (dark urine, dizziness, confusion)



• Has rapid, significant weight loss

• Is purging multiple times daily

• Has electrolyte imbalances or abnormal vital signs

• Shows signs of organ failure or medical complications

Emergency Resources:

• 911 for medical emergencies

• 988 - Suicide and Crisis Lifeline

• Crisis Text Line: Text "NEDA" to 741741

• NEDA Helpline: 1-800-931-2237



Getting Help and Resources

If you or someone you know is showing warning signs of an eating disorder, professional help is essential.
Eating disorders are treatable, and early intervention improves outcomes.

Treatment Professionals to Consider:

• Physician or primary care doctor for medical evaluation

• Therapist specializing in eating disorders

• Registered dietitian with eating disorder expertise

• Psychiatrist for medication management if needed

• Treatment programs (outpatient, intensive outpatient, residential, or inpatient)

Finding Treatment:

• National Eating Disorders Association (NEDA) Treatment Finder: nationaleatingdisorders.org

• Academy for Eating Disorders Provider Directory: aedweb.org

• Psychology Today Eating Disorder Therapist Directory

• International Association of Eating Disorders Professionals: iaedp.com

Helplines and Support:

• NEDA Helpline: 1-800-931-2237 (Mon-Thu 9am-9pm ET, Fri 9am-5pm ET)

• NEDA Crisis Text Line: Text "NEDA" to 741741

• ANAD Helpline: 1-888-375-7767

• F.E.A.S.T. for families: feast-ed.org

Final Thoughts

Recognizing warning signs is an act of care and compassion. Whether you're concerned about yourself or
someone you love, trust your instincts. Early intervention can be life-saving.

Remember: eating disorders are not a choice, and no one is to blame. They are serious mental illnesses that
require professional treatment. Recovery is possible with the right support.

For more resources and information, visit:

beyondeatingrecovery.com/resources

Early recognition saves lives.




