


od and diet are an important part of

Fany athlete’s training and competitive

programme. For an athlete in any sport

to perform well, they must get an optimum

balance of nutrients and energy to support the
amount of exercise they do.

Experimenting with diet is common in
sport. Searching for the ultimate sports diet to
improve performance is perfectly normal.

However, some athletes develop eating
habits which will not only put their sports
performance at risk, but can also endanger
their health. As a coach, you may be aware
that eating disorders exist in your sport, but
may not know how to spot the warning signs
and the best way to approach an athlete you
suspect has problems with their eating.

This leaflet is designed to help you.

SOME OF MY ATHLETES
WANT TO DIET. SHOULD
I LET THEM?

Only if the athlete is significantly overweight.
Any diet should be compiled and monitored
very carefully, ideally by an accredited sports
dietician (see end of leaflet for details on how
to contact one). A diet that results in more
than 1-2lbs weight loss per week will cause
loss of muscle mass. Weight loss and
consequent performance should be monitored
caretully.

CAN AN ATHLETE
REALLY BE TOO THIN?

Yes. Ultimately, training and competing at a
very low body weight with insufficient energy
and nutrient intake can be dangerous and
even fatal. At the very least, the longterm
effects of under-eating may cause a drop in
performance and an increased risk of stress
fractures. Ultimately it could mean that an
athlete has to stop running altogether.

ARE EATING DISORDERS
COMMON IN ATHLETICS?

Yes. Recent research shows that eating
disorders are much more common in some
sports, like distance running, than in others.
The causes are never straightforward and
differ with every case. In some cases athletes
may develop anorexia because they see
weight loss as a means to better performance
(ie running faster); in others, people with
anorexia become runners because they see it
as a means to faster weight loss. But not
every athlete who diets will develop an eating
disorder, just as thin runners are not
necessarily anorexic. But it is important to be
aware that the problem is out there and, if
possible, to spot it in the earliest stages.

ARE THERE OBVIOUS

SIGNS 1 CAN LOOK FOR?
An athlete will do their best to keep an eating
disorder a secret for as long as possible.
However there are physical and emotional
signs to look out for — see the panel opposite.

WHAT ABOUT THE
LONG-TERM EFFECTS OF
EATING DISORDERS?

Female athletes may suffer menstrual and
fertility problems. The hone-thinning disease
osteoporosis is common in both men and
women and is often the cause of stress
fractures and other injuries. Gastro-intestinal
problems, kidney and bowel disorders are also
common. Eating disorders can even be fatal.

WHAT IF | SUSPECT
THAT AN ATHLETE HAS
AN EATING DISORDER?

Even if you're sure that an athlete has an
eating disorder, they may not be willing to
acknowledge it at first. Accept that they will
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probably deny a problem and may react
badly, whichever approach you take. But
don’t let this deter you if you feel your
suspicions are right.

Be prepared to listen and give time. Let
them know that you are there if they want to
talk to you. Your athlete will need support.
They will want to fee] accepted not just for
their performance in sport, but for their
existence as a person.

SHOULD 1 SEEK
PROFESSIONAL HELP
FOR HIM OR HER?

Only with their agreement. Please refer to the

list of contacts and helpline numbers at the
end of this leaflet for other sources of help.

SHOULD 1 OFFER THEM
ENCOURAGEMENT AS
THEY GET BETTER?

The best way to help is to develop trust and
friendship by being open, honest .and
supportive. However, recovering from an
eating disorder can be painful and frightening.
It will be difficult for them to hear comments
from training partners like: “You are looking
better”, or “good, you are putting on weight”.
Their reaction is likely to be, “Oh no, I am
getting fat. I will never be a good runner again



