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ood and eating play an important
Fpart in every athlete’s life. We all

vary in the foods we like, how much
we need to eat and when we like to eat.
Food is essential for our health and for
supplying the energy we need to take part
in sport.

It is normal for athletes to experiment
with their diet. Some try out special sports
foods, while others may adopt vegetarian
or even vegan diets. Some athletes also
try eating more, or less, than usual in
order to change their body shape or
improve their performance. Within reason
this is normal too.

However, extreme eating patterns can
be damaging. Some athletes may develop
an eating disorder. They may restrict their
food intake because they are feeling
unhappy or because they believe that
losing weight will help them run faster.
But eating too little over a period of time
can be emotionally and physically harmful.
Rather than helping you to run faster, it
may ultimately cause you to stop running
altogether.

ANOREXIA NERVOSA
Athletes with anorexia nervosa think about
food and calories all the time. They start
by skipping a few meals and gradually cut
down on carbohydrates (eg: bread,
potatoes, pasta) and rarely eat any fat.
They are afraid that if they eat normally,
they will not be able to compete at the
same level in sport.

This fear means that they are
constantly judging themselves against other
athletes. They want to be better than
everyone else in a race or competition.
Very often, they are deeply afraid of not
being loved, and of their coach, parents or

fellow athletes not approving of their’
running performance.

Often they may do too much training.
Some try to run further and harder than
ever before each time they go out. They
push themselves to extreme physical limits
to lose weight and punish their bodies. As
their weight drops, they feel a sense of
achievement. At this stage they seem to
have endless energy and feel that they
can't keep still. This is the body’s way of
encouraging them to find food, but the
signal is often misunderstood and they
become more active.

However, as they lose more weight,
their athletic performance drops. They feel
too tired to train and become depressed

OF THESE SIGNS?
SICAL
B You have lost a lot of weight
B Your periods have stoppeg — or never
starfed
B You have difficulty sleeping
W You suffer from stomach pains, a bloated
feeling and constipation
B You nofice a layer of soft hair appearing dll
over your bod
M You feel cofc/:l all the fime and get chilblains

PSYCHOLOGICAL .

W You feel fot even when you are thinner than
other athletes

M You set high standards ond want to win
every time

B You ore only interested in running, weight
loss and food

M You want fo train on your own, and lose
touch with friends

B You can’t concentrate

BEHAVIOURAL

B You are pushing yourself harder than ever in
fraining

B You lie about what you have eaten fo your
coach, parents, family and friends

B You weigh yoursefig a lot and think that on
exira pound will affect your running

and weak. Because they no longer have the
energy to run with friends, they feel
isolated, sad and sometimes suicidal.

They may feel that no one around them
understands. However much they try to stay
in control, in reality they have lost control
because their concern about weight and food
is controlling them. For these athletes, losing
fat is the challenge, and food becomes the
opponent in the race for thinness.

The long-term effects of under-eating
can be devastating. Anorexic athletes may
have to stop running because their bodies
become too weak to support them. In
females, periods may stop or become
irregular. Their bones may become brittle,
a condition known as osteoporosis, and
they may suffer repeated injuries and
stress fractures.

BULIMIA NERVOSA
Athletes with bulimia nervosa also want to
be thinner than their rivals. They put
themselves on diets which are far too severe.
But when they get panicky, perhaps near to
an important race, they eat as much food as
they can as quickly as possible.

Afterwards, they feel physically and
emotionally sick. They are ashamed and
disgusted by their behaviour and want to
keep it a secret. Often they tell themselves
that they will never make it to the top in
sport if they lack the discipline to stick to
their strict diet. So, they starve themselves
for a few days or purge their body of food
by vomiting or using laxatives to get rid of
the large amounts of food they have eaten.
And so the cycle starts again.

Many athletes with bulimia nervosa
appear to be popular and able to cope with
any amount of training. But inside they feel
worthless and vulnerable. They think that

BULIMIA: DO YOU RECOGNISE
ANY OF THESE SIGNS?
PHYSICAL

B You regularly suffer from sore throais and
experience infections

B Your periods are irregular

B Your skin is dry or in poor condition

B You feel tired a lot of the time

W Your salivary glonds — at the side of your
ace — are swollen

B You have difficulty sleeping
PSYCHOLOGICAL

W You feel emofional and depressed and have
mood swings

B You feel out of conirol of your life

B You are obsessed with losing weight

8 You are fearful of people discovering your
behaviour

BEHAVIOURAL

B You ect large amounts of food

W You make yourself sick after medls

B You foke laxatives because you think it wil
help you to lose weight

W You are secrefive and lie to your
coach/parents about your eating habits

people wouldn't admire them for their
sporting achievements if they really knew
what they were like. They feel trapped in a
cycle of bingeing and then punishing
themselves, with no escape.

Repeated use of laxatives and making
themselves sick can seriously damage their
health. They may experience tooth decay,
bad breath, throat infections, dehydration,
kidney and bowel problems. Like anorexia,
bulimia can be fatal.

WHERE TO GET HELP

Eating disorders can be very serious. In
some cases they can result in death. If you
think you may have problems with your own
eating habits, it is important to ask for help.
It is difficult for athletes with eating
disorders to get better on their own.



