
Warning signs for eating disorders
Information for parents of teens
Eating disorders can present in many ways. Some may develop slowly, others quickly.  It’s not easy to tell if 
someone has an eating disorder simply based on how someone looks.  

Eating disorders often present with other illnesses and disorders (Depression, Anxiety, Obsessive 
Compulsive Disorder, Autism Spectrum Disorders and Type 1 Diabetes), which sometimes makes them 
challenging to identify and also treat.

How an eating disorder develops and ‘looks’ will be different for everyone. Common warning signs include:

PSYCHOLOGICAL BEHAVIOURAL PHYSICAL

Your teen’s friends, their school/coach or another family member may raise concerns. It is important that concerns 
are taken seriously. Trust your instincts, learn more and if you suspect an eating disorder is developing, seek help.   
The table below, guides you on what to look out for and next steps.

• Rapid weight loss, gain or 
weight fluctuations (not 
puberty related).

• Loss or disturbance of 
menstruation.

• Fainting or dizziness.
• Feeling tired and not sleeping 

well.
• Lethargy and low energy.
• Signs of damage due to 

vomiting including swelling 
around the cheeks or jaw, 
calluses on knuckles, damage 
to teeth and bad breath.

• Inability to regulate body 
temperature.

• Illness/Injuries (and not 
resting).

• Preoccupation with eating, 
food, body shape and weight.

• Distorted body image.
• Feeling anxious and or 

irritable around meal times.
• Feeling ‘out of control’ around 

food.
• ‘Black and white’ thinking (e.g.

rigid thoughts food is ‘good’ or 
‘bad’).

• Using food as a source of 
comfort. 

• Using food as self-punishment 
(e.g. refusing to eat due to 
depression, stress etc.)

• Traits such as perfectionism, 
obsessive-compulsiveness, 
harm avoidance.

• Low self-esteem.

• Restrictive eating and dieting.
• Eating in private/avoiding eating 

with others (e.g. not eating at 
school).

• Evidence of binge eating (taking and 
hiding food and wrappers).

• Frequent trips to bathroom after 
meals.

• Purging behaviours (vomiting/ 
laxatives/diuretics/ exercise).

• Changes in clothing style.
• Compulsive or excessive exercise.
• Changes in food preferences/eating 

style.
• Obsessive rituals around food 

preparation/eating.
• Sensitivity to comments about body, 

weight, eating, exercise habits.
• Secretive behaviour around food.



BE PREPARED

This table is for illustrative purposes only. These are examples of potential thoughts, attitudes and behaviours that 
may be experienced.  They are not representative of all experiences. A person may experience any of these in a 
range of weights, shapes and sizes. 

Thriving Concerning Disordered Eating Eating Disorders

Mindset might 
sound like

“I feel pretty good about my 
body and self.  I think about 

eating, exercise and my 
body in mostly positive 

ways”.

“I don’t like my body/(insert 
body part) one bit”.

“I’m going to change the way 
I eat”.

“I need to exercise more to 
change my body”.

“I’d be happier if I looked like 
(insert person)”.

“I hate my body”. 

“Unless my body looks a certain 
way (size/weight/shape)  I don’t 

like it”.

“I struggle to go out – I am not 
comfortable with how I look”.

“ I am thinking about 
exercise/training a lot”.

The eating disorder 
mindset is manipulative, 

controlling, negative, 
nasty – the eating 

disorder mindset will use 
anything against the 

person.

Attitudes Good self esteem and 
mostly positive body image.

• Experiencing feelings of 
body dissatisfaction more 
often.

• Attaching self-worth to body 
shape, size, image.

• Preoccupation with how 
their body looks.

• High-severe level of body 
dissatisfaction.

• Very preoccupied with body 
weight, shape and/or size.

• Activities avoided due to  body 
discomfort/ distress. 

• Eating and exercise choices 
motivated by weight and shape 
change.

Eating disorders are a 
mental and physical 
illnesses. They are

not a lifestyle choice, 
attention seeking or 

something a person will 
grow out of. 

They cause distress and 
are used to manage 

emotional pain.

Eating behaviours

Watch the Body Kind 
Families video on 
helping your teen 
have a positive 
relationship with 

eating

Typical and balanced 
eating. 

• Eats a range of foods, for 
fun and nutrition.

• Responds to body cues 
around hunger, satiety 
and fullness.

• eats at regular intervals.

• Calorie counting or 
increased interest in 
ingredients/food labels.

• Increased restrictive 
dieting/eating.

• Removing/avoiding food 
groups.

• ‘Healthyfying’ recipes.
• Occasional under or over 

eating.

• Rigid eating patterns.
• Avoiding and cutting out meals 

or food groups.
• Constant dieting.
• Binge eating.
• Compensatory behaviours.
• Daily activities negatively 

impacted.

Eating disorders are 
much more than just 
being about ‘eating’ 

and/or food. But eating 
behaviours are 

disordered and the 
range of behaviours 

experienced may 
change over time. 

Physical activity

Watch the Body Kind 
Families video on 

helping your teen have 
a positive relationship 
with physical activity

Regular/consistent physical 
activity. 

• Participates for a range of 
reasons; enjoyment, health 
and possibly competition.

• May use exercise to 
compensate for eating or to 
undo feelings of guilt and 
shame from eating.

• “Energy in vs energy out” 
mentality with physical 
activity.

• Physical activity choices 
driven by body shape/ 
weight/appearance.

• Distress if exercise can’t be 
performed or sessions missed.

• Rigid exercise practices.
• Used to compensate for food 

eaten and/or to change body 
weight/shape.

• Over-training symptoms 
experienced.

• Exercise avoided due to body 
shame.

Exercise is driven, rigid 
and compulsive. Over-
training symptoms may 
be experienced (and 

ignored).  

Should I do 
something?

For more information 
see the video and tips 
sheet -‘What to do if 
you are concerned’.  

Yes. Keep supporting and 
celebrating these attitudes 
and behaviours

Yes.  Doing something earlier 
rather than later is always 
recommended.  Talk to your 
teen, seek to understand. 
Remain calm, but alert and 
continue to role model positive 
attitudes and behaviours. 

Yes. Disordered eating is a 
significant risk factor for the 
development of an eating disorder 
and can have serious 
consequences on a person’s 
physical and mental health.  Refer 
to the ‘What to do if you are 
concerned’ information.

Yes.  Eating disorders 
require professional 
diagnosis and 
treatment. Butterfly’s 
National Helpline can 
guide you in getting 
support. Visit 
www.butterflyorg.au

www.butterfly.org.au

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YnGM3b635JY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hVmVIEzatTo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fdjo4o2vEbw
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fdjo4o2vEbw
https://butterfly.org.au/Get%20Support/Helpline/
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