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Eating Disorder Red Flags for Physicians
CENTERS FOR EATING DISORDERS

Eating disorders have the highest mortality rate of any mental
illness, and anorexia is the third most common chronic illness
amongst adolescents1 . An estimated 4% of anorexic individuals
and 3.9% of bulimic individuals will die from the complications
of the disorder2 . Unfortunately, these numbers are underreported
because eating disorders and their mortality rates are not tracked
by government agencies.
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Eating disorder complications can impact every organ and every
system of the body. Individuals with anorexia also often have
co-occurring mental health or substance abuse disorders. Purging
behaviors, such as self-induced vomiting, abuse of laxatives,
diuretics, diet pills, appetite suppressants or other stimulants,
further elevate the risk of serious complications. Excessive exercise
may accompany this behavior.
While some of the symptoms and complications of eating
disorders are easily recognizable, others can be easily overlooked.
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Cardiovascular/Circulatory
An estimated one-third of deaths due to anorexia nervosa are due to cardiac causes.
Symptoms may include:
• Bradycardia
• Cardiac arrhythmias
• Chest pain
• Mitral valve prolapse
• Myocardial infarction

• Blood abnormalities including
leukopenia (reduced white blood cells)
and anemia (reduced red blood cells)
• Orthostatic hypotension
• Heart failure

Gastrointestinal
• Gastroparesis

• Thrombocytopenia (low platelet count
due to liver dysfunction)

• Kidney infection/failure

• Cathartic colon – potentially irreversible

• Cramps, bloating, constipation, diarrhea

• Liver failure
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Eating Disorder Complications

Refeeding Syndrome
Patients who are malnourished may be at risk of refeeding
syndrome – potentially fatal shifts in fluids and electrolytes
that can occur when nutrition is reintroduced to patients
who are starving.
During prolonged fasting or starvation, the body undergoes
hormonal and metabolic changes in an attempt to protect
itself from muscle and tissue breakdown. When nutrients
are reintroduced, at-risk patients may experience swelling
throughout the body. In extreme cases, swelling can spread
to the lungs, putting patients at risk of death.
Identifying patients at high risk of refeeding syndrome
and following established clinical guidelines for managing
these patients is critically important.

• Osteopenia

• Hair loss

• Osteoporosis – potentially irreversible

• Lanugo

• Weakness & fatigue

• Dental erosion & decay

Endocrine
• Amenorrhea

• Hypokalemia

• Iron deficiency/anemia

• Electrolyte imbalance

• Hypoglycemia, hyperglycemia,
prediabetes

• Dehydration

• Low testosterone

• Refeeding edema

• Vitamin and mineral deficiencies

• Hyponatremia
1. Public Health Service’s Office in Women’s Health, 2000
2. Crow, S.J., Peterson, C.B., Swanson, S.A., Raymond, N.C., Specker, S., Eckert, E.D., Mitchell, J.E. (2009)
Increased mortality in bulimia nervosa and other eating disorders. American Journal of Psychiatry 166, 1342-1346.
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The Anatomy of Eating Disorders
CENTERS FOR EATING DISORDERS

How Anorexia Affects the Whole Body
Brain and Nerves

Cheeks

Impaired cognitive function, mood swings
and irritability, poor memory or judgment,
changes in brain chemistry

Swelling, soreness

Hair
Hair thins and gets brittle

Heart
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How Bulimia Affects the Whole Body

Mouth
Cavities, tooth enamel
erosion, gum disease,
teeth sensitive to hot and
cold foods

Low blood pressure, slow heart rate, fluttering
of the heart (palpitations), heart failure

Muscles

Blood

Heart

Anemia, hyponatremia, hypotension

Irregular heartbeat, heart
muscle weakened, heart
failure, low pulse and
blood pressure

Muscles, Joints and Bones
Weak muscles, swollen joints, bone loss,
fractures, osteoporosis

Kidneys
Kidney stones, kidney failure

Body Fluids
Low potassium, magnesium and sodium

Intestines
Constipation, bloating

Hormones
Hormonal changes, including reproductive,
thyroid, stress and growth hormones.
If pregnant, higher risk for miscarriage,
having a C-section, baby with low
birthweight, and post-partum depression

Fatigue

Brain
Depression, fear of gaining
weight, anxiety, dizziness,
shame, low self-esteem

Throat and Esophagus
Sore throat, esophageal
eruption, Barrett’s esophagus

Blood
Anemia

Kidneys
Problems from
diuretic abuse

Stomach
Ulcers, pain,
gastric rupture,
delayed emptying

Skin
Abrasion of knuckles, dry skin

Body Fluids
Dehydration, low potassium,
magnesium and sodium

Intestines
Constipation, irregular
bowel movements,
bloating, diarrhea,
abdominal cramping

Hormones
Irregular or absent period

Skin
Bruise easily, dry skin, growth of fine hair
all over body, get cold easily, yellow skin,
nails get brittle

Rosewood offers specialized care for adults and adolescents of all genders. If you have a patient
who needs help, call us at (844) 676-0472. We are in-network with most insurance providers.
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