Athletes and Eating Disorders: A Parent's Guide
1. Weight loss. Many teens beginning a sport lose some weight. However, if the amount seems to be large, it is helpful to see if the athlete is still in his or her growth curve. During development, there are individual differences in growth. Your youngster's pediatrician keeps track of this development and usually has plotted an individual growth curve. Thus, the pediatrician can determine if the athlete has fallen below his or her usual growth curve. 
2. Re-setting of weight goals. Since the majority of adolescent girls (and perhaps boys) diet at some point, it can be difficult to determine if a small weight loss is an early sign of an emerging eating disorder. In addition, many teenagers lose weight when they first begin an active sport and become part of a team. If your teenager decides to lose a modest amount of weight, does so, and is satisfied there is probably no problem. On the other hand, if the initial weight goal is achieved and the person resets his or her goal to a lower weight, it may indicate a problem. 
3. Amenorrhea. If your daughter loses her menstrual periods, take it seriously. Although stress of physical exercise can cause amenorrhea, loss of menses can also be an early sign of an eating disorder. Irrespective of the cause, amenorrhea during adolescence is dangerous (thinning of the bones and bone fractures). 
4. Excessive exercise. Although this can be difficult to judge, if your teenager exercises more than is expected by his or her particular sport or particular level in that sport, discussion with your teenager or with the coach may be warranted. For example, if the athlete is part of a basketball team and the coach expects the participants to run a mile two days a week and your teen runs two miles every day, this could be a problem. On the other hand, an elite athlete in training for a marathon may be exercising many hours a day. 
5. Inappropriate dieting behavior. If your teenager is in a group of athletes who are following extreme or unusual dieting practices, this requires your attention. If more than one athlete in his or her group has an eating disorder, there may be undue emphasis on dieting by the coach or by the group in general. Use of Fat Burning Aids, laxatives, or diuretics is also hazardous to a teenager's overall health. 
6. Negative comments by coach or trainer. If you learn that the coach has made negative comments about the weight, shape or performance of any of the athletes in the sport, it is wise to schedule a meeting with the coach and ask him or her to refrain from such comments. Also, many coaches of elite athletes have received training about eating disorders. For example, the USA Gymnastics sponsors education programs for coaches to teach them about eating disorders and how to prevent them in their athletes. It is helpful to determine if the coach has participated in these educational endeavors. If you suspect that the coach is making comments to the athletes that are derogatory, it can be helpful to attend a few practices or competitions to assess the attitudes of the coaches. 
7. Use of exercise to purge. If the teenager exercises regularly after consuming food, he or she may be using exercise to burn up calories. This may be a form of purge behavior. 
8. Intense use of exercise or pursuit of a sport after a significant disappointment. For example, if your teenager was usually quite sociable, but then her boyfriend broke up with her, and she no longer sees her friends, but devotes many hours to daily exercise, this may be a problem. 
9. Avoidance of tasks of adolescence. If the athlete becomes preoccupied with exercise such that they are no longer socializing, achieving in school, or engaged in the process of emancipation from parents, then exercise may have become an inappropriate solution to a problem in one of these areas of development. 
10. Athletic performance and weight loss. The belief that weight loss per se will improve athletic performance is incorrect. Genetic endowment, muscle mass, and motivation are the three factors that most influence performance. If the athlete or coach believes that ever-increasing weight loss will continue to improve performance, this may place the adolescent at risk for an eating disorder. 
11. Unrealistic sport achievement expectations. Although it is helpful to encourage an athlete who has the potential to become an elite athlete, it is counterproductive and perhaps dangerous to encourage an athlete who is not able to become an elite athlete to try to do so. A realist appraisal of the athlete's potential by parent, coach, and athlete will decrease the likelihood of a severe disappointment later. 

