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A Resource For Sports Coaches
Early Intervention and Prevention:
Compulsive Exercise
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What is compulsive exercise?

Compulsive exercise (sometimes called exercise addiction) Activities with friends, bad weather and even injury or
happens when a person is driven to exercise too much. illness will not stop those who compulsively exercise.

This exercise is aimed at preventing some dreaded Patterns of compulsive exercise are linked to certain
consequences such as weight gain, or done to prevent or profound personality traits and serve as a way of coping
reduce distress and is often based on distorted beliefs about with deep-rooted emotional problems including stress and
exercise. anxiety.

What are the signs to look out for when
someone’s relationships with food and
exercise start to become unhealthy?

You may notice:

Exercise is something they are driven to do: they would feel fat or like a bad person if they missed a
workout routine.

They have started to track the number of calories taken in and/or steps they are doing each day.
They have started to exercise more after eating.
They eat less if they cannot workout.

They skip seeing friends, give up other activities and abandon responsibilities to make more time for
exercise.

They cannot take time off and seem anxious or guilty when missing even one workout.

They have started to lose weight.
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They use exercise to manage emotions.
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Some who compulsively exercise may also show signs of a serious condition called the FEMALE ATHLETE TRIAD.

The female athlete triad:
This is a combination of three interrelated conditions:

DISORDERD MENSTRUAL
EATING DISTURBANCES
([extreme dieting lirregular or no
or avoiding certain periods)
foods)
DECREASED BONE DENSITY

(symptoms of osteoporosis)

Social media
and exercise

With widespread access to various fitness apps and social
media sites, activities online can also contribute to an
unhealthy global body image and as well as body training
regimes, as they can encourage people to exercise in a
certain way to achieve a particular (‘perfect’) body shape.

Wider societal standards and portrayals of the body may
force an individual to strive for the ‘perfect’ body or the
‘perfect’ self.

Even if an individual has a fit and healthy body this is not
always congruent with the way that person feels, and this
may explain why some people compulsively exercise to
escape from negative emotions, as extreme exercise can
produce the experience of “A HIGH”.

Associations between drive for thinness / muscularity,
compulsive exercise, and body dissatisfaction have also
been found in a study exploring female “fitspiration’
bloggers.

All of this indicates that both eating disorder symptoms and

compulsive exercise at least share some characteristics and
may therefore be part of the same underlying syndrome.
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The Male athlete triad:

This is a combination of three interrelated conditions:

Low Calories N
- LOW EA
SURPRESSED HPG (energy availability)
(Hypothalamic
Pituitary gland)

Testosterone drops
and Cortisol (stress
hormone) increases

DECREASED BMD
(Bone Mineral Density)

Risk factors for
compulsive exercise

® Obsessive-compulsive traits / OCD

® Perfectionism

* Anxiety and depression

e Stress

® Body dysmorphia

Itis also important to recognise the types of athletes who
are more prone to compulsive exercise because their
activities place a particular emphasis on being thin.

ICE SKATERS, GYMNASTS, DANCERS and WRESTLERS can

feel even more pressure than most athletes to keep their
weight down and their body toned.

RUNNERS ALSO FREQUENTLY FALL INTO A CYCLE OF
OBSESSIVE WORKOUTS.




How can | prevent a young person
from over-exercising?

The best way to prevent over-exercising in young people

is to understand the difference between a healthy amount
of exercise and too much exercise. Young people should

aim to get a balance of aerobic, muscle-strengthening and
weight-bearing exercise. Focusing too heavily on one type of
exercise can result in injury.

Sports Coaches should:

* Ensure athletes in training understand the importance of
rest and recovery.

e Refer an athlete to an eating disorder specialist if they
are chronically dieting or exhibit mildly abnormal eating.
Early detection increases the likelihood of successful
treatment.

* Emphasize the health risks of low weight, especially
for female athletes with menstrual irregularities or
amenorrhea.

* Provide athletes with accurate information regarding
weight, weight loss, body composition, and nutrition
for performance. This will reduce misinformation, and
challenge unhealthy practices.

e De-emphasise weight by not weighing athletes and
eliminate comments about weight.
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Instead, focus on other areas in which athletes can
improve performance.

* It is essential for coaches and trainers to explore their own
values and attitudes towards weight, dieting, and body
image, and how their values and attitudes may affect
their athletes. They should understand their role in
promoting positive self-image and self-esteem in their
athletes.

How to deal with stress and anxiety:

* Yoga - introduce yoga. Yoga helps to slow down the mind
and encourages focus. It is great for reducing stress and
anxiety.

* Breathing exercises - slowing down and taking deep
breaths may help to be less anxious. The 7-11 breathing
technique helps with anxiety and stress.

e Walking in nature - choosing a lighter form of exercise
especially walking in nature, has been shown to have

excellent benefits for our mental health.

® Ensure that you’re available to talk and provide support.



How might
JenUp be of support?

I have recently launched JenUp as an educational hub - primarily to provide
early intervention, as well as to support those who are at the earliest stages
of having an eating disorder.

As well as resources like blogs and podcasts, | also offer educational
workshops and programmes - and to a select number of schools and
sports clubs | can provide group coaching.

See the website for latest details.

Subscribe
to the JenUp newsletter
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