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This essay will explore mental health, specifically eating disorders. It will also mention what mental health and eating disorders are, how they affect our health, and how we can treat them.

So, what is mental health specifically? This question explores to answer what is good mental health and what is bad mental health. The World Health Organisation (WHO) defines good mental health as being an individual’s ability to handle life stresses, being able to realise one’s abilities, ability to contribute to one’s community and be able to work effectively and have worked successfully [1]. 

Poor mental health involves thinking, reacting and feeling in ways that are hard to cope with, or even impossible to cope with [2]. The more common mental illnesses themselves include depression and anxiety [2]. This essay’s focus is on eating disorders though, thus exploration into which eating disorders are the most common and they happen to be anorexia nervosa, bulimia nervosa and binge eating disorder also known as BED, according to the NHS [3]. Eating disorders, however, can be categorised into different types classified as OSFED's or other specified feeding or eating disorders and ARFID's or avoidant/restrictive food intake disorders. Having another specified feeding or eating disorder means an individual doesn't fit into symptoms in a typical way for an eating disorder. Having an avoidant/restrictive food intake disorder means an individual will limit or avoid food, or both simultaneously [3].

The causes for such behaviour include genetic and environmental factors ranging from having depression and anxiety, which can give symptoms of an eating disorder [4] to body image dissatisfaction, weight stigma, bullying, perfectionism and a need to control something in one’s life and food is what they choose to manage [4]. Although all these causes make eating disorders complex and hard to fully understand, we know that they tend to develop in adolescence [4] linking back to bullying. Teasing, which can also be a form of bullying [5] is 40% more likely to happen to children of a heavier weight and such comments lead to poor body image and then possibly eating disorders [6], which links with body image dissatisfaction and perfectionism, as mentioned by Bahji (2022) [4]. It is also important to denounce two common myths being that eating disorders only occur in women and that weight alone can tell you if someone has an eating disorder. For the former, men experience eating disorders as well, they just don't develop the more common ones like bulimia, anorexia or binge eating disorder at rates that are just as high [7]. Regarding the latter, you can be at a healthy weight, as determined by your doctor and still have an eating disorder [4].

One might wonder what makes eating disorders so bad. Well, focusing more specifically on categories of low caloric and fluids intake and high caloric and fluids intake complications for simplicity's sake, low caloric and fluids intake causes health complications such as kidney failure, from dehydration, which itself also causes seizures and muscle cramps [8]. Anaemia is also a risk factor from the lack of iron intake in one’s diet and so is hypothermia, as a result of lowered body temperatures, from a lack of energy [8]. Then there's osteoporosis, a weakening of the bones, and a lack of your monthly period from a lack of sex hormones caused by a lack of fat intake, not to mention high cholesterol, constipation from weakened intestines and heart failure from low blood pressure and low heart rate [8]. There were more than just those complications for low caloric intake in my research, and to add high caloric intake complications include diabetes, not breathing during sleep, known as sleep apnoea and stomach rupture from binges [8]. 

Mental illness is a top cause of unhappiness in the world [9]. Happiness is defined as being an emotional state [10], where you experience joy, pleasure, good luck and are content with things in life [11]. What brings us happiness then? Well, there's a whole field of science called 'positive psychology' hoping to figure this out and improve the quality of our lives [10]. Specifically, factors that make us happy have to do with having monetary wealth, good social relationships, the society we live in, culture, the levels of positive thinking one has and general adaptability alongside general temperament [12]. Going back to unhappiness, reduction of life span due to physical health effects and even suicide are all linked with a lack of happiness in individuals worldwide [9]. All of this and it's said to affect over 500 million individuals worldwide [9]. Of those 500 million, 14 million suffer from eating disorders, 3 million being children [1].

With all those statistics on eating disorders mentioned and the terrible health complications they caused listed, the research sought to find how even just the most common disorders can be treated. The research found that treatment involves counselling, like nutritional counselling to help patients adopt healthier eating behaviours [13]. Talking therapy, psychological therapy [14], alternative therapies like hypnotherapy [14] and medications like antidepressants and even sleeping pills can all be used to treat eating disorders and their symptoms [14]. More effective methods of therapy for eating disorders focus on high-risk individuals, having multiple sessions, having interactive work and focusing on risk factors like body image dissatisfaction [15]. In these sessions, the patient may end up criticising body image ideals, as just one example [15].

However, this treatment has a slight issue as most mental health treatments worldwide have long waiting lists and mental health workers are severely understaffed [9]. Not to mention expenditure on mental health services is shockingly lacking [9]. With improvements made in these areas, the numbers should go from only 1/5th of 500 million in treatment to a higher number of people being treated [9]. But what other factors could affect the numbers of individuals in treatment in a positive way? Well, eroding the stigma around eating disorders is one good way of getting more people to feel more comfortable seeking treatment [4] as only 50% of people with an eating disorder will seek to do so [4]. Then prevention itself of adulthood eating disorders would eliminate the need for people to be in treatment later in life in the first place [9]. It's been proposed that targeting mental illness conditions before the age of 20 will significantly reduce how many are affected by them as a whole [9]. Places to do this would naturally include schools where children naturally gather and are already being taught [9]. Adding life skills with evidence-based programmes to the curriculum will make a world of a difference for our youth [9].

This essay explored what eating disorders are, what they involve, their multiple, terrible effects on physical health and how they are typically treated, with a look into what makes effective treatment. It also explored early prevention methods that mentioned involvement in schools for better future outcomes for eating disorder levels.
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