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Orthorexia
A compassionate guide for understanding, support and recovery

Understanding this presentation
Orthorexia is a commonly used term for an unhealthy preoccupation with eating foods perceived as pure,
healthy or correct. It is not currently a standalone formal eating-disorder diagnosis, but the pattern can
cause significant distress, nutritional restriction and disruption to everyday life.

What may be happening underneath
What begins as an interest in health can become increasingly rigid. Food groups may be eliminated, rules
multiply, social eating becomes difficult and self-worth may become linked with following the rules perfectly.
Breaking a rule can trigger guilt, anxiety or a need to compensate.

Why compassion matters
Eating difficulties and eating-disorder behaviours often make more sense when we understand what they
are trying to manage. They may reduce anxiety, create predictability, soothe difficult feelings, respond to
sensory distress or provide a temporary sense of control. Understanding does not mean ignoring risk; it
gives us a more useful place from which to build change.

Shame usually increases secrecy. Helpful support combines respect for the person with clear attention to
physical safety, nourishment and specialist care where needed.
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Health, treatment and recovery
Because the behaviour is framed as healthy, the seriousness can be difficult to recognise. Nutritional
adequacy, flexibility, social impact, anxiety and the amount of time spent thinking about food all matter
more than whether the rules sound healthy on the surface.

A gentle place to begin
Try replacing 'What is wrong with me?' with 'What is happening for me, what is this helping me manage,
and what would make the next step safer?' A useful step might be telling one trusted person, attending an
assessment, noticing a trigger, accepting nourishment, reducing a harmful behaviour or asking for an
accommodation.

Supporting yourself or somebody you care about
Support focuses on restoring flexibility, adequate nourishment and a less moralised relationship with food.
Recovery can involve tolerating uncertainty, challenging all-or-nothing beliefs and reconnecting with
relationships, pleasure and values beyond eating perfectly.

If you are supporting somebody, avoid becoming the food police. Keep weight, calories and moral
judgements about food out of the conversation where possible. Ask what support feels useful, encourage
appropriate professional care and keep room for ordinary life, humour, interests and connection.

When urgent help is needed
Seek urgent medical help for collapse or fainting, chest pain, severe weakness or confusion, severe
dehydration, blood in vomit, suspected poisoning or obstruction, signs of diabetic ketoacidosis where
relevant, or immediate risk of self-harm. In the UK use 999/A&E; for an emergency or NHS 111 for urgent
advice.

You do not have to become more unwell to deserve help.
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