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Everyone can benefit by paying more attention to choosing
healthy foods. But a small number of people can become
obsessed with the "perfect" diet, and fixate on eating only
"pure" foods.

Dr. Stephen Bratman coined the term "Orthorexia nervosa" to describe
a "fixation with righteous eating". It comes from the Greek words
"orthos," meaning straight or proper, and "orexia," meaning appetite.
According to Dr. Bratman, orthorexics are concerned with the quality
of food they are eating, having rigid rules about avoiding pesticides,
herbicides and artificial additives. Many refuse to allow sugar, salt,
sodium, gluten, corn and other foods into their diet. So, is this an
eating disorder or just being fussy?

Orthorexia is not a clinical term, and it has not been officially defined
as a disorder. "There's not enough scientific evidence about it, but in
my opinion it's definitely more than just extreme food fussiness," said
accredited practising dietician and nutritionist, Julie Markoska.

"If you think of normal unrestrictive healthy eating on one end of the
'eating' spectrum and anorexia nervosa or bulimia nervosa on the other
end, then you'll find restrictive patterns of eating and dieting will fall
somewhere along that continuum."

When does healthy eating become an obsession?

According to Dr. Bratman, what tips the balance from a focus on
healthy eating to having orthorexia is the rigid restriction and
obsession in food selection. Orthorexics limit their diets to what they
consider "clean" foods, but the restriction and eating regimens can
vary from person to person, with some pursuing raw foodism, a vegan
lifestyle, a fruitarian diet, paleo diets and in one remarkable case that
Dr. Bratman discovered, commit to eating only yellow foods.

The fixation about which foods are "clean" means orthorexia sufferers
can end up malnourished. The condition can also lead to "social
exclusion and alienation", said Dr Bratman, as suffers isolate
themselves and avoid social situations with friends that involve food.

Markoska agrees: "Disordered eating is not always a problem, but it
can be if the restrictions become severe and result in an obsession
around eating that gets in the way of normal everyday activities like
work and family life, or cut out essential nutrients and cause
malnutrition or other physiological problems. You can become socially
isolated because you plan your life around food and become
malnourished because of the strict restrictions. That’s where the
problem lies."

Simply being conscious of what you eat and trying to eat healthily is
not "orthorexia", says Markoska. "It's only a problem if it becomes an
obsession with healthy eating that is all consuming."
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Some of the signs are:

Constantly thinking and worrying about food quality, how your food
is processed or what is in it.
Not being able to eat something as a "treat" just for pleasure or
because it tastes good.
Spending a lot of time planning your meals and snacks.
When eating "healthy" food becomes more important than anything
else.
Feeling guilt and self-loathing when you break your diet.
Not being able to eat out or eat meals prepared by other people
without feeling anxious.

How do you treat orthorexia?

Orthorexia is hard to diagnose, as there is no agreed definition for the
condition, but Markoska says she has treated patients who are
obsessive about healthy eating and have "disordered eating"
behaviours. "I would treat it as disordered eating at the outset and then
deal with it in the same way as anorexia nervosa if it looks like it could
be orthorexia."

In fact there are a few similarities to anorexia, because sufferers of
either conditions will form a fixation about what food is eaten and how
much. "In that sense, it's similar to anorexia nervosa and bulimia,
which is why there's the debate as to whether or not it’s even a
separate condition or simply a type of anorexia," she said.

Orthorexia is also a condition of our time. There are constantly
conflicting messages, particularly on the Internet, about the health
benefits of specific foods. Head to any bookshop, you will find a
plethora of books about diet and nutrition with conflicting information —
some food books advocate a raw vegan diet, a paleo diet or strict
macrobiotic diet. Is it possible to follow these restrictive eating
regimens and be healthy?

Yes, it's possible but not necessary, says Markoska. "To be healthy
on such restrictive diets requires lots of planning, a good
understanding of nutrition and often supplementation."

"For example, if you follow the paleo diet but you're not a fan of vegies,
you could end up eating high amounts of saturated fat, which raises
your cholesterol, and increases your risk of heart disease. Inadequate
calcium on a vegan diet can lead to osteoporosis and untreated
vitamin B12 deficiency can cause severe and irreversible damage to
your nervous system," she says.

Julie Markoska can be contacted through
www.juliemarkoska.com.au and www.eatsmarter.com.au.
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