March 21, 2008

To:  Supervisor

From:  Molly Brunner

Re:  Findings and Overview of Information Searches on Eating Disorders – A Comparison

Introduction

   As you are aware, the teen years are a time of great change.  The onset of puberty contributes to the adolescent’s physical and emotional development.  How teens adapt to these changes, personally, socially, emotionally and within their own families, varies and is dependent upon many factors.  The number of teens who have difficulty with this transition to adulthood, particularly in terms of their body image is too high often resulting in a distorted and negative perception of their body.  Teens whom develop unhealthy means of managing their feelings, using food to comfort, distract, reward or deprive, often manifest some variation of an eating disorder. 

   Information is power.  Having reliable factual information empowers teens to gain a better understanding of what the issues involved are and to be able to then evaluate and re-evaluate their own feelings and choices.  Eating disorders come from an unhealthy relationship with food.  There is no single cause of eating disorders although it is known that emotional issues are usually at the root of the disorder.   Food may be used to meet emotional needs such as the desire for love, wanting to belong, feeling lonely, or wanting to avoid sad feelings or difficult memories. 

  Eating disorders may also stem from internal or external pressures from family, friends, school or society.  Not feeling okay about one’s self, low self esteem, is frequently associated with eating disorders.  It’s also not uncommon for these teens to feel isolated, alone and depressed.  

 These emotional issues and pressures are not the exclusive domain of teens, but is the period of time when eating disorders are more likely to initially surface.  Eating disorders create their own emotional issues, compounding the problem.  If eating disorders are not addressed damaging medical issues may arise, further complicating an unhealthy situation.   Recovery is possible if the diagnosis is made early, but it is a long, challenging and difficult path.  Support is needed to start, and stay, on that path.

  Offering reliable resources where teens can access accurate information about the various types of eating disorders, the range of emotional and physical issues involved, and identifying what steps can be taken, and resources available etc. is a means of offering such support.  It allows the teen to learn that there is a “name” for what’s troubling her/him, that it is hurting them and that there is hope – a way out of such a negative, self-defeating and potentially life-threatening situation.  I feel we have a responsibility to offer such a resource to teens, to encourage their education about themselves and the world.

  To this end I have reviewed the Rosen Teen Health and Wellness Database and compared it to a more general search of internet resources.

Rosen Teen Health and Wellness Database

  The Rosen Teen Health and Wellness Database is an online subscription database that offers a one stop source for a host of adolescent concerns.  There are links on the Teen Health and Wellness home page, in alphabetical order that will take you to the topic of choice, in our case, Eating Disorders.  

   On the Eating Disorder home page there is a simple outline of major topics with links to the articles:  1) Diet Dangers: diet fads and drugs; 2) Disorders: anorexia, bulimia, body dysmorphic disorder, binge eating, obesity and exercise addiction; 3) Recovery & Support Groups: and 4) Weight Issues: athletes and eating disorders, food and your family, negative body image and weight and depression.  There is also the option to do a general search.

   The links direct you to the various articles.  On the left side of the page are links to additional sections of the main article.  For example, on the Bulimia Nervosa page, the links are to the following articles: What is Bulimia Nervosa?, Why Do People Get Bulimia?, Ten Great Questions to Ask When You’re Asking for Help, Recovering from Bulimia, Myths and Facts about Bulimia and Developing a Positive Body Image.  There are also links to Resources, Further Reading and a Glossary; and additional links to related articles.  It is easy to navigate to the next article or return to the previous one.  All pages have a similar design and are easy to navigate.  In addition, each page has a Hotline link that provides a number for a Suicide Hotline if needed.  

   The Rosen database covers a full range of topics in a thorough, in-depth manner.  Information describes what an eating disorders is, warning signs, its causes, symptoms and treatment.  Myths and facts, body image and the media, handling concerns about friends, questions to ask, information for coaches and parents, getting help and much more is offered.  They also discussed healthy weight and suggestions for living healthy.
Internet Sites

  Another option for gathering information on eating disorders uses Google to conduct a search.  Numerous websites were brought up which initially made it difficult to decide which sites to peruse.  In reviewing the sites I became aware that some were sponsored by large organizations such as the National Eating Disorders Association as well as by government organizations like the National Institute of Mental Health.  In addition, there were several sites sponsored by established medical organizations such as The Mayo Clinic and The American Academy of Family Physicians.

  In reviewing the above mentioned sites I discovered that some sites were more thorough than others.  The majority of them provided succinct summaries defining what the various eating disorders are, typically just focusing on anorexia, bulimia and binge-eating.  Not one of them mentioned obesity.  Brief summaries also offered information on diagnosis and symptoms, resulting medical problems, treatment, prevention and coping strategies.  

   A few of the sites offered information specifically geared toward teenagers, and included information/articles on related issues such as tips for coaches, laxative abuse, helping a friend, etc.  Although this illness is found primarily in women, men are not immune and this is addressed more directly in a couple of the sites, as were women of color, than in the Rosen database.  Another site, the National Eating Disorders Association, was pretty thorough and presented information for educators, treatment costs and insurance and even an online chat room.
Advantages and Disadvantages

   The advantages of the Rosen Database include: 1) knowing that the source is professional, valid and reliable, 2) it’s a one-stop shopping experience with no need to take the time to maneuver through different sites, 3) is clear and easy to navigate through, 4) no advertising or biased reporting; and 5) fairly thorough reporting of information on the subjects offered, and covered a wider range of subjects, an in more depth, than most of the other websites.  
   The main disadvantage to the Rosen Database is that it’s a subscription service that one has to pay an annual fee to access.  There were a couple of topics where more in depth information could have been offered, or the information was buried in a couple of layer, so it would have been more helpful to include links to topics such as ‘males and eating disorders’ and ‘what parents could look for’.

     The advantage of the Internet sites is of course that they are free and there are several sites to choose from.  I searched under eating disorders, but one could also search for each specific eating disorders and obtain different sites with some overlap.  The sites themselves overall were fairly easy to navigate through, although not quite as straightforward as the Rosen site.  Most had a toolbar listing links to the different sections of the website.
     A couple of the sites covered a good range of information.  For example, the National Association of Eating Disorders site had an index listing 53 topics, clear and easy to read, with links to further information.  There was information for educators and coaches, discussion about the role of the media, cultural factors and dealing with the holidays,  Treatment options and support group information was included as well as the basics about the specific eating disorders.  
    Another site, The National Association of Anorexia Nervosa and Associated disorders site also addresses legislative efforts, news events and advocacy concerns,  An online chat/support group is available, which with the anonymity that provides could open the door for someone seeking help, empowering them to take further steps in their recovery.  In addition, more details were presented on a couple of the medical sites in regard to complicating medical issues,    

     There are too many sites to sift through when searching the internet and it may be difficult to discern if the site is reputable.  This is a disadvantage to searching on the internet as one would need to weed through all the hits, opening each link and searching the site.  But if a site is sponsored by a government agency, a national organizations or a recognized medical group it could be considered to be providing accurate information, which several of the sites were.  
   All that being said, much of the information provided on the internet sites lacked a thoroughness and depth of information.  Too often information was provided in succinct summaries, almost like brief sound-bites.   
   Another drawback to using internet resources is having to deal with all the advertisements – every one of the internet sites that I mentioned above had some sort of advertisement.  The advertisements are distracting.  A couple of the sites had information about making donations; one site had a store selling curricula lesson plans, books, clothing and jewelry all related to eating disorders/body image.  This might be useful for some, but overall takes away from the focus topic and feels pushy.
Recommendation

   It was a difficult decision, but after comparing the options, weighing the advantages and disadvantages, I ultimately decided to recommend the Rosen Database over the Internet search.  What tipped the scale in this decision was the depth and thoroughness of the information provided by the Rosen database, and that it was set up in a simple and easy to follow format.  There may have been some minor gaps of information, buy nothing of major import that would detract from the positives of the Rosen database.  In fact, the Rosen database seemed more appropriate for teens.   The Internet sites seemed to be geared primarily towards adults with its advertising, donation links and conference listings - another factor tipping the scale in favor of the Rosen database.

   Plus, in the Rosen resources section, links to some of the above mentioned Internet sources, such as the National Association of Eating Disorders, were given so one could refer to these sites if one so chose.  This conveys a sense of credibility to the particular Internet sites as one trusts the Rosen site to be reputable and valid.  
I hope this was helpful.

Molly Brunner
