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She had finished her third quarter of 
her sophomore year, and everything was 
on track. Her grades were good, and she 
had things to look forward to.

There was a driver’s license to get, 
birthdays to celebrate, and fun times 
with friends to have. She felt in control 
and happy. Everything was falling into 
place. Until it wasn’t. 

COVID-19 hit, and it hit hard. All of 
her plans were crushed, and she quickly 
spiraled. She felt alone and helpless.  

Feeling completely out of control and 
unhappy, she needed something to have 
power over and hold on to. To her, the 
natural choice was her body. 

It started slowly. After reading about 
juicing and fasted workouts, she tried 
them, becoming pleased when they re-
deemed results. She had a new purpose 
and was beginning to feel OK. But it 
soon spiraled out of control.

It became an obsession. She constant-
ly weighed herself, refusing to eat and 

working out for extended periods when 
she wasn’t the weight she desired. She 
hardly ate during the day. Her weight 
began to drop to unhealthy levels. But 
she couldn’t stop. 

This girl’s story isn’t unique or unusu-
al. In fact, millions of adolescents nation-
wide have turned to extreme measures to 
cope with COVID-19.

Over the pandemic, the number of 
eating disorders in teenagers has risen 
exponentially. 

“I feel like all of this [...] is the perfect 
storm,” said Dr. Sara Buckelew, the 
director of the UCSF Eating Disorders 
Program, in an interview with the San 
Francisco Chronicle. “There’s isolation, 
there’s social media, there’s difference 
in family dynamics, there’s loss of peer 
groups, there’s so much.” 

For some, eating disorders are also a 
way to assert control over their increas-
ingly turbulent lives.

“COVID-19 has brought about so 
much uncertainty,” said Theresa Chest-
nut, a therapist who specializes in eating 

disorders. “This can be a huge trigger for 
people.” 

This was the case for Alessia Simp-
son*, a Bay Area junior at Washington 
High School. After her school and sports 
ceased, she felt helpless and stuck.

“I had no sense of purpose or moti-
vation,” Simpson said. “I was in a really 
dark place and had nothing to hold on 
to, so I started to focus on being health-
ier. I saw all of these healthy meal plans 
and workouts, and so I started trying 
them. It gave me something to work for.”

However, it got out of hand, and her 
health seriously declined. Simpson’s con-
dition quickly worsened, and she became 
hospitalized. 

“I got to the point where I was work-
ing out really excessively and hardly 
eating anything. My heart rate became 
dangerously low, and I had to be hospi-
talized and closely monitored for a long 
time,” Simpson said.  

Simpson’s experience is anything but 
unique. According to National Public 
Radio (NPR), hotline calls to the Na-
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tional Eating Disorders Association have 
increased 70%-80% in the past year. 

“The rise in the number of calls from 
parents seeking therapy for their child 
that started showing symptoms of an eat-
ing disorder, or kids who were just hos-
pitalized for the first time for an eating 
disorder and needed to find a therapist 
has been staggering,” said Chestnut. “Pre 
COVID-19, I would get four or five calls 
or inquiries a month.  Now I get four to 
five inquiries a week.”

Chestnut’s practice isn’t the only es-
tablishment that’s seen a rise in demand. 
UCSF has seen its number of hospital-
ized patients double, and psychothera-
pists and clinicians have seen unprece-
dented increases in their clientele. Many 
treatment centers and other programs 
are completely booked with extensive 
waitlists. 

“I have my own practice, which has 
been full with a waitlist that is months 
long, and my associates are also full,” 
Chestnut said. “In addition, all of the 
treatment centers specializing in the 
treatment of eating disorders have wait-
lists going into the summer.”

The rise in eating disorders is only 
continuing to worsen as the pandemic 
stretches on. With the lack of available 
resources and in-person help, many 
disorders will continue to worsen and 
remain unchecked, severely hurting 
the health of those affected. It is vital to 
remain aware and check in with family 
and friends during this time and remain 
aware of possible indicators.

“It is so important to be in tune with 
how your family and friends are doing 
at this time,” Chestnut said. “We are at 
a time when many people are reaching 
their breaking points. Things to watch 
for that might indicate eating disorders 
are people beginning to fixate on ‘getting 
healthy’ or beginning to restrict catego-
ries of food, eating in secret, becoming 
more isolative, increased exercise or ob-
session with food and weight, and large 
quantities of food missing at home.”

*Simpson’s name has been changed in 
accordance with Carlmont Media’s anon-
ymous sourcing policy due to the personal 
nature of the content.

By the numbers:

70-80% increase in calls to the National 
Eating Disorders Association

National Eating Disorder Association (NEDA)
Available Mon-Thurs 9:00 am – 9:00 EST and Friday, 9:00 
am EST – 5:00 pm EST
(800) 931-2237 
Text “NEDA” to 741-741 to be connected to a trained volun-
teer at Crisis Text Line
 
The National Alliance on Mental Illness (NAMI)
Available Mon-Fri 10:00 am – 6:00 pm EST 
(800) 950-NAMI (6264)
Text “NAMI” to 741-741 to be connected to a trained volun-
teer at Crisis Text Line

Resources:

58% increase in requests for services 
at a therapist’s office

70%
of patients recieving treatment 
for eating disorders before the 
pandemic reported an increase 
of symptoms

35.8% decrease in in-person outpa-
tient psychotherapy

Source: International Journal of Eating Disorders
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