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Effects of Binge Eating Can Be Felt
in the Workplace, but Hope Is Available
through Employer-Sponsored Programs
At the beginning of each year, folks often
make resolutions to get in shape, lose weight,
or change some lifestyle behavior that they
might not seriously consider changing at other
times of the year. A few weeks or months go
by, and they slowly lose interest in or increasingly find it difficult to stick with those resolutions. The daily struggle to overcome the lifestyle behavior or lose weight remains, however,
resulting in an all-too-familiar scenario for
many. Having an eating disorder is one such
struggle.
When asked what the most common eating
disorders are, most people might say anorexia
or bulimia, but there’s another eating disorder
that can be just as detrimental — binge eating.
In fact, binge eating is the most common disorder of all three, affecting more people than
anorexia and bulimia combined.1
“Binge eating is a red flag for costly health
issues in the workplace,” explains Rich
Bedrosian, PhD, director of Behavioral
Health Science for HealthMedia, Inc., a
Johnson & Johnson company and part of the
Wellness & Prevention business that offers a
Web-based digital health coaching program
based on behavioral science. “Many employers know that obesity has a negative effect
on workplace productivity, a high chance
of leading to chronic illness, and a high correlation to depression. What they may not
know is that obesity is a behavioral health
issue, and successful obesity treatments are

available through disease and behavioral health
management.”
To get a complete understanding of the
impact of binge eating, it is important to look
at it from several perspectives, says Bedrosian.
First, binge eating is a major component of
obesity. It affects about 2 percent of men and
3½ percent of women in the general population; however, in a population of people with
obesity and severe obesity, those percentages
rise significantly. About 10 to 15 percent of
people with moderate obesity are binge eaters,
and 25 percent or more of people with severe
obesity are binge eaters. Furthermore, if someone has a binge eating disorder — even if it is
relatively mild —it eventually results in weight
gain, he adds.
Second, in terms of the population of people
with weight problems, binge eaters stand out
as one of the most distressed and costly in
terms of health care dollars and health care
outcomes. Compared to non-binge eaters,
binge eaters have more psychological problems,
depression, suicide, and anxiety, says Bedrosian. They have more physical problems and
more likely complications; they also have poor
response to weight management interventions.
In general, someone with a compulsive eating
disorder is going to have a more difficult time
managing his or her weight.
Third, studies conducted by HealthMedia
have found that binge eaters exhibit a level
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of productivity impairment in the workplace.
“This is not just a disorder that takes place
when someone is eating. It also has emotional consequences, so it creates distress in
people and spills over into other areas of their
life, such as the workplace,” says Bedrosian.
“There’s a tremendous amount of psychological space that the problem takes up in
someone’s life, and that’s where we believe
the productivity impairment surfaces. As a
result, even though people may show up for
work, they are not fully engaged. It’s a vicious
cycle that affects not only how they feel about
themselves but also how they live and how they
work.”
One of the most difficult barriers to treating binge eating is the stigma surrounding the
disorder itself. Often, it is a behavior people
are ashamed of and don’t necessarily want to
admit. This is true of women as well as men,
stresses Bedrosian. “It is a stigmatized behavior. Because it involves a loss of control, people
are embarrassed and ashamed by it, and they
aren’t going to just volunteer that they have a
problem,” he explains. “Anything we can do
to educate people about this problem is very
important.”
Employers play a key role in this, says Bedrosian. “By the time somebody gets to the
attention of the health care system, they might
already be in a high-risk category. Employers,
particularly those trying to establish a culture
of health, are in a position to do some early
screening and provide intervention for people
with binge eating before it gets to this stage. For
example, employers can use health risk assessments to look for modifiable risk behaviors —
like smoking, nutrition, et cetera. And we know
that people are more likely to disclose stigmatizing behaviors to more of a computer-based
assessment rather than say it face to face. It’s
easier, it’s less embarrassing.”
Recent developments in the area of cognitive behavior therapy (CBT) can help people
gain control of their eating behaviors and
learn how to manage the “thinking” and “feelings” that go along with the problem, notes

Bedrosian. “CBT has been found effective for
a number of psychological problems, including
binge eating. It focuses not only on controlling
the behaviors directly linked to binge eating
but also the coping strategies used to handle
the precursors of binges. But that’s only if the
problem is diagnosed. Unfortunately, only a
small number of people with eating problems
(the estimate is about one in 10) gets diagnosed, and only a very small percentage of
those go on and get specialty care. So, the first
task is diagnosis, and then the therapy can
begin.”
HealthMedia offers a digital coaching program aimed at helping binge eaters change their
behavior. HealthMedia® Overcoming™ Binge
Eating uses evidence-based techniques to help
individuals stop binge eating and compulsive
eating, battle obesity, and improve their overall
quality of life. Through a series of interactive
exercises, participants establish a pattern of
regular meals and snacks while learning strategies to curb urges to overeat. HealthMedia®
Overcoming™ Binge Eating also helps each
participant challenge and change the negative
thoughts and beliefs that create a predisposition toward binge eating.
HealthMedia® Overcoming™ Binge Eating
emulates a behavioral health coaching session,
without the coach, to deliver an individually
personalized binge eating management plan.
Program features include:
• overcoming misconceptions about eating and
dieting;
• overcoming misconceptions about weight
and weight loss;
• identifying and managing triggers for binge
eating;
• changing thinking patterns that lead to eating problems;
• developing strategies to prevent overeating;
• improving body image; and
• preventing a relapse.
For additional information about HealthMedia or its digital health coaching programs,
go to www.healthmedia.com. ■
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