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Unhealthy Weight Control Behaviors in Adolescents

Improving Awareness of the Significant Burden in Washington State

About Unhealthy Weight Control Behaviors

In the US, around 9% of people will be diagnosed with an eating
disorder in their lifetime.” Yet many more participate in unhealthy
weight control behaviors (UWCBs) and never get diagnosed with an
eating disorder.

UWCBSs are actions people do to lose weight or keep from gaining
weight but that may not meet the technical criteria for an eating
disorder. Examples of UWCBSs are fasting, excessive exercising, taking
diet supplements or laxatives, purging (vomiting), and binge eating.3
UWCBs are a mental health condition and can lead to serious and
lifelong physical, mental, and emotional health challenges.?3

People of any gender, sexuality, body size, age, cultural background, or
socioeconomic group can experience UWCBs. Adolescents are in a
challenging stage of physical and emotional developmental, making
them especially vulnerable to the noisy and dangerous body
expectations surrounding them on social media, in pop culture, and
even from peers and family.®4

UWCBSs in Washington State

KEY POINTS
+ Unhealthy weight control behaviors

(UWCBs) are things people do to lose
weight or keep from gaining weight
but may not meet the criteria for a
diagnosed eating disorder.

« UWCBSs are a mental health condition

and increase the risk for developing
eating disorders.

+ Eating less food and exercising for

weight loss were the most reported
UWCBs in Washington State youth in
2025.

+ Youth who are sexually and/or

gender diverse, assigned female at
birth, report having a disability, or
have food insecurity are more likely
to report UNCBs.

The Healthy Youth Survey shows that among Washington State adolescents, UWCB's are concerningly high. In 2025, 1in 3
youth reported at least 1 UWCB in the past year. The 2 most frequent UWCBs were excessive exercising and restricting

food intake.
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Figure 1. Estimated prevalence by type of unhealthy weight control behavior. 2025 Healthy Youth Survey, 10th grade.

The Department of Health’s Youth Advisory Council created their own youth resource! Learn more about unhealthy weight control

behaviors, weight stigma, and eating disorders on the Teen Health Hub https://doh.wa.gov/teenhealthub



https://doh.wa.gov/teenhealthub
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Inequities in Unhealthy Weight Control Behaviors

Youth who identify as sexually and/or gender diverse, are assigned female at birth, report having a disability, or are food

insecure are more likely to report a UWCB than peers who aren't in these groups.® Even though they face more challenges
with UWCBSs, these groups often do not receive care or treatment because of concerns about discrimination, barriers to
accessing mental health care, and weight and body stigma in health care settings.®
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Figure 2. Inequities in the prevalence of unhealthy weight control behaviors among Washington State Adolescents. 2025
Healthy Youth Survey data, 10th grade.

Body and Food Shaming

Around half of Washington adolescents said that, at least once in the past year,
someone in their lives made them feel bad about their body or what they ate. This
is called body or food shaming and it is more common among people who also
experience UNCBs.*

Supporting Our Adolescents

Helping youth build resilience is key! Families, schools, and communities can all
help create safer environments that encourage body acceptance, positive
relationships with food, and joyful movement. Knowing how to recognize UWCBs
can help young people and adults to create more supportive spaces for everyone.

80% of youth who had
experienced shaming also
reported at least one UWCB

Results from the Healthy Youth Survey will help our state continue to monitor compared to

UWCBSs and changing trends among young Washingtonians. The results can also
help state and local leaders to identify specific regions or groups of youth who
most need support. Together, we can help youth thrive and reduce the burden of
UWCBSs in our state.

53% of youth who did not
experience body or food
shaming.
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