
Going to University with an Eating Disorder
Leaving Home
Starting university is a unique experience. Leaving your hometown, family and school 
friends is daunting but moving to a new area, making new lifelong friends and gaining 
independence is an experience incomparable to any other. For a young person with an 
eating disorder, university can be an emotionally complex time and undoubtedly can 
come with challenges.  

What do I need to consider before going to University?
It is important to be honest with yourself about whether you feel that you are able to meet the demands of 
university. It is highly unlikely that a university will accept you if you are clearly too ill to manage safely. Many 
universities may also accept you and defer your place whilst you do this. It is better being honest and spending time 
on your recovery if you think this is what you need to do

You may already have support or even therapy in place, perhaps from your GP, local Community Mental Health 
Team (CMHT) or privately, if so you might want to ask them to look into what might be available to you from the NHS 
when you move on. There may also be voluntary organisations offering support in the area. 

Certainly get in touch with your university and find out what student support services are available. Universities have 
counselling services as well as student welfare/support organisations. Most universities’ websites will list all about 
their student support, often the Students’ Union pages are a good place to start. Some universities pages actually 
talk about their eating disorders provision. 
Though you may not view your eating disorder as a disability, emailing or arranging a meeting with your new 
university’s Disability Advisor is the first step to discussing what help and support is available. You can contact the 
Disability Advisor before you move to university, indeed some students get in touch before they make decisions 
about which university offer to accept as it can help you work out which university will be able to support you best. 
All correspondence with a Disability Advisor will be treated confidentially and university offers cannot be rescinded.
Think about if there is any support that you can take with you, telephone helplines, online support and pen-pal 
schemes for example will probably remain available to you when you move and of course there is SWEDA which is 
specifically aimed at supporting young people in these and similar training based situations for people living in the 
Somerset area. 
Finding out simple things like whether you will be living in Halls of Residence (will meals be provided, what cooking 
facilities will you have) can also be useful. 

Once at University
When moving to university you will need to set up a new support network. This means that for the first few months, 
you may feel you have less support than you have had previously. It is important that you have an idea in mind about 
how you will continue to use your existing support network to help you through this transition.

Although it may feel like it, you’re not alone at university and admitting you need support is a major, positive step. 
Support is out there, even if it doesn’t seem immediately clear how you can access it. But the most important thing 
is that you don’t suffer in silence.

Here are some of your options:
 W GP If you haven’t already registered with either a local GP or your university’s medical centre, that should  
  be your first port of call. When you register, tell them about your concerns, and they can refer you for   
  counselling or to a specialist treatment centre if necessary. There are NHS outpatient, inpatient and   
  day patient eating disorder clinics located across the UK.
 W UNIVERSITY COUNSELLORS There are usually free counselling services at universities, which operate   
  separately from the NHS. You can refer yourself for this, but your tutors may also refer you. And you can go  
  for this counselling alongside receiving NHS support. Many universities also run Nightline services during  
  term time.
 



 W SWEDA (Somerset and Wessex Eating disorder association) or other local support charities.  If you live in   
  the SWEDA area you can contact them  (see below for more details) or if in a different area see if there are  
  any local eating disorders charities that might offer you support. 
 W OTHER ORGANISATIONS Beat: Beat is a charity that supports young people with eating disorders. It has   
  helplines, message boards, online forums and live chats, as well as in-person support groups. 
  It also runs Helpfinder, an online directory of eating disorder services
 W STUDENT MINDS - Student Minds is the UK’s student mental health charity.  They run a network of student  
  groups on campuses across the UK providing support and campaigning to improve the state of student   
  mental health.
At university you will have a Personal Tutor, someone who’s role is to help you with your well-being and needs, both 
academic and otherwise, these can be great sources of help if you feel able to share your difficulties with them.
You may also feel it could be helpful to tell your tutors. They may be able to offer help and support, particularly with 
any academic concerns that your eating disorder may raise but also generally.

Other things you can do.
It may help to have a few friends at university who you feel comfortable to share your experiences with about your 
eating disorder. You need to feel safe with, and trusting in, anyone you choose to tell. You need good friends.
New Opportunities. University can be a great place to have new experiences and opportunities. It may be that you 
want to form or join clubs or try something very new and sometimes this can give you extra motivation to move out 
of your eating disorder. Finding something that you really want to do and that you enjoy that your eating disorder 
does not prevent you doing can be a powerful mover for recovery.  It is important to try and explore this side of 
university life rather than burying yourself and your eating disorder in your academic work.

Will going to the GP affect my career prospects?
GPs keep confidential records to which you have a right of access. In some instances when applying for certain jobs 
a health check could be asked for.
Some careers (health care, psychology etc.) may have requirements in terms of a number of years ‘in recovery’ 
(possibly 2 - 5 years for example). You will need to check this out for yourself.
If you are studying in certain areas you may therefore be cautious about seeking NHS help but it is also important 
not to leave things too long. Some people choose to go the private route, although this can be costly, or through 
university counsellors. Generally in such instances records are entirely confidential (with certain provisos) although 
it is always important to check specifically your therapist’s confidentiality policies. University counsellors may be 
bound by certain university policies in addition to their own.

What, if during my studies, I feel unable to carry on?
At times like this you need to draw on all the support mechanisms that you have in place. 
Talking to your tutors and course co-ordinator could be helpful and your university will probably try very hard to 
provide the sort of support that will help you continue should that be what you decide to do. Other options might 
include taking a gap year, deferring you place or perhaps taking a break from study in order to pursue your recovery 
and come back into study at a later date. If you continue with you studies tutors may be able to arrange additional 
help and support for you, perhaps also academically with extensions for assignments and such like but you will need 
to talk things through to find out what is possible.
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