The Female Athlete Triad
What is it?
Girls who play sports or exercise intensely are at risk for this Female Athlete Triad. This is
a combination of three conditions: Disordered eating, amenorrhea, and osteoporosis.
A female athlete can have one, two or all three parts of then triad.

1

DISORDERED
EATING
2

AMENORRHEA

• Trying to lose weight as a way to improve athletic

performance

• This can be not eating enough calories to keep up

with energy demands OR avoiding certain types of
food the athlete thinks are “bad” (foods containing
fat)

• This can also be serious eating disorders like

anorexia nervosa (refusing to eat) or bulimia
nervosa (vomiting/binging food)

• When you exercise intensely and fail to eat

enough calories, this can lead to decreases in the
hormones that regulate the menstrual cycle
• A girl’s periods can be irregular or stop
altogether. It’s normal for teens to miss a period
occasionally.

• Girls with the Female Athlete Triad have lower

estrogen

3

OSTEOPOROSIS

• Low estrogen and poor nutrition, especially calcium

intake, can lead to osteoporosis

• This is a weakening of the bones due to the loss of

bone density and improper bone formation and can
lead to stress fractures and other injuries

• During teens you need to be building bone mass, so

not getting enough calcium can have lasting effects
on your bones as you get older.
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Who Gets the Female
Athlete Triad?
Everyday girls have a tendency to worry about
their weight. However, being a competitive athlete
and participating in a sport that requires you to
train extra hard can sometimes lead to excessive
concern over weight and body shape.
Girls with the female athlete triad often care so
much about their sport that they are willing to do
almost anything to improve their performance.
Participating in sports where a thin appearance is valued can put girls at risk for the female athlete
triad, where there is an emphasis on being thin, and having a lean body. Even in sports where body
size and shape aren’t as important, girls may be pressured by teammates, parents, and coaches who
make the mistake of believing that “losing weight” could improve their performance.
Truthfully, losing a few pounds won’t make a difference in improving your performance. People who
are fit have more muscle than fat, so when they cut back on food they are actually starving the
muscle.
Some competitive female athletes who suffer with low self-esteem, family stress and perfectionist
ideals put themselves at a higher risk of having disordered eating problems

What are the Signs and Symptoms of the Female Athlete Triad?
‣
‣
‣
‣
‣

Weight loss
No periods or irregular periods
Fatigue and decreased ability to concentrate
Stress Fractures
Other Injuries

Eating Disorder Signs and Symptoms:
‣
‣
‣
‣
‣
‣
‣
‣

Continued dieting inspire of weight loss
Preoccupation with food and weight
frequent trips to the bathroom during meals
brittle hair or nails
dental cavities because of excessive vomiting due to bulimia
sensitivity to cold
low heart rate, blood pressure,
heart irregularities and chest pain
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Ways to Help!
Make a Doctors Appointment!
• For a medical history and ask questions about your

period, nutrition, exercise, if you are taking any
medications and how you feel about your body.

• To get a blood test to check for anemia (low blood iron

levels), which can be caused by heavy bleeding or
improper nutrition

•To get a bone density test because girls with low body

weight, poor nutrition and who exercise a lot may have a
higher risk of osteoporosis

• Work with a REGISTERED DIETITIAN to help you reach a

healthy body weight and make sure you are eating enough
calories throughout the day. They may also recommend
taking a calcium or Vitamin D supplement.
• Consider talking to a PSYCHOLOGIST or THERAPIST to help you find ways to resolve issues

with low self-esteem, depression, family pressures and school stress.

There may be negative long term effects like bone weakness, reproductive and heart
problems if these issues are not addressed

TIPS FOR FEMALE ATHLETES
Keep Track of Your Periods: Mark down when it starts and stops, and if the bleeding is heavy or
light. That way you will immediately know if you missed one, and this information can be very
helpful for doctors as well.

Don’t Skip Meals or Snacks: We are all constantly busy with school, practice, work and races
that sometimes we forget to eat meals and instead snack like crazy. In order to help with future
performances it is important to eat so pack some bagels, string cheese, nuts and seeds, veggies,
fruit and snack bars.

Visit a Dietitian or Nutritionist who Works with Teen Athletes: They can help you set up a
dietary plan to make sure you are getting all your calories and key nutrients like iron, calcium,
protein and carbohydrates

Do It for You!: Remember its your body and your life, not your coaches or teammates.
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