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LETTER FROM THE PRESIDENT

Happy fall! Along with shorter and cooler days, falling leaves,  
and pumpkin flavored goodies come the last Denver Metro  
iaedp chapter events of the year including our final education 
event and our annual fundraising gala! One of the best parts 
of iaedp is the opportunity to network and collaborate with 
like-minded professionals who are committed to providing the 
highest level of care to those who struggle with the full spectrum 
of eating disorders. Our local chapter is truly a community and 
I am grateful to everyone who has volunteered for our chapter, 
attended our events, contributed to the conversations, and 
dedicated their time and energy to this incredible population! 

This year, our annual fundraising gala will be taking place on 
December 8th at the Fleming Mansion in Denver! Details will 
be announced soon. As a non-profit organization focused on 
education, research, awareness, prevention and treatment of 
eating disorders, we rely on our generous sponsors and our 
annual fundraising gala so we can continue to bring networking, 
high-quality educational opportunities, and support through the 
iaedp certification process to the community. We hope you’ll join 
us on December 8th for an evening of fun and relaxation while 
supporting an important cause.

BULIMIA NERVOSA AND THE 
ABUSE OF STIMULANT LAXATIVES
Dennis Gibson, MD 
ACUTE Center for Eating Disorders

Bulimia nervosa is a medical 
illness associated with 
binge eating episodes 
frequently followed by 
purging. Although purging 
can be accomplished 
through many behaviors 
and medications, laxatives 
have been found to be 
used by up to 75% of 

those suffering from this condition, with stimulant 
laxatives being the most commonly abused class 
of laxatives. Some of the more commonly known 
stimulant laxatives are Bisacodyl and Senna, both of 
which can be purchased over the counter, making 
it easy to abuse these medications. However, abuse 
of this class of medications can be associated with 
numerous medical complications. 

The systemic effects of abusing the stimulant laxatives 
include electrolyte disturbances, volume depletion, 
severe edema, and renal malfunction. Hypokalemia 
is the most frequent electrolyte deficiency seen 
with laxative abuse. Hypokalemia has a variety of 
manifestations but most commonly include muscle 
weakness, paresthesias, and cardiac arrhythmias.

Death could even ensue if levels are low enough. 

Severe edema may develop due to a condition 
known as Pseudo-Bartter’s syndrome is where the 
renin-angiotensin-aldosterone system is highly up-
regulated, causing individuals to reabsorb sodium 
and fluid. Renal malfunction may contribute to 
kidney stones, muscle breakdown, further electrolyte 
abnormalities, and in severe cases, hemodialysis may 
be needed short term or indefinitely.

The gastrointestinal complications associated with 
stimulant laxatives include severe diarrhea. Often 
individuals suffering from bulimia may increase the 
frequency of laxative use as this is thought to further 
increase weight loss. However, the amount of nutrient 
malabsorption is minimal with this method as the 
laxatives tend to work in the colon, past the point 
of nutrient absorption. This will only lead to further 
dehydration and systemic effects as stated above.

One complication associated solely with stimulant 
laxatives, specifically Senna, is melanosis coli. The 
stimulant laxatives seem to work by inducing low 
grade inflammation in the bowel. The surface 
cells die off (a process called apoptosis) and a 
black pigmentation is produced in the bowel as 
these dead cells are metabolized. This condition is 
associated with no ill health effects.

One other condition that has been reported with 
stimulant laxatives and is much more serious is 
cathartic colon. In this condition, the colon basically 
becomes an inert tube, incapable of peristalsis. 
Bulimics will often further increase dosing of the 

laxatives to try and counteract this condition, creating 
a positive feedback cycle. If use of the stimulant 
laxatives is stopped, this condition can be reversible.

However, continued use of the laxatives may result 
in irreversible damage to the colon. There are some 
older reports of women whom had been abusing 
stimulant laxatives requiring colectomy due to this 
condition.
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