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EXERCISE
ADDICTION

PARISEN DROPPED 60 POUNDS 
WITHIN TWO MONTHS BEFORE 
REALIZING HIS OBSESSION
WITH EXERCISE.
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,
W�DOO�EHJDQ�ZLWK�D�NQHH�LQMXU\�GXULQJ�
her sophomore year soccer season at 
Hobart-Williams Smith College. The 
required rest for rehab left Tiffany 

Jones out of shape and displeased with 
her level of performance. She returned 
WR�WKH�ÀHOG�DQG�KHU�UHJXODU�WUDLQLQJ�
VFKHGXOH�GXULQJ�KHU�MXQLRU�\HDU��ORVW�WKH�
extra weight, and began to feel and look 
better. The improvements pleased her, 
EXW�VKH�ZDQWHG�PRUH��´,W�ZDV�VRPHWKLQJ�
completely in my control,” Jones says. 
She did it for the natural endorphin 
rush, but before she knew it, it became 
a compulsion. Jones began counting her 
calories, weighing herself multiple times 
a day, working out at the gym, and lifting 
weights after games. She lied to her 
friends and would work out instead of 
spending time with them or going out. 

Jones continued this routine 
through the spring semester and into 
the following summer. Her performance 
RQ�WKH�ÀHOG�LPSURYHG��DV�GLG�KHU�ERG\�
LPDJH�DQG�DWWLWXGH��XQWLO�VKH�ÀQDOO\�
KLW�D�GHDG�HQG��´,�ZDQWHG�WR�GR�WKLQJV�
EXW�P\�ERG\�MXVW�FRXOGQ·W�GR�LW�µ�-RQHV�
explains. Overworked, Jones lacked the 
calories needed to sustain herself over 
extended workouts. She became victim 
to an exercise addiction that took over 
her life. 

([HUFLVH�DGGLFWLRQ�LV�GHÀQHG�DV�D�
condition in which an individual exercises 
excessively, often to the detriment of his 
or her physical and psychological health 
DQG�ZHOO�EHLQJ��,W·V�DFFRPSDQLHG�E\�
symptoms of stress fractures, depression, 
and amenorrhea (absence of a menstrual 
period), and noted by signs such as 
rigid routines, increase in exercise over 
WLPH��DQG�À[DWLRQ�RQ�ZHLJKW�ORVV��,W�
most often affects athletes or habitual 
exercisers, but not always. There aren’t 
PDQ\�GHÀQLWLYH�VWDWLVWLFV�UHJDUGLQJ�WKLV�
GLVRUGHU�EHFDXVH�LW·V�QRW�GHÀQHG�E\�WKH�
'60�,9��D�GLDJQRVWLF�DQG�VWDWLVWLFV�PDQXDO�
used by clinical psychologists to diagnose 
cognitive and behavioral disorders. 
However, according to Jeffrey Pauline, a 
sport psychology consultant and assistant 

professor in the Department of Sport 
0DQDJHPHQW�DW�6\UDFXVH�8QLYHUVLW\��WKH�
area of exercise and health psychology 
as a whole has boomed over the last 10 
years, though, especially in terms of 
research. 

(WKDQ�3DULVHQ��D�VHQLRU�ÀQDQFH�DQG�
PDUNHWLQJ�PDMRU�DW�68�VD\V�WKDW�LQ�D�ZD\��
he’s addicted to exercise, but believes 
LW·V�D�KHDOWK\�DGGLFWLRQ��´,�XVH�LW�DV�D�
way to keep my life in balance.” Parisen 
began a rigorous exercise routine his 
MXQLRU�\HDU�RI�KLJK�VFKRRO�DIWHU�MRNLQJO\�
EHLQJ�FDOOHG�D�IDW�DVV��´,W�NLQG�RI�VWUXFN�
a nerve with me,” Parisen says. Standing 
��IHHW�WDOO�DQG�ZHLJKLQJ�����SRXQGV��KLV�
initial goal was weight loss, but toward 

the end of high school his exercising was 
out of control. He ran in the morning 
before school, went  to the gym after 
school, and did extra pushups in the 
break room at work. He dropped from 
����WR�����SRXQGV�LQ�WZR�PRQWKV��

:KDW�VWDUWHG�DV�D�IDW�NLG�MRNH�HQGHG�
when Parisen looked in the mirror and 
VDZ�D�VNLQQ\��SDOH��DQG�VLFNO\�ÀJXUH��´,�
ZDV�OLNH�¶2K�P\�*RG��ZKDW�DP�,�GRLQJ�
to myself?’” Today Parisen continues to 
workout, but at a healthier pace. He 
does the same exercise routine everyday 
for an hour and a half exactly six days 
a week, seven if he can. He runs for 
30 minutes, then works every muscle 
group in his body. He says he uses the 
J\P�DV�D�IRUP�RI�WKHUDS\��´,W·V�WKH�RQH�
SODFH�ZKHUH�,�NQRZ�H[DFWO\�ZKDW·V�JRLQJ�
WR�KDSSHQ�DQG�,�FDQ�VHW�VRPH�OHYHO�RI�
control over my life,” Parisen says. While 
he knows that taking a day or two off 
won’t change his body, he still struggles 
against the urge to go anyway.  

Susan Scholl, a professor in the 
Department of Public Health, Food 
6WXGLHV�DQG�1XWULWLRQ�DW�68�ZKR�

specializes in addiction, explains that a 
large part of the nature of addiction is 
the neuro-chemical component, which 
for exercise is the rush of endorphins 
often known as “runner’s high.” 
Addictions are based in biology and are 
essentially a physiologic phenomenon, 
explains Scholl. 

Diagnosing exercise addiction is 
GLIÀFXOW�EHFDXVH�LW�LV�QRW�LQKHUHQWO\�
XQKHDOWK\��OLNH�GUXJV�RU�DOFRKRO��´,I�
you ask someone about exercise, their 
indication is that exercise is good,” 
Pauline says. Therefore, identifying 
H[HUFLVH�DGGLFWLRQ�FDQ�EH�GLIÀFXOW�
because the person suffering only sees it 
as positive activity.

Tiffany Jones, now a sport 
psychology consultant and president 
of X-Factor Performance Consulting, 
realized her addiction senior year, but 
GLGQ·W�ZDQW�DQ\�KHOS��,W�WRRN�JUDGXDWH�
school and a change in location for her 
to realize how intruding the addiction 
DFWXDOO\�ZDV��´,W�FDPH�GRZQ�WR�ZKDW�ZDV�
more important—my grad school studies, 
or my obsession with exercise,” Jones 
VD\V��´:KHQ�,�VWDUWHG�P\�JUDGXDWH�ZRUN�
DQG�FRXQVHOLQJ�FODVVHV��,�KDG�WR�UHDOO\�
VHOI�UHÁHFW�DQG�NQRZ�P\�WUXH�VHOI�µ�
Jones says.

1RZ�����\HDUV�ODWHU��H[HUFLVH�LV�
no longer controlling her life. “The 
GLIIHUHQFH�LV�LI�,�PLVV�D�ZRUNRXW��,�DP�QRW�
freaking out as much,” Jones says. 

Exercise addiction occurs 
unexpectedly, one day you are working 
RXW�WR�JHW�ÀW�DQG�LQ�D�FRXSOH�RI�PRQWKV�
you’re spending more time at the 
gym than with your friends. Keeping a 
realistic perspective on weight loss, and 
knowing how much activity your body can 
reasonably handle, are keys to managing 
a compulsion to exercise. WTH
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EXERCISE ADDICTION CAN SNEAK UP ON YOU. THIS 
QUIZ FROM THE DEPARTMENT OF SOCIAL SCIENCES 
AT NOTTINGHAM TRENT UNIVERSIT Y IN THE U.K. 
CAN HELP YOU DETERMINE IF YOU HAVE A HEALTHY 
RELATIONSHIP WITH EXERCISE.

1. Exercise is the most important       
    thing in my life.
 a. Strongly disagree
 b. Disagree
 c. Neither agree nor disagree
 d. Agree
 e. Strongly agree

2. My friends and/or family and I have    
    argued about how much I exercise.
 a. Strongly disagree
 b. Disagree
 c. Neither agree nor disagree
 d. Agree
 e. Strongly agree

3. I use exercise as a way of changing    
    my mood (i.e. get a “runner’s  
    high” or escape/relieve stress)
 a. Strongly disagree
 b. Disagree
 c. Neither agree nor disagree
 d. Agree
 e. Strongly agree

4. Over the past six months I’ve         
    increased the amount of exercise I 
    do in a day.
 a. Strongly disagree
 b. Disagree
 c. Neither agree nor disagree
 d. Agree
 e. Strongly agree

5. If I can’t workout I feel moody and 
    irritable.
 a. Strongly disagree
 b. Disagree
 c. Neither agree nor disagree
 d. Agree
 e. Strongly agree

6. If I try to cut down on the amount    
    of exercise I do in a day, and then  
    start up again, I always end up  
    exercising as often as I did before.
 a. Strongly disagree
 b. Disagree
 c. Neither agree nor disagree
 d. Agree
  e. Strongly agree

CALCULATE YOUR RESULTS: Add up your 
answers and check your score below to see 
where you fall.
A=1 point
B= 2 points
C= 3 points
D= 4 points
E= 5 points 

Score of 0-12—Not at Risk
There is such a thing as a positive 
addiction to exercise, says Jeffrey Pauline, 
a sports psychology consultant. When 
you’re able to successfully integrate an 
exercise routine in with other aspects of 
your life, you are in balance. By keeping 
your priorities in line, you’re ensuring 
that you have a healthy relationship with 
exercise. 

Score of 13-24—Symptomatic
Key indicators of an exercise addiction 
include increasing your time at the gym 
consistently week after week, lying about 
your workout habits, and sacrificing other 
things in life to exercise says Tiffany Jones, 
sports psychology consult. If this is where 
you’re headed, scale back your workouts 
and make a conscious effort to take a day 
or two off. 

Score of 24-30—At Risk
You are organizing your life around your 
exercise routine and it’s beginning to 
have adverse affects. “When it’s hurting 
your personal life is when exercise goes 
against what’s good for you,” Jones says. 
She suggests consulting a sport psycholo-
gist or clinical psychologist for advice and 
treatment. 
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