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Eating Disorders  

 

Eating disorders are a group of serious mental illnesses characterised by persistent and severe disturbances of eating 

behaviours that significantly impairs health or psychosocial functioning. The three main types are Anorexia Nervosa, 

Bulimia Nervosa and Binge Eating Disorder.  

 

Anorexia Nervosa  

 Persistent restriction of energy intake leading to significantly low body weight. This may be achieved by 

restricting the amount of food consumed or by purging after eating. 

 Intense fear of gaining weight or becoming fat, or persistent behaviour that interferes with weight gain. 

 Disturbance of body weight or shape, undue influence of body shape and weight on self-evaluation, or 

persistent lack of recognition of the seriousness of low body weight. 

 

Bulimia Nervosa  

 Recurrent episodes of binge eating. 

 Followed by compensatory behaviours in order to prevent weight gain (e.g. self-induced vomiting, misuse of 

laxatives, or excessive exercise). 

 Behaviours occurring, on average, at least once a week for three months. 

 Self-evaluation unduly influenced by body shape and weight. 

 

Binge Eating Disorder 

 Recurrent episodes of binge eating, associated with three or more of the following:  

Eating much more rapidly than normal 

Eating until feeling uncomfortably full 

Eating large amounts of food when not feeling physically hungry 

Eating alone because of feeling embarrassed by how much one is eating 

Feeling disgusted with oneself, depressed or very guilty after an episode 

 Marked distress about binge eating. 

 Occurs, on average, at least once a week for three months. 

 Binge eating is not followed by compensatory behaviours.  

 

Note. A binge eating episode is defined as eating an unusually large amount of food in a specific amount of time, such 

as over a 2-hour period, and more than what other people would consider a normal amount of food. 
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People experiencing feeding and eating behaviours that cause clinically significant distress or impairment but do not 

meet the full criteria for any other eating disorders are characterised with Other Specified Feeding or Eating Disorder 

(OSFED) 

 

Who tends to be affected by eating disorders?  

Recent research estimates by mid-life 15% of women have experienced an eating disorder at some stage during their 

lifetime. The typical onset for Anorexia Nervosa is in early adolescence (10-14 years of age), Bulimia Nervosa in early 

adulthood (15-19 years of age) and Binge Eating Disorder in early to late adulthood (19-27 years of age), with people 

often shifting between types over time. 

 

No single distinguishable cause of eating disorders has been identified. A range of psychological, interpersonal, socio-

cultural and biological factors have been associated with an increased risk of developing an eating disorder.  

 

How can eating disorders impact on health? 

Eating disorders are often associated with depression and anxiety, and physical health complications. Anorexia 

Nervosa can be associated with cardiac abnormalities, low blood pressure, constipation, muscle loss, osteoporosis and 

menstrual dysfunction. Bulimia Nervosa can be associated with electrolyte abnormalities, cardiac dysfunction, peptic 

ulcers, menstrual dysfunction, dental decay, and bowel abnormalities. Binge Eating Disorder can be associated with 

obesity, high blood pressure, type II diabetes mellitus, high cholesterol, heart disease and gallbladder disease. Eating 

disorders have the highest mortality rate of all psychiatric conditions. 
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