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DESCRIPTION
Anxiety and eating disorders are both mental health conditions 
that can significantly impact a person’s physical and emotional 
well-being. While each condition has its unique set of symptoms, 
research has shown that anxiety often plays an important role in 
the development, progression and maintenance of eating 
disorders. Understanding the relationship between anxiety and 
eating disorders is essential for developing effective treatments 
and providing support to those affected. Eating disorders are 
characterized by extreme and unhealthy behaviors related to 
food, eating and body image.

Anorexia nervosa: Characterized by an intense fear of gaining 
weight, extreme restriction of food intake and an unrealistic 
perception of body size.

Bulimia nervosa: Involves cycles of binge eating followed by 
compensatory behaviors like vomiting, excessive exercise or 
fasting to avoid weight gain.

Binge eating disorder: Characterized by frequent episodes of 
eating large quantities of food, often in a short period, without 
subsequent purging behaviors.

Other Specified Feeding or Eating Disorder (OSFED): This 
category includes eating disorders that don't fit the exact criteria 
for anorexia, bulimia or binge eating but still cause significant 
distress and health problems.

The link between anxiety and eating disorders

Anxiety, a feeling of discomfort or worry, is a common emotion 
that everyone experiences. However, when anxiety becomes 
chronic, it can lead to severe consequences, including eating 
disorders. The connection between the two is multifaceted and 
often reciprocal, with one condition exacerbating the other. For 
many individuals, anxiety can be a precursor to the development 
of eating disorders. Anxiety often stems from feelings of 
insecurity, lack of control or fear of negative outcomes. These 
feelings can manifest as a need to control other aspects of life, 
particularly food and body image.

Perfectionism and fear of failure: Individuals with high levels of 
anxiety may develop perfectionist tendencies, where they feel the 
need to maintain a certain body type or weight to feel in control 
or accepted. This intense fear of failure and judgment can lead 
to restrictive eating or excessive exercising as a way to manage the 
anxiety.

Body image issues: Anxiety can cause individuals to become 
preoccupied with their appearance, leading to distorted body 
image perceptions. This is particularly common in eating 
disorders like anorexia nervosa, where the individual may feel 
they are overweight despite being underweight.

On the other side, eating disorders can also contribute to 
anxiety. The stress of managing an eating disorder, feeling out of 
control around food or facing the consequences of disordered 
eating (such as physical health problems or strained 
relationships) can lead to anxiety.

Obsessive thoughts and behaviors: People with eating disorders 
often experience annoying thoughts about food, weight and 
body image. These obsessive thoughts can cause significant 
anxiety, especially when the individual feels unable to control 
their behaviors, such as overeating or restricting food.

Health consequences: The physical consequences of eating 
disorders, such as malnutrition or gastrointestinal problems, can 
also lead to anxiety about one’s health or future. For example, 
the fear of developing long-term medical complications due to 
bulimia nervosa or anorexia nervosa can cause ongoing anxiety.

The role of stress and trauma

Both anxiety and eating disorders are often linked to past stress 
or trauma. Stressful life events, such as bullying, abuse or a 
significant life transition, can trigger both anxiety and eating 
disorders. Trauma, particularly in childhood, can leave 
emotional scars that manifest in anxiety and disordered eating 
behaviors as individuals attempt to cope with overwhelming 
feelings.

Coping mechanism: For many people, disordered eating 
becomes a way to manage with the emotions triggered by anxiety
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or trauma. Restricting food, binge eating or elimination can 
provide a temporary sense of relief from emotional pain.

Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) and eating disorders: 
Individuals with PTSD may develop eating disorders as part of 
their attempt to control excessive feelings of anxiety, guilt or 
shame linked to traumatic experiences.

Treatment approaches for anxiety and eating 
disorders

Effective treatment for both anxiety and eating disorders typically 
requires a multi-faceted approach. Addressing both conditions 
concurrently improves the chances of recovery and long-term 
well-being. Common treatment methods include:

Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT): CBT is widely 
regarded as one of the most effective treatments for both 
anxiety and eating disorders. It helps individuals identify 
and change negative thought patterns and behaviors that 
contribute to anxiety and disordered eating.

Exposure therapy: Exposure therapy can be used to 
help individuals face their anxiety triggers, such as certain 
foods or situations, in a controlled environment.

Mindfulness and relaxation techniques: Mindfulness practices, 
such as meditation and deep breathing exercises, can help 
individuals manage anxiety and reduce the desire to engage in 
disordered eating behaviors.

Nutritional counseling: For individuals with eating disorders, 
nutritional counseling is essential to restore healthy eating 
patterns and improve overall physical health.

CONCLUSION
The relationship between anxiety and eating disorders is 
difficult, with anxiety often playing a significant role in the 
onset and sustaining of disordered eating behaviors. 
Recognizing and addressing both anxiety and eating disorders 
together is important for effective treatment. With the right 
support, therapy and coping strategies, individuals can work 
toward recovery, improving their mental health and overall well-
being.
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