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Refining Treatments for Eating Disorders

Eating disorders are commonly occurring illnesses (1) and have many associated
complications, including high rates of suicide (2). The focus of treatment development
has been on psychotherapy, particularly the use of cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT)
(3). The use of CBT in bulimia nervosa has received an “A” evidence grade in the Na-
tional Institute for Health and Clinical Excellence guidelines (4), although CBT has
shown less clear evidence of benefit for anorexia nervosa.

The treatment literature has at least two clear limitations. First, treatment develop-
ment has focused on bulimia nervosa and, to a lesser extent, anorexia nervosa, in spite
of the fact that the majority of individuals with eating disorders in clinical settings meet
criteria for eating disorder not otherwise specified (5). Although eating disorder not
otherwise specified is the most common eating disorder diagnosis, no evidence-based

treatments have been established for it (other
than for binge eating disorder, a specific form of
eating disorder not otherwise specified). Second,
while CBT has clearly demonstrated efficacy in
bulimia nervosa and leads to significant im-
provement of symptoms, the majority of patients
receiving treatment in most trials are not symp-
tom free at the end treatment (6). Thus, there is
room for improvement in efficacy.

In this issue, Fairburn and colleagues (7) report
the results of using a newly refined CBT in a diag-
nostically broad sample of individuals with eat-
ing disorders. A total of 154 patients with bulimia

nervosa or eating disorder not otherwise specified and a body mass index above 17.5
participated in this trial. Participants were randomly assigned to a waiting list control
condition or to one of two treatment conditions: a focused form of CBT that concen-
trated on eating-related psychopathology or a broader form of CBT that used several
treatment sessions to address mood intolerance, clinical perfectionism, low self-es-
teem, or interpersonal difficulties; the focus of sessions in the broad treatment was de-
termined by individual case formulation. Treatments were provided for 20 weeks with a
60-week follow-up. The results showed substantial effects for the treatments, with
slightly over half of treated patients reporting eating disorder symptoms within one
standard deviation above the community mean as measured by the Eating Disorders
Examination (8). By contrast, patients assigned to the waiting list control condition
showed little change in clinical status. While eating disorder diagnosis (bulimia nervosa
versus eating disorder not otherwise specified) did not predict response to the two
forms of treatment, the broader treatment was more efficacious in patients with mood
intolerance, clinical perfectionism, low self-esteem, or interpersonal difficulties.

The results of this trial represent a significant advance in our knowledge about the
treatment of eating disorders. Because of the challenges involved in treating these dis-
orders, a new empirically supported treatment is most welcome. Notably, this new
treatment provided response rates in the upper range of those reported in previous tri-
als of other treatments (9). The results are especially important given that this study had
less strict inclusion and exclusion criteria, and therefore participants might have been
inherently less treatment responsive. Also, the indication of some treatment specificity,
wherein non-eating disorder clinical issues appeared to be a useful guide for predicting
treatment effectiveness, has high potential for clinical utility. Perhaps most important,
in a sample that was more heterogeneous and clinically relevant than samples studied
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in previous trials, this study is among the first to demonstrate the efficacy of a manual-
based treatment for eating disorder not otherwise specified. The inclusion of partici-
pants with eating disorder not otherwise specified will, we hope, be emulated in future
trials. The use of a diagnostically broad sample also dictated the use of alternative out-
come measures to those used in the past (for example, in bulimia nervosa trials,
changes in frequency of binge eating or purging), which is also a useful step forward.

While the treatment used in this study represents an important advance, it should be
noted that not all participants responded, which underscores the need for development
of other treatments and perhaps indicates room for further refinement of this treat-
ment. Fairburn et al. have elsewhere proposed the use of a single diagnostic entity for
eating disorders (10). One of many lines of evidence that could be used to test this con-
cept is treatment response. To that end, the demonstration of comparable efficacy for
this new treatment in individuals with a BMI below 17.5 would provide useful support.

References

1. Hudson JI, Hiripi E, Pope HG Jr, Kessler RC: The prevalence and correlates of eating disorders in the National
Comorbidity Survey Replication. Biol Psychiatry 2007; 61:348–358

2. Harris EC, Barraclough B: Suicide as an outcome for mental disorders: a meta-analysis. Br J Psychiatry 1994;
170:205–228

3. Fairburn CG, Cooper Z: Cognitive behaviour therapy for binge eating and bulimia nervosa: a comprehensive
treatment manual, in Binge Eating: Nature, Assessment, and Treatment. Edited by Fairburn CG, Wilson GT.
New York, Guilford, 1993, pp 361–404

4. National Collaborating Centre for Mental Health: Eating Disorders: Core Interventions in the Treatment and
Management of Anorexia Nervosa, Bulimia Nervosa, and Related Eating Disorders. London, British Psycho-
logical Society and Royal College of Psychiatrists, 2004

5. Zimmerman M, Francione-Witt C, Chelminski I, Young D, Tortolani C: Problems applying the DSM-IV eating
disorders diagnostic criteria in a general psychiatric outpatient practice. J Clin Psychiatry 2008; 69:381–384

6. Mitchell JE, Hoberman HM, Peterson CB, Mussell MP, Pyle R: Treatment outcome research in bulimia ner-
vosa: glass half full or half empty? Int J Eat Disord 1996; 20:219–229

7. Fairburn CG, Cooper Z, Doll HA, O’Connor ME, Bohn K, Hawker DM, Wales JA, Palmer RL: Transdiagnostic cog-
nitive-behavioral therapy for patients with eating disorders: a two-site trial with 60-week follow-up. Am J Psy-
chiatry 2009; 166:311–319

8. Fairburn CG, Cooper Z, O’Connor ME: Eating Disorder Examination (Edition 16.0D), in Cognitive Behavior
Therapy and Eating Disorders. New York, Guilford, 2008, pp 265–308

9. Thompson-Brenner H, Glass S, Westen D: A multidimensional meta-analysis of psychotherapy for bulimia
nervosa. Clinical Psychology: Science and Practice 2003; 10:269–287

10. Fairburn CG, Cooper Z, Shafran R: Cognitive behaviour therapy for eating disorders: a “transdiagnostic” the-
ory and treatment. Behav Res Ther 2003; 41:509–528

SCOTT CROW, M.D.
CAROL B. PETERSON, PH.D.

Address correspondence and reprint requests to Dr. Crow, University of Minnesota, Department of Psychiatry,
F282 2A West, 2450 Riverside Avenue, Minneapolis, MN 55454; crowx002@umn.edu (e-mail). Editorial ac-
cepted for publication December 2008 (doi: 10.1176/appi.ajp.2008.08121820).

Dr. Crow has received research support from Pfizer and speakers honoraria from Eli Lilly. Dr. Peterson reports
no competing interests. Dr. Freedman has reviewed this editorial and found no evidence of influence from
these relationships.


