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Our colleagues at Schoen Clinic Roseneck, 
Germany, have recently published two 
articles exploring the impact of the COVID 
pandemic on former inpatients with a 
diagnosis bulimia nervosa (BN) and 
anorexia nervosa (AN). The researchers 
asked participants to complete a survey 
on the psychological consequences of the 
pandemic, changes in healthcare 
utilization and coping strategies used.

What does this study tell us about the 
psychological effect of the pandemic 
on people with eating disorders?  

The majority of respondents in both 
studies reported that sadness, loneliness 
and inner restlessness had worsened 
since the pandemic began, and those with 
BN also reported a loss of energy. In 
addition the survey asked participants 
about their use of therapy during the 
pandemic. For both samples, face to face 
therapy reduced during the pandemic and 
video-conference or phone contact with 
therapists increased. When asked if the 
pandemic had impaired their therapy, 
nearly half of respondents with BN agreed 
compared to a third of those with AN. 

Has the pandemic made eating 
disorders worse?

Half of respondents in both studies felt that 
the pandemic had worsened their existing 
eating disorder symptoms. Additionally, the 

majority reported that eating and shape 
concerns and fear of gaining weight had 
increased. Those with AN also reported that 
drive for physical activity had increased and 
those with BN felt that weight concerns, 
drive for thinness and body dissatisfaction 
had increased. However, when asked about 
new symptoms, only 20% of respondents 
with AN reported new symptoms in contrast 
to 40% of those with BN. Around half of 
those with BN found that binge eating had 
increased and over a third reported that 
self-induced vomiting had increased.

What could be the reason behind these 
findings?

The authors hypothesized that increased 
depression and anxiety may have 
contributed to the increased drive for 
physical activity - with respondents using 
exercise as a method of coping with 
unpleasant thoughts and feelings. 
Additionally, they suggest that focusing 
attention on weight and shape may be a 
strategy to cope with uncertainty and 
regain control over current circumstances.

Is the impact the same for anorexia and 
bulimia?

The authors reflected that the impact of 
the pandemic on eating disorder 
symptoms and therapy seems stronger in 
those with BN, however it’s unclear at 
present why this may be.

Welcome to the fourth edition of the 
Research Informer. We begin this edition 
with a question pertinent to today’s 
challenging news bulletins: what is the 
psychological impact of the Covid 
pandemic? Following best research 
principles, this is not a question posed in a 
vague way – here, we are presenting a 
study which precisely measures the 
impacts for people who have been recently 
treated for an eating disorder. The 
research has been conducted by our 
colleagues at Schoen Clinic Roseneck, 
Germany in a study involving more than 
200 people treated at the clinic. The results 
tell us how people are experiencing the 
pandemic on an emotional level and how 
this is impacting upon eating disorders. 

As practitioners, in principle we would all 
want individuals to feel motivated to 
change before they commence treatment 
and hypothesize that outcomes for the 
strongly motivated may be better. In this 
edition, we share the results of a major 
review which maps this relationship in a 
precise way; across nearly 200 studies, 
what is the association between 
motivation and specific outcomes? The 
authors call for clear and focused work on 
pre-treatment engagement in all services. 
Finally, assistant psychologist Amy Coop 
dives into some of the key emerging 
research in the eating disorders field, 
exploring a new parent-focused therapy 
for ARFID and results of an intensive 
Cognitive Behavioural Therapy 
intervention for anorexia. Eagle-eyed 
readers may have noticed something: 
none of the features in this edition are 
about research conducted at Newbridge. 
Why are we telling you about work 
happening elsewhere? Because we are an 
evidence-led unit where the value of 
reflection and ongoing learning is highly 
valued. We hope you will find these 
spotlights on key research interesting and 
relevant to the work you do.

Jenny Hudson 
Communications Specialist
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The Newbridge Research Group meets once a month and staff of all 
professional groups are very welcome to attend. You can discuss ideas you 
may have for research and receive guidance and support for research work. 
Our next meeting is Wednesday, 18th November at 1pm.
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A new outpatient treatment for ARFID* that focuses on parental 
responses to child problematic eating habits and aims to promote 
food‐related flexibility was assessed in a recent pilot trial. The 
intervention has been named Supportive Parenting for Anxious 
Childhood Emotions adapted for avoidant/restrictive food intake 
disorder (SPACE‐ARFID). Whereas most treatments for ARFID are 
child-centred, SPACE-ARFID is parent-based and aims to support 
parents to manage their responses to their child’s behaviours. 
Parents of 15 children participated in 12 weekly sessions of 
SPACE‐ARFID. Both parents and children rated the treatment as 
highly satisfactory and ARFID symptom severity and impairment 
were significantly reduced from pre to post-treatment. These 
findings provide initial evidence that SPACE ARFID could be an 
effective treatment for ARFID in children.

https://doi.org/10.1002/eat.23341

The authors of a recent study hoped to investigate how effective 
an intensive CBT-E* programme would be at treating individuals 
with anorexia nervosa, and whether any changes would be 
sustained over a 60-week follow up period. Additionally, the 
study hoped to explore whether there would be any differences 
in responses between adults and adolescents. A total of 150 
patients were admitted to a 20‐week intensive CBT‐E program. 
The programme consisted of twice weekly individual therapy 
sessions (moving to once a week after the first month), four-
weekly group sessions and an optional 20 post-inpatient 
sessions. In addition, other health professionals involved in their 
care (such as Dietitians, Physicians and Nurses) completed 
CBT-E training. Eating disorder symptoms and general mental 
health decreased significantly pre- to post- treatment and 
showed only a slight increase at follow up. Furthermore, no 
differences were found between adolescent and adult patients. 
These findings indicate that intensive CBT E could be an 
effective treatment for individuals with anorexia nervosa.

https://doi.org/10.1002/eat.23337

It is generally agreed that before eating disorder 
treatment commences, it is better if an individual has a 
genuine desire for change. This might seem a self-evident 
principle, but there are many gaps in our knowledge about 
the relationship between pre-treatment motivation and 
outcomes. Different measures of motivation are often 
used. Motivation before treatment is not always clearly 
measured distinctly from motivation during treatment, 
which may reflect treatment effects rather than prior, 
internal desire for change. There is also a familiar 
challenge in eating disorders research: patient groups are 
often small, making it hard to draw strong conclusions.

Now, a new meta-analysis* draws on 196 studies to 
provide a more precise understanding of how pre-
treatment motivation for change can predict outcome. The 
study found there was a clear association between 
stronger pre-treatment motivation and reduction in eating 
disorders symptoms after treatment. Considering what 
might support pre-treatment motivation, the authors 
suggest: “A general rule of thumb seems to be, regardless 
of modality of treatment, to offer treatment in a manner 
that is as collaborative, informative, noncoercive, and 
conducive to personal engagement as possible.” 
Treatment engagement approaches are important for all 
patients, regardless of the clinical features they present, 
or the way treatment is delivered, the authors emphasise. 
Addressing pre-treatment motivation appears to be 
important for improving the effectiveness of treatment

There were some limits, however, to the association 
between pre-treatment motivation and outcomes. For 
example, pre-treatment motivation did not affect end-of-
treatment anxiety and depression symptoms.

Inner motivation for change 
before treatment: why it 
matters

by Amy Coop

ARFID: - Avoidant/Restrictive Food Intake Disorder is characterized by dietary restrictions that are not based on weight or shape 
concerns but have a negative impact on food intake or psychosocial functioning.

CBT-E: - Enhanced CBT (Cognitive Behaviour Therapy) for anorexia nervosa

META-ANALYSIS: - A research method that combines and analyses statistics gathered from multiple independent studies

by Jenny Hudson

https://doi.org/10.1002/eat.23341
https://doi.org/10.1002/eat.23337

