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Clinical Characteristics of Anorexia and Bulimia 
 
In order to make a diagnosis of anorexia or bulimia, a psychologist or psychiatrist needs to know what the 
characteristics or symptoms of the disorders are.  Psychological problems can have many symptoms, and to 
simplify a complex picture, psychologists divide symptoms into different groups.  These are: 

 
��Emotional (or affective) symptoms.  These are disturbances or abnormalities 

in the way a person feels. 
��Cognitive symptoms.  These are disturbances or abnormalities in a person’s 

ability to think rationally or perceive the world as it really is. 
��Behavioural symptoms.  These are disturbances or abnormalities in what a 

person does. 
��Physical symptoms.  These are problems or changes in the body’s 

biological functioning. 
 

Below are the symptoms of anorexia and bulimia nervosa.  The symptoms are all mixed up.  Look at each symptom 
and decide whether it is emotional, cognitive, behavioural or physical.  Then list the symptoms of each disorder under 
four headings to come up with a clear description of both disorders.  Then summarise and make short notes on the 
prevalence data that describes how common each disorder is and who it mainly affects. 
 

Anorexia Nervosa 
 
Anorexia occurs in about 0.5% of the adolescent population.  Ten times as many girls are affected as boys, and the 
commonest age of onset is between 15-17 years.  Up to 1% of 17 year-old girls may be affected.  8% of sufferers die 
within 5 years of onset.  About 70% of sufferers make a full recovery within 10 years of onset.  The remainder 
continue to struggle with some degree of disordered eating. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Bulimia Nervosa 
 
Bulimia is more common than anorexia, with about 3% of the young female population affected.  Like anorexia, it is 
rare in young men.  Its usual age of onset is later than for anorexia (late teens to early twenties).  About 70% of 
sufferers recover fully or partially within 10 years of onset. 

Intense fear of 
becoming fat 

Rapid weight loss 

Body weight 
below 85% of 

expected 

Refusal to eat, 
despite hunger 

Obsessive 
exercising Perceives self as 

overweight, even 
when seriously 

underweight 

Thinks weight 
loss isn’t serious 

Malnutrition & 
starvation 

Stops having 
periods 

Becomes socially 
withdrawn 

Bingeing – eating 
abnormally large 
amounts of food 

Feeling that 
eating binges are 

out of control 

Vomiting up food 
recently eaten 

Using laxatives to 
purge the body of 

food 

Unduly 
concerned with 
body shape and 

weight 
Excessive 
exercise to 

control weight Periods of fasting 

Damage to teeth 
and oesophagus 

from vomiting 


