
 
 

 
Eating Disorder Risk and Preventative Factors 
 
A range of risk factors have been identified in the literature relating to the onset of 
eating disorders. Development of an eating disorder is multi-factorial and highly 
dependent on the individual. Understanding the range of risk factors and their 
potential contribution to onset of eating disorders is central to identifying at-risk 
groups and providing effective screening and prevention programs, as well as 
targeted treatment.  

Known risk factors for bulimia nervosa (BN) and binge eating disorder (BED) include 
childhood abuse or trauma, body dissatisfaction and childhood obesity1 and for AN: 
thin-ideal internalization2 anxious, perfectionistic, and obsessional traits and 
emotional dysregulation3,4,5,6,7. There is very little research on risk factors for the 
other eating disorders. 

There are two significant emerging areas in the study of risk factors: genetic studies 
and the impact of the gut microbiota and immune system. Large scale genomic 
studies have indicated a genetic component to risk of anorexia nervosa (AN), BN 
and BED8.  

Evidence of genetic risk factors for other eating disorders are also growing9. A 
recent meta-analysis of 33 datasets from international genome-wide association 
studies identified eight loci associated with significant risk of developing AN10.  

Genetic susceptibility to binge eating behaviours has also been found across BN 
and BED. One study identified six genetic polymorphisms associated with the 
development of BN in people living in larger bodies11.  

These emerging areas may prove potential targets for treatment.  
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Risk Factors 
 
A number of factors increase a person’s vulnerability to developing an eating disorder. 
 
High frequency (or severe) dieting is the single biggest predictor for the development of 
an eating disorder. 
 
Early onset of dieting is associated with poorer physical and mental health, more 
disordered eating, extreme body dissatisfaction and more frequent general health 
problems. 
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Eating Disorder Protective Factors 
 
Protective factors may reduce the likelihood of the development of an eating disorder. 
Protective factors have not been as widely studied.  
 
There is a great need for further study in this area as research and clinical literature 
have suggested that specific individual factors may protect against disordered eating 
behaviours.  
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