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Finally, a brand new look at eating disorders with an eye to moving the field
quickly toward meaningful solutions. Drs. Weissman and Pike have assem-
bled an impressive group of scholars who reveal their Big Ideas to improve
identification, understanding, treatment, and clinical outcome for the
millions of individuals worldwide affected by these complex conditions.
—EVELYN ATTIA, MD, SUZANNE CROSBY MURPHY PROFESSOR OF PSYCHIATRY,
COLUMBIA UNIVERSITY IRVING MEDICAL CENTER, NEW YORK, NY, UNITED STATES;
PROFESSOR OF CLINICAL PSYCHIATRY, WEILL CORNELL MEDICINE, NEW YORK, NY;

DIRECTOR, CENTER FOR EATING DISORDERS, NEW YORK-PRESBYTERIAN HOSPITAL,
WHITE PLAINS, NY

This book is exactly what the field needs right now. It offers inspiration and
exposure to innovative thinking, as well as new and bold ideas emerging from
many years of research, clinical work, personal experience with eating
disorders, and reflection. The editors, world-leading researchers in the field,
have truly succeeded in bringing together contributors who share ideas,
visions, and reflections that feel like a feast for the mind.

—ATA GHADERI, PhD, PROFESSOR, KAROLINSKA INSTITUTET,
STOCKHOLM, SWEDEN
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Led by pioneers of innovation, Big Ideas in Eating Disorders delivers on its
promise to give bold answers to tough questions. Companion podcasts with
clinicians, scientists, and individuals with lived experiences bring personal
stories to life—laying the critical foundation for major breakthroughs that
will help us to eradicate eating disorders.

-PAMELA K. KEEL, PhD, ROBERT O. LAWTON DISTINGUISHED PROFESSOR,

DEPARTMENT OF PSYCHOLOGY, FLORIDA STATE UNIVERSITY, TALLAHASSEE, FL,
UNITED STATES; FELLOW, AMERICAN PSYCHOLOGICAL ASSOCIATION

No room for comfort with worn-out ideas here. This book engages readers in
a bold, forward-looking experiment. Each of the best thinkers in the
cating-disorders world envisions a “Big Idea,” explaining why it’s needed,
how to test it, and how to make it happen. Whether you are a clinician,
researcher, educator, or advocate, this book will widen your perspectives on
eating-disorder classification, etiology, care, and policy in ways you have not

considered before.
—~HOWARD STEIGER, PhD, EMERITUS PROFESSOR, DEPARTMENT OF PSYCHIATRY,
MCGILL UNIVERSITY, MONTREAL, QC, CANADA; FORMER HEAD, EATING

DISORDERS CONTINUUM, DOUGLAS MENTAL HEALTH UNIVERSITY INSTITUTE,
MONTREAL, QC
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INTRODUCTION
What Is the Big Idea?

RUTH S. WEISSMAN AND KATHLEEN M. PIKE

What more is there to study? Haven’t you figured it all out by now?
—ELISABETH STRIEGEL, Personal Communication (2015)

The contemporary field of eating disorders can be anchored to Bruch’s (1978)
landmark text, The Golden Cage. Nearly 50 years later, eating disorders are
widely recognized by scholars, clinicians, and the public as significant mental
health conditions. Our knowledge of risk factors associated with the develop-
ment of eating disorders has increased dramatically, and we have developed,
tested, and revised clinical interventions that have demonstrated efficacy. And
yet, too many people continue to develop eating disorders, and too many
people continue to suffer from these conditions. The short answer to Ruth
Weissman’s late mother’s question (occasioned upon learning about Ruth’s
work on an eating disorder research grant) is, “no.” No, we most certainly
have not figured it all out yet. Ms. Striegel, who for more than 50 years had
lived through the tribulations of one of her children’s severe and enduring
anorexia nervosa, found this answer disquieting. She was not appeased by

https://doi.org/10.1037/0000508-001

Big Ideas in Eating Disorders: Accelerating Research to Transform Policy and Practice,
R. S. Weissman and K. M. Pike (Editors)
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accounts of progress made; until “all” had been “figured out,” the glass was
half empty and loved ones like Ruth’s sibling faced serious risks to health and
well-being. She laid the blame at the feet of those entrusted by society with
finding the answers to the causes and preventive or therapeutic interventions
for eating disorders. Did researchers not understand the urgency of alleviating
the burden of suffering experienced by people whose lives were touched by an
eating disorder? Were their efforts somehow lacking in direction, quality,
intensity, or purpose?

The exponentially growing literature attests to myriad efforts to improve our
knowledge of and interventions for these serious conditions. In the first decade
of Ms. Striegel’s child’s illness (1963-1972), according to a PubMed query
searching titles or abstracts using the term “anorexia nervosa,” 342 articles
were published; by the end of 2024, that count had grown to 16,768 (see
Figure 1). A 2025 bibliometric study retrieved almost 92,000 articles focused
on eating disorders in a search covering several major databases and found a
statistically significant acceleration in output during the past 3 decades (Lee &
Chi, 2025). At the same time, eating disorder associations, conferences,
training programs, and journals have grown in number. Our lack of progress is
not due to a lack of trying.

Despite half a century of concerted efforts, eating disorders remain a major
public health concern (Solmi et al., 2024; van Eeden et al., 2021) that exists
around the globe across ages and genders, resulting in a high health and
financial burden (Hay et al., 2023; Kokaze & Pike, 2023; Weissman & Rosselli,
2017). The suffering arising from eating disorders is felt by the person, their
families, and society. Eating disorders foreshorten aspirations for educational
attainment, diminish well-being, and cause a myriad of secondary health
problems; they undermine confidence and disrupt relationships with family
and friends; and most distressing of all, eating disorders have been found to
cause more premature deaths than any other mental disorder (Attia & Walsh,
2025; Larsen et al., 2024; van Eeden et al., 2021). Families living with a loved
one who has an eating disorder report high levels of caregiver stress and
financial burdens (Wilksch, 2023, 2024; Zeiler et al., 2025). Economic
studies have documented the high costs of treating eating disorders (Striegel-
Moore et al., 2000) and the even more substantial overall economic burdens
to society when considering also time lost from school or work (of patients or
those who care for them), disability payments, and premature retirement
(Ahmed et al., 2025; Streatfeild et al., 2021).

Several startling data points motivated our interest in developing this book.
Since the introduction of anorexia nervosa into the medical literature, an ever-
growing list of new eating disorders has been defined (Dang et al., 2024;
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FIGURE 1. Growth of the Eating Disorder Literature Since 1963, by Decade and
Eating Disorder Diagnosis
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Note. The PubMed search yielded five papers on “bulimia nervosa” in the decade from 1973 to 1979,
including the landmark paper by G. Russell (1979), who is credited with introducing the term into the
medical literature.

Wilkop et al., 2023; see also Hay & Mitchison, Chapter 1, this volume), yet it
remains unclear whether this growth has been accompanied by real improve-
ments in the lives of those affected by an eating disorder (Mond, 2024). Eating
disorder symptoms most typically start in childhood or adolescence (Beck
et al., 2024; Silén et al., 2020; Solmi et al., 2022); however, the delay in
seeking treatment means that many do not get help for years—29.9 months
for anorexia nervosa, 53.0 months for bulimia nervosa, and 67.4 months for
binge-eating disorder (Austin et al., 2021). The delay in entering treatment is
troubling because early intervention leads to better treatment outcomes,
shortens the time spent being ill, and reduces the risk of secondary health
problems that are so common in eating disorders.

Decades of clinical trial research have resulted in interventions of proven
efficacy (Kaidesoja et al., 2023; Linardon et al., 2025; H. Russell et al., 2023).
Yet, few people who would benefit from these scientific breakthroughs have
access to evidence-based treatment or prevention, and compelling evidence
suggests that the problem of the unmet treatment need in eating disorders
has remained unchanged over the past decade. Specifically, two systematic
reviews of studies on treatment seeking among individuals with an eating
disorder conducted 10 years apart found little improvement in the later study
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(Ali et al., 2025) versus the earlier study (Hart et al., 2011) in the proportion
of people who accessed mental health care for their eating disorder. This
finding is especially surprising given the expansion of diagnostic criteria, the
increased public attention being paid to eating disorders in widely available
media (Lee & Chi, 2025), and the growth of organizations devoted to
preventing or treating eating disorders. Research has shown that preven-
tive and clinical interventions are cost-effective (Faller et al., 2024), yet
the insights gained from such research too rarely and/or too slowly get
translated into meaningful changes in policy or practice. The enduring burden
of eating disorders, ongoing challenges to efforts to prevent eating disorders,
limited treatment access and efficacy, and the high mortality attributable to
eating disorders are a clarion call for new ideas. Big Ideas.

The field of eating disorders is reaching an inflection point where many of
the first-generation researchers have already retired or are close to stepping
away from their academic responsibilities. And, sadly, a small but growing
group of intellectual giants, whose landmark books and papers shaped the
field and who inspired scores of students to follow the call into eating
disorders research, have passed away, including Hilde Bruch in 1984 (Bruch,
1973), Arthur Crisp in 2006 (Crisp, 1980), Albert Stunkard in 2014
(Stunkard, 1959), Bryan Lask in 2015 (Lask & Fosson, 1989), Pierre
(“Peter”) Beaumont in 2016 (Touyz et al., 2010), and, more recently,
the much beloved psychiatrists Barr Taylor in 2023 (Fitzsimmons-Craft et al.,
2024) and Joel Yager in 2024 (K. M. H. Pike, 2024), as well as clinical
psychologists Michael Strober in 2024 (Bulik et al., 2025; Striegel, 2013) and
Giinther Rathner in 2025 (Karwautz et al., 2025). Motivated by a desire to
preserve and share the legacy of leaders in the field, Kathleen (“Kathy”)
M. Pike launched the podcast Big Ideas in Eating Disorders, which she moderates
(K. M. Pike, 2023—-present). Guests share their personal stories about how they
came to develop ideas that changed how we see, think about, understand, treat,
and prevent eating disorders. The podcast program is a repository for the oral
history of eating disorder discoveries and the joys, challenges, and triumphs of the
journeys of the pioneers who pursued them. These podcasts are instructive; often,
these pioneers’ paths to discovery were “curly” and obscure, and their achieve-
ments the result of intellectual curiosity, humility, hard work, persistence, and
collaboration with others toward a shared goal of reducing the burden of suffering.
Yet, these stories point to another fundamental lesson: We must learn from the
past, not for the sake of idolizing those who cut a path forward but for inspiration
to formulate our own, new Big Ideas. Thus was the idea for this book hatched.

Our Big Idea is that the field needs a space for developing and sharing Big
Ideas, that is, ideas that may not yet have all the evidence required to be “safe
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bets” but hold the promise of high reward by their potential to catalyze the
field—not incrementally but rather exponentially. We believe that one reason
our field is lagging behind our aspiration of eradicating eating disorders is that,
despite its pride in and expressed desire for innovation and intellectual risk
taking, opportunities for thinking big are constrained by a research culture that
is cautious and conservative (Foster et al., 2015; Smaldino & McElreath,
2016). With this book, we hope to create a space for fearless, audacious, and
risk-taking thinking that has the potential to shape the world we long for.

Our book is not a review of what we know; rather, it is a vision for a better
future. We invited scholars, clinicians, and people with lived experience from
across the globe to identify what they believe we need to do to transform the
eating disorder landscape. We asked them to be daring and think big, and they
delivered. Each chapter articulates how we will know more and do better if we
are to implement the Big Ideas contained therein. In each chapter, the authors
provide a foundational discussion of the knowledge or practice gap that gave
rise to their Big Idea; however, the major portion of each chapter is devoted to
describing the Big Idea that will catapult the field forward and delineating steps
to translate the idea into effective action.

We invite you on a journey of discovery—one shaped by bold ideas, fresh
perspectives, and a shared commitment to transforming the landscape of eating
disorders research, policy, and care. Please note, the clinical material used in
this book has been adequately disguised to protect patient confidentiality.

Part I presents Big Ideas that reimagine foundational paradigms. Hay and
Mitchison (Chapter 1) and Sharp and Peterson (Chapter 2) propose novel
frameworks for classifying eating disorders, while Murray and Nagata
(Chapter 3) challenge us to expand the very boundaries of the field. Griffiths
and McNaney (Chapter 4) argue for harnessing the power of social media to
revolutionize screening and early detection.

Part II delves into the mechanisms underpinning the development and
persistence of eating disorders. Contributors call for an expanded lens that
accounts for societal influences (Becker, Chapter 5), a deeper understanding of
reproductive health (Klump & Culbert, Chapter 6), a reframing of so-called
failures in self-control (Berner & Macks, Chapter 7), and more focused atten-
tion to the central role of eating behavior itself in perpetuating illness and
guiding treatment (Walsh, Chapter 8).

Part III introduces transformative approaches to treatment. Bulik (Chapter 9)
opens with a compelling vision for integrating genetic data to advance
precision care. Thomas and Dunford (Chapter 10) illuminate how under-
standing brain changes associated with psychotherapy can refine interven-
tions, while Linardon (Chapter 11) shows how smartphone technology can
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place recovery support directly into people’s hands. Wade and colleagues
(Chapter 12) present a promising strategy for early intervention, and
Fitzsimmons-Craft and colleagues (Chapter 13) make the case for technology-
enabled screening and care delivery at scale.

Part IV moves into the critical terrain of policy and advocacy. Mitchison and
Fuller-Tyszkiewicz (Chapter 14) propose a population surveillance framework
to drive evidence-informed policy. Austin and colleagues (Chapter 15) confront
the political and commercial determinants of eating disorders. Levine (Chapter
16) underscores the central role of advocacy in prevention and treatment.

PartV casts a bold vision for accelerating and improving the science of eating
disorders. Wang and Johnson (Chapter 17) outline the development of next-
generation computational tools. Bauer and Moessner (Chapter 18) address the
limitations of digital interventions and what needs to change. Wade and
colleagues (Chapter 19) offer a path toward personalized treatment trajecto-
ries, and Fuller-Tyszkiewicz and Linardon (Chapter 20) close with a call for
metascience to catalyze and integrate progress across the field.

Throughout the volume, each chapter is accompanied by a podcast featuring
the personal stories behind the scholarship. We invite you to listen to how these
researchers came to their questions, what fuels their vision, and how they
persist in the face of challenges. These conversations offer a rare and intimate
window into the human side of science: the curiosity sparked by a patient
encounter, the urgency born from lived experience, the determination to push
boundaries when existing paradigms fall short. In sharing their motivations
and journeys, our contributors remind us that Big Ideas are hard-won—
shaped by persistence, curiosity, and a refusal to accept the limits of current
understanding. They emerge not from certainty but from restlessness and
frustration—a sense that what we know is not yet enough. Often sparked by a
single unanswered question or an observation that defies understanding,
these ideas take root in the minds of those willing to look again, dig deeper,
and ask: What if there’s a better way? To listen to the accompanying podcast
interviews, please visit https://bigideasineatingdisorders.com/.

We hope this book inspires you to think big about eating disorders because
bold thinking, courageous collaboration, and relentless innovation are pre-
cisely what this moment demands.
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