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RUNNING TITLE: MALES SPECIAL ISSUE EDITORIAL 

Abstract 

Objective: It is our sincere pleasure to introduce a special issue of the International 

Journal of Eating Disorders focused on eating disorders and related symptoms in 

male populations. 

Method: Contributions focused on three main themes among male populations: (i) the 

nature of eating disorder symptoms and recovery; (ii) long-term outcomes following 

eating disorders treatment; and (iii) muscularity-oriented symptoms of eating 

pathology. 

Results: The contributions to this special issue highlight the importance of better 

understanding how eating disorder symptoms manifest, may be maintained, and 

respond to treatment among male populations. Findings across the articles 

demonstrate some similarities between male and female samples with respect to core 

eating disorder symptoms, as well as important differences, particularly with respect 

to muscularity-oriented disordered eating. Findings related to treatment outcome also 

highlight the suboptimal long-term remission rates and elevated mortality among male 

inpatients with eating disorders. 
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Discussion: The diverse range of samples, methodologies, and research questions 

addressed within this collection of papers demonstrates the breadth of the important 

scientific work on this topic. As eating disorders and related symptoms in male 

populations continue to be underrecognized and underserved, we hope that this 

special issue will encourage further high-quality clinical research in this area.  

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved.
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We are delighted to introduce a special issue of the International Journal of 

Eating Disorders focused on eating disorders and related symptomatology in male 

populations. Historically, eating disorders have been broadly conceptualized from a 

female-centric perspective, and prior diagnostic frameworks have reflected this (e.g., 

amenorrhea as a former criterion for anorexia nervosa; APA, 2000). Importantly, 

evidence indicates that boys or men with eating pathology may be less likely than 

girls or women to seek treatment; and when male patients do present for treatment, 

their eating disorder may go undetected or receive less intense intervention compared 

to female patients (Forrest, Smith, & Swanson, 2017; Striegel-Moore, Leslie, Petrill, 

Garvin, & Rosenheck, 2000; Striegel, Bedrosian, Wang, & Schwartz, 2012; 

Thapliyal, Hay, & Conti, 2018). Further, empirical research over several decades 

commonly omitted boys and men from controlled treatment trials on the basis of 

supposed atypicality, and to date, less than 1% of all eating disorder- and body image-

related research has focused exclusively on male populations (Murray et al., 2017). 

Cumulatively, this has resulted in the under-recognition of eating disorder 

psychopathology among boys and men, and propagated the misunderstanding that 

eating disorders rarely impact this population. Such misunderstandings likely 

contribute to the stigma of eating disorder symptoms in male populations, which in 

turn may interfere with help-seeking among boys and men struggling with eating 

pathology (Andersen & Holman, 1997; Griffiths, Mond, Murray, & Touyz, 2015; 

Räisänen & Hunt, 2014). 

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved.
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With evidence indicating that eating disorder psychopathology (i) is 

increasingly prevalent among male populations, (ii) is comparable in severity to that 

demonstrated in female populations, and (iii) may be qualitatively distinct from 

symptom profiles typically reported in female populations, the need for more focused 

research with boys and men is clear (Lavender, Brown, & Murray, 2017; Lewinsohn, 

Seeley, Moerk, & Striegel-Moore, 2002; Murray et al., 2017; Smith et al., 2017; 

Striegel-Moore, Garvin, Dohm, & Rosenheck, 1999; Thapliyal, Mitchison, Mond, & 

Hay, in press). To that end, this special issue represents a significant step forward in 

advancing our collective understanding of this understudied area, and offers important 

advances relating to the conceptualization, measurement, and outcomes of/recovery 

from eating disorder and related psychopathology in male populations. 

Identifying Symptom Dynamics and Defining Recovery in Men 

Network theory and analytic approaches provide an innovative conceptual and 

statistical framework for the study of psychiatric disorders, including eating disorder 

psychopathology (Smith et al., 2019). Contrasting with traditional conceptualizations 

suggesting that symptoms of mental disorders arise from underlying syndromes, 

network theory posits that psychiatric illnesses such as eating disorders emerge from 

systems of interacting symptoms (Borsboom, 2017). Using a network analytic 

approach, Perko and colleagues (2019) examined sex differences in systems of eating 

disorder psychopathology using sex-specific network analyses and a subsequent series 

of network comparison tests. The authors utilized data collected via the Recovery 

Record app, with men comprising half of the sample. Findings indicated that the 

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved.
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structure of eating disorder psychopathology networks was similar for men and 

women, with binge-eating emerging as the symptom most central to the network. The 

authors concluded that eating disorders in men and women may be maintained 

through similar processes, although it must be noted that certain eating disorder 

symptoms, including those relating to muscularity-oriented symptoms, were not 

assessed and thus were not available for inclusion within the network analyses. This 

study represents a promising advance in our understanding of eating disorder 

symptom structure and dynamics across men and women, and will hopefully 

encourage and guide future research based on this novel and informative approach.  

In addition to elaborating the experience and presentation of eating disorder 

symptoms, understanding the nature of recovery from eating disorders among male 

populations is also crucial. The definition of eating disorders recovery remains 

contentious and the majority of research in this area has been conducted with female 

samples (Bardone-Cone, Hunt, & Watson, 2018). Given evidence suggesting sex 

differences in eating disorder symptoms across various cognitive, behavioral, and 

physiological domains, there is an important need to consider how definitions of 

recovery originally based on female populations might apply similarly or differently 

in male samples. In addressing this gap, Bardone-Cone and colleagues (2019) 

examined whether their previously published definition and operationalization of 

eating disorders recovery (Bardone-Cone et al. 2010), developed and validated among 

women, was also appropriate for men. The authors compared men with no lifetime 

history of eating disorders to men with a current eating disorder and men in either full 

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved.
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or partial recovery. Incorporating physical, behavioral and cognitive elements, the 

authors concluded that recovery for men involves reductions in expectancies about 

thinness and dietary restriction, reductions in body shame, greater ease stopping 

negative thoughts about one’s body, diet and exercise, and better attitudes about one’s 

level of both muscularity and body fat. Encouragingly, men that had fully recovered 

from eating disorders did not differ from men with no lifetime history of an eating 

disorder. The authors also concluded that, small sample size notwithstanding, their 

definition of eating disorders recovery usefully applies to men. 

Treatment Outcomes in Males 

Data addressing eating disorder treatment outcomes in male populations have 

been limited, since boys and men have historically been excluded from clinical trials, 

or represented only a small minority of those included. As such, the application of 

clinical interventions with male populations rests on inferences drawn from research 

conducted with largely female samples. However, in the largest prospective study to 

date of treatment outcomes in males with eating disorders, Strobel and colleagues 

(2019) and Quadflieg and colleagues (2019) describe a series of important outcomes 

in a large sample of male inpatients with eating disorders over an average follow-up 

period ranging from approximately five to nine years across the diagnostic groups.  

In assessing long-term treatment outcomes among 119 men with anorexia 

nervosa and 60 men bulimia nervosa, Strobel and colleagues (2019) noted that males 

with anorexia nervosa demonstrated comparable rates of remission to females with 

anorexia nervosa treated in the same program (male remission rate: 40%, female 

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved.
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remission rate: 41%), and typically demonstrated greater body weight. Among male 

inpatients with bulimia nervosa, remission rates were slightly lower at long-term 

follow (44%) relative to female inpatients treated in the same program (50%). 

However, male inpatients with bulimia nervosa reported relatively lower scores on 

measures of eating disorder psychopathology at follow-up. Cumulatively, these data 

offer promising insights into eating disorders treatment outcomes in male populations. 

With regard to mortality rates, the elevated mortality associated with eating 

disorders is well established (Fichter & Quadflieg, 2016; Smink, van Hoeken, & 

Hoek, 2012). However, data on mortality specifically among males with eating 

disorder psychopathology has been sparse. In their study, Quadflieg and colleagues 

(2019) found that standardized mortality ratio (SMRs) were significantly elevated in 

male inpatients diagnosed with anorexia nervosa, and results of survival analyses also 

revealed shorter long‐term survival after eating disorder onset for anorexia nervosa 

compared to both bulimia nervosa and eating disorder-not otherwise specified. These 

results highlight the seriousness of eating disorders in male populations, particularly 

those with anorexia nervosa, and thus further support the importance of appropriate 

identification and treatment of boys and men with eating disorders to improve long-

term outcome and reduce mortality. 

Muscularity-Oriented Disordered Eating in Men 

Boys and men face societal pressures to conform to an idealized body type 

characterized by a muscular and lean build, and increasingly girls and women may 

also face pressures related to these dimensions of body shape (Murray et al., 2017; 

This article is protected by copyright. All rights reserved.
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Rodgers et al., 2018). Pursuing muscularity and striving to increase lean mass may 

promote a unique array of disordered eating symptoms that differ from those 

associated with the traditional pursuit of thinness (Lavender et al., 2017). Given that 

adolescence and young adulthood is a time of particular risk for onset and/or 

exacerbation of eating pathology, muscularity-oriented disordered eating behaviors 

may also be particularly salient within this age range (Calzo et al., 2016). Using 

nationally representative prospective data from the Longitudinal Study of Adolescent 

to Adult Health, Nagata and colleagues (2019) examined baseline adolescent 

predictors of muscularity-oriented disordered eating during young adulthood at 7-year 

follow-up. Nearly one quarter of young men and one in twenty young women 

reported any muscularity-oriented disordered eating behavior at the follow-up. 

Further, numerous demographic, behavioral, and physiological baseline factors were 

identified as significant predictors of muscularity-oriented disordered eating for both 

young adult men and women, whereas other behavioral and mental health predictors 

were significant only for one sex. These findings highlight the importance of 

identifying youth at greater risk for disordered eating behaviors of various forms, and 

support the potential utility of prevention or early intervention. 

The findings from Nagata and colleagues (2019) also support the need for 

novel assessment measures that incorporate a broader variety of eating pathology 

symptoms. Specifically, the majority of self-report assessments of disordered eating 

were historically developed and validated with female samples, and were based on a 

traditional conceptualization of eating pathology consistent with pursuit of the thin 
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body ideal. However, efforts to achieve a muscular and lean body, which 

characterizes the modern ideal male body, may involve distinct types of disordered 

eating behaviors. The article by Murray and colleagues (2019) describes the 

development and initial psychometric validation of a new measure of muscularity-

focused disordered eating: the Muscularity-Oriented Eating Test (MOET). This two-

study article reports the initial development of the measure in Study 1, which derived 

a 15-item, one-factor measure that was confirmed in Study 2. Findings provide 

preliminary evidence supporting the internal consistency and test-retest reliabilities of 

the MOET score, as well as convergent validity based on moderate to large 

associations with relevant measures of eating pathology, muscle dysmorphia, and 

drive for muscularity. Building on other recent efforts to improve on the assessment 

of eating pathology in boys and men, the MOET has potential utility in both research 

and clinical contexts as a novel measure of muscularity-oriented disordered eating. 

Conclusion 

It was pleasure to oversee this special issue on eating disorders and related 

symptomatology in male populations. Given the relative dearth of rigorous empirical 

research addressing this area, we hope that this focused collection of manuscripts will 

encourage greater recognition of these issues among boys and men, as well as foster 

further ideas and high-quality scientific work with this population. We would like to 

thank all authors who shared their valuable contributions, and we look forward to the 

continued growth of this important literature within the eating disorder field.  
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