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The COVID-19 pandemic has seriously affected mental
health in the general population. People suffering from pre-
existing psychiatric conditions have been even more vul-
nerable during this event and long-term sequelae can be
hypothesized in the light of previous trauma studies. Eat-
ing Disorders (EDs) are severe mental illnesses with se-
rious physical and psychiatric comorbidity. The impact of
the COVID-19 pandemic on people with EDs has been stud-
ied since the introduction of quarantine measures and it
is possible to hypothesize that findings from those studies
may provide empirical information on the pathogenesis and
treatment of EDs.

First of all, heightened levels of abnormal ED-related
behaviors, including food restriction, physical exercise
and binge-purging episodes, have been found in people
with EDs during the first lockdown period (March-May
2020) as well as high distress in their caregivers. More
surprisingly, an impairment in general psychopathology
(i.e., anxiety, depression and post-traumatic and obsessive-
compulsive symptoms) was also detected in this population,
with evidence that the worsening of internalizing symp-
toms persisted longer than that of specific symptoms
(Monteleone et al., 2021). No significant differences be-
tween the main ED diagnoses have been found in relation
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to the COVID-19 pandemic effects. However, evidence
has also been provided that some patients did not show
a significant deterioration of symptomatology possibly
due to decreased daily stressors promoted by lockdown-
related lack of work and social pressure (Vuillier et al.,
2021). In line with this, a second study wave identified
putative risk and protection factors regarding the im-
pact of the COVID-19 pandemic on EDs (Baenas et al.,
2020; Castellini et al., 2020; (Monteleone et al., 2021);
Vuillier et al., 2021). Risk factors include consequences of
the pandemic-induced lockdown (such as less time spent
with friends and more with household members, changes in
routine activities and increased exposure to both diet and
thin-related social media messages) and personality-related
characteristics (namely, early adverse experiences and low
self-directedness). Familiar conflicts affected especially
adolescents (Graell et al., 2020) given their need to hide
ED-related behaviors from parents and increased scrutiny
and pressure from others which resulted in an increased in-
terpersonal stress (Branley-Bell & Talbot, 2020). Consistent
with the resilience perspective in the pandemic context
(Vinkers et al., 2020), therapeutic relationships providing
a sense of security were an important resilience factor, as
were adaptive emotional coping strategies (i.e., setting ap-
propriate boundaries for self-care or dealing with activities
providing distraction) and planning routine activities.
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Overall, literature findings (Baenas et al., 2020;
(Monteleone et al., 2021) Vuillier et al., 2021) converge
on the identification of a relationship between negative
emotions (feelings of sadness, anhedonia, worthlessness,
anxiety and uncertainty) and exacerbation of ED specific
and general symptoms during the pandemic, with a possi-
ble interplay between ED-related and internalizing symp-
toms. Emotion regulation difficulties may be considered
the common mechanism conveying a pre-existing vulner-
ability towards symptom onset/deterioration in the pres-
ence of a traumatic event. Furthermore, the COVID-19 re-
lated data suggest that the emotional vulnerability of ED
patients to stressful events is characterized by high sensi-
tivity to disruption in interpersonal relationships, as indi-
cated by the effects exerted by changes in friendships as
well as familiar and therapeutic bonds during the pandemic
period. Thus, it is possible to highlight an emotional, post-
traumatic and interpersonal nature of psychopathology ex-
acerbation in people with EDs. This pathogenetic model of
EDs is consistent with theories positing a central role of
emotion dysregulation in the etiology and maintenance of
EDs (Oldershaw et al., 2019) with social difficulties con-
stituting risk and/or maintenance factors (Treasure et al.,
2020). However, the specificity of the evidence derived from
studies exploring the impact of COVID-19 on people with EDs
is related to the nature of these findings. Indeed, the COVID-
19 pandemic has constituted a huge laboratory providing
opportunities for researchers to explore in vivo the effects
of an acute traumatic event: this has yielded more reliable
results than those from self-report cross-sectional findings
related to stressful life events. The distressing experience
exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic encompasses differ-
ent types of stress, spanning social, family, economic and
health related concerns, making it possible to assess them
simultaneously and to disentangle their effects on mental
health. On the other hand, previous studies exploring stress
exposure in the ED field have rarely adopted an experimen-
tal approach, have not provided a comprehensive evaluation
of different types of stress exposure effects and have been
conducted in small populations: these methodological lim-
itations significantly affect the reliability of their findings
(Glashouwer et al., 2020). Of course, the suggested model
refers to the exacerbation more than to the onset of symp-
tomatology in people affected by EDs and does not rule out
the role of ED vulnerability factors (e.g., childhood and ado-
lescence events or personality traits) whose contribution
has not been adequately explored during the pandemic.

In comparison to this pathogenetic evidence, only a few
empirical recommendations can be inferred regarding the
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic on treatment in EDs. A
reduction in direct access to care with a transition to tele-
health medicine has often been observed. A small amount
of data on the efficacy of online treatments has been gath-
ered, although patients’ concerns related to this strategy
have been suggested. In particular, a qualitative study
(Vuillier et al., 2021) revealed potential barriers to online
treatment, such as practical difficulties (e.g., the quality of
internet connectivity and the availability of a private space
at home) and feelings of detachment, although it high-
lighted that this kind of care allows patients to maintain
a therapeutic relationship providing them with support to
deal with the pandemic-induced distress. People with EDs
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often indicated the online treatment as the best alternative
when traditional face-to-face support was unavailable.

In the light of the literature, we can suggest that the
COVID-19 pandemic was and is a traumatic event signif-
icantly affecting the mental health of people with EDs,
in terms of the worsening of internalizing and specific ED
symptoms, possibly through the exacerbation of emotion
regulation difficulties. This evidence may provide a model
to guide clinicians in the management of ED patients, sug-
gesting the therapeutic need to target the antecedents that
trigger negative emotions. Researchers are also advised to
consider this model in future studies and to explore the va-
lidity of treatments during the pandemic.
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