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Most Teens with Eating Disorders go without treatment 

It is widely held that roughly 20% of youth are affected 

by a mental disorder, with 5% affected by a severe 

mental disorder.   A substantial proportion of these 

youth do not receive appropriate mental health care.  

This is particularly true for teens with Eating Disorders. 

About 3 percent of U.S. adolescents are affected by a 

well-defined Eating Disorder, a much larger number 

have sub-threshold eating disorder symptoms.  Most do 

not receive treatment for their condition, per an NIMH-

funded study in the Archives of General Psychiatry. 

Background             

Kathleen Merikangas, Ph.D., of NIMH and colleagues 

analyzed data from the National Comorbidity Study-

Adolescent Supplement (NCS-A), a national face-to-

face survey of more than 10,000 teens ages 13 to 18.  In 

this recent study, the authors tracked the prevalence of 

eating disorders and the proportion of those youth who 

received treatment for these disorders. 

Results of the Study           

According to the data, 0.3 percent of youth have been 

affected by Anorexia, 0.9 percent by Bulimia, and 1.6 

percent by Binge-Eating Disorder. Community studies 

that used dimensional measures have yielded far greater 

prevalence of disordered eating behaviors (14%-22%), 

much higher than studies that rely on full DSM-IV 

criteria.    

In addition, 

 Hispanics reported the highest rates of bulimia, 

while Whites reported the highest rates of 

anorexia. 

 The majority with an Eating Disorder also met 

criteria for at least one other co-morbid 

psychiatric disorder such as depression, anxiety, 

substance abuse & post traumatic stress disorder. 

 All Eating Disorder was associated with higher 

levels of suicidal thinking compared to those 

without an eating disorder. 

 Eating disorder is predominantly a female 

disorder but occurs in males as well. (1 in 10). 

Significance                 

The prevalence of these disorders and their association 

with coexisting disorders, role impairment, and suicidal 

thinking suggest that Eating Disorders represent a major 

public health concern. In addition, the significant rates 

of sub threshold eating conditions support the notion 

that eating disorders tend to exist along a spectrum and 

may be better recognized by doctors if they included a 

broader range of symptoms. In addition, the findings 

clearly underscore the need for better access to 

treatment specifically for eating disorders. 

    

QUESTIONS TO ASK ALL 

TEENS: 

1)  Do you have any special concerns about your 

weight and how you look? 

2)  Have you restricted your eating, induced 

vomiting, misused laxatives, or over-exercised 

because of these concerns? 

3)  Do you struggle with urges to overeat and gone 

on binges of eating without restraint? 

4)  Does your mood seriously impact your eating 

behaviors?  
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