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Diversifying the understanding of eating disorders

Eating disorders (ED) as a psychological, therapeutic, and medical concept 
include Anorexia, Bulimia, and Binge Eating Disorder, as well as atypical, 
subclinical, or unspecified versions of those concepts. An ED overview 
along with specific symptoms and diagnostic criteria can be found in diag­
nostic manuals (APA, 2022; WHO, 2021). Modern accounts of ED can be 
traced back to the important work of Bruch (1978) and Selvini Palazzoli 
(1974) in the 1970’s. At that time, anorexia was the only psychiatrically 
recognized form of ED, and the patients these authors saw were primarily 
daughters of North American and European middle or upper class fami­
lies, whom Bruch (1978) described as living in a golden cage. Since then, 
scientific knowledge of ED has diversified substantially, as will be outlined 
below. Nevertheless, the stereotype of a person with an ED as an educated, 
heterosexual, cisgendered, anorexic white girl still holds significant power 
in the public’s perception and remains entrenched in the minds of many 
professionals (Sonneville & Lipson, 2018). This construct can be considered 
a product of historical biases in visibility and access to treatment along the 
lines of class, race, gender, and sexual orientation, and it still holds power to 
perpetuate these biases, even though it does not correspond to the state of 
research (Roberts & Chaves, 2023).

In the 1980s and 1990s more attention was brought to forms of ED that 
are characterized by fewer or no restrictive symptoms (e.g., dieting) but 
rather by binging, purging, and emotional eating: bulimia nervosa and 
binge eating disorder. The substantial overlap in symptomatology between 
the different forms of ED then led to the introduction of a transdiagnostic 
model (Fairburn et al., 2003), which is widely used in ED research today. 
Moreover, intercultural studies of that time have challenged and overtaken 
the notion that ED were mostly prevalent in white western populations. 
Rather, the prevalence of ED has been linked to industrialization and the 
propagation of the thin body ideal worldwide (Nasser, 1997; Pike et al., 
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2014), which are linked to capitalism as a form of society rather than to any 
particular race or ethnicity. Research on ED has mostly focused on cisgen­
der women, as they are disproportionately affected compared to cisgender 
men, although the gender difference in prevalence is smaller for forms 
of ED with less restrictive symptomatology (Nagl et al., 2016; Silén & Kes­
ki-Rahkonen, 2022). Feminist scholars have proposed that structural and 
interpersonal sexism, objectification of women, and contradictory ideals 
of femininity in late capitalism may explain this gender difference (Beccia 
et al., 2022; Bordo, 1993; MacSween, 1995; Piran, 2010, 2016; Springmann 
et al., 2020; Springmann, 2022). In fact, solid evidence has been accumulat­
ed for the importance of these social factors for ED in cisgender women 
(Striegel Weissman, 2019). In recent years, there has been an increase in 
scientific attention towards ED in LGBTIQA populations, as well as in 
boys and men. This research has produced advanced knowledge on the 
importance of gender identity and sexual orientation, indicating a higher 
risk of ED for marginalized groups such as transgender persons or gay men 
(Bell et al., 2019; Nagata et al., 2020). Moreover, current studies have shed 
light on gender differences in symptomatology, e.g., a higher prevalence 
of muscularity-oriented disordered eating in boys and men (Murray et al., 
2017; Neumark-Sztainer & Eisenberg, 2014).

In summary, the current state of research shows that ED can present 
itself in different ways, affect people of different ethnicities, sexual orienta­
tions, and gender identities, and that sociocultural factors contribute to ED 
development. However, the landscape of ED epidemiology becomes even 
more complex when multiple social categories such as race or gender are 
considered simultaneously. Consequently, there have been calls for an inter­
sectional approach (Burke et al., 2020) to understand ED. In this paper, I 
argue that the concept of intersectionality (Crenshaw, 2019; Hill Collins, 
2019) is helpful in gaining a clearer understanding of these complexities 
and improving epidemiological insights as well as etiological theories of 
ED, which in turn has implications for treatment. After introducing the 
concept of intersectionality and the frequency of its use in the context of 
psychology and ED, I will elaborate on the benefits of this concept for 
understanding ED along three points: 1) advancements in epidemiological 
research, 2) understanding of the pathways between an individual’s social 
location and psychological health outcomes, and 3) the potential to inte­
grate psychological knowledge with a broader social, cultural, and historical 
context.
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The concept of intersectionality

Intersectionality describes the effects of multiple intersecting social power 
hierarchies that produce specific forms of oppression that cannot be re­
duced to the added effects of the individual power hierarchies (Hill Collins, 
2019). This idea was developed by activists of Black feminism who faced 
unique ways of marginalization for being women of color, many of them 
from working class backgrounds and/or non-compliant with heterosexist 
norms. In the now famous statement of the activist group Combahee River 
Collective from 1977 it reads, “we are actively committed to struggling 
against racial, sexual, heterosexual, and class oppression, and see as our 
particular task the development of integrated analysis and practice based 
upon the fact that the major systems of oppression are interlocking” (Tay­
lor, 2017, p. 15). The experience that their concerns were not adequately 
represented by either the civil rights movement, which was dominated by 
male perspectives, or the feminist movement, which was dominated by 
white and bourgeois perspectives, “led to the need to develop a politics that 
was antiracist, unlike those of white women, and antisexist, unlike those of 
Black and white men” (Taylor, 2017, p. 17).

Intersectionality has become increasingly important in psychological 
research in recent years. My search of the American Psychological Asso­
ciation’s APA Psychinfo database in February 2024 using the term intersec­
tionality and date of publication through 2013 returned 637 hits. Including 
publication dates through 2023 returned 5,784 hits. Adding the terms eating 
disorders or anorexia or bulimia or disordered eating reduced the results 
with publication dates through 2023 to 39, with the earliest publication 
from 2010. Although this is not an exhaustive review of the literature, it 
provides a sense of the increasing use of intersectionality in psychological 
research in general and in ED research in particular. In the following 
section, I focus on the advancements in ED epidemiological research.

Epidemiological research

Intersectionality has inspired promising approaches in epidemiological re­
search to assess the prevalence of certain symptoms or health outcomes 
in diverse populations defined not only by individual social categories but 
also by multiple intersecting social categories (Harari & Lee, 2021). A small 
number of studies on ED prevalence with explicitly intersectional designs 
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have been published in recent years using data from large U.S. samples of 
youth or young adults (Beccia et al., 2019, 2021; Burke et al., 2021, 2022; Eg­
bert et al., 2024; Gordon et al., 2024). In these quantitative studies, scholars 
used either different forms of regression models to compare intersectional 
groups regarding their risk for ED symptomatology or multilevel analysis of 
individual heterogeneity and discriminatory accuracy (MAIHDA) to assess 
the proportion of variance in ED symptomatology that can be predicted by 
intersectional groups. Beccia et al. (2021) employed a specific intersectional 
version of MAIHDA (see also Evans et al., 2018). Authors used different 
ways of accounting for interactional effects of intersections of multiple 
social categories that go beyond the additive effects of those categories. 
Although a detailed description of these methods and their references to in­
tersectional theory is beyond the scope of this article, it is important to note 
that the theoretical framework of intersectionality is being incorporated 
into quantitative research and contributing to the innovation of research 
designs.

Results of the studies cited above are complex and difficult to break 
down into simple conclusions as they attend to different social categories 
and different measures of disordered eating. However, the overall results 
of the studies indicate that there can be significant heterogeneity within 
a marginalized group (e.g., women or Black/African American persons) 
when other social categories are taken into account (e.g., sexual orientation 
or socioeconomic status). Additionally, all studies found the highest risks 
for disordered eating among multiply marginalized groups. Some exem­
plary results are outlined below.

All studies investigated the intersection of gender and race/ethnicity 
and found relevant effects of this intersection. For example, Gordon et al. 
(2024) state that, in addition to the proportion of variance explained by 
the single category of race/ethnicity and the single category of gender, the 
intersection of both categories, race/ethnicity and gender, explained 10 % 
of the total variance in the ED measures. Beccia et al. (2019) found that, 
among their sample of U.S. high school students, girls of all ethnicities as 
well as Black/African American and Hispanic/Latino boys had a higher 
risk than White boys, with the group of Hispanic/Latino girls displaying 
an excess risk of ED symptomatology. Moreover, results reported by Burke 
et al. (2021) and Egbert et al. (2024) indicate an increased risk for persons 
with multiracial identities.
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Other social categories considered in the research were socioeconomic 
status, sexual orientation and weight status. Burke et al. (2022) investigated 
associations between socioeconomic status and positive results on an ED 
screening questionnaire. They found that participants of lower socioeco­
nomic status had a 1.27 (95 % CI1 1.25–1.30) times greater ED prevalence 
than those of higher socioeconomic status. Moreover, the strength of this 
relationship varied considerably when taking into consideration the inter­
sections with gender, sexual orientation, and race/ethnicity. The highest es­
timated prevalence of ED symptomatology was found among the multiply 
marginalized groups of Hispantic/Latinx lesbian women of low socioeco­
nomic status (52.3; 95 % CI 42.5–62.0) and Hispanic/Latinx bisexual men 
with low socioeconomic status (52.4; 95 % CI 43.7–61.2).

Beccia et al. (2021) drew attention to heterogeneity found within the 
group of girls and women, as the results of their study indicated higher 
estimated prevalence of several forms of disordered eating for girls and 
women of sexual minorities and/or higher weight status. Moreover, they 
highlighted that groups of multiply marginalized boys and men had similar 
or higher estimated prevalence of overeating and binge eating than singly 
marginalized girls and women. To give an example, heterosexual, smaller-
bodied women had an estimated prevalence of past-year binge eating of 3.6 
(95 % CI 2.9–4.5), whereas bisexual, larger-bodied women had an estimat­
ed prevalence of 18.7 (95 % CI 12.5–26.1) and bisexual, larger-bodied men 
14.6 (95 % CI 5.7–30.3). Yet, both multiply marginalized groups had a lower 
probability of being diagnosed with an ED than the singly marginalized 
women. This might be explained by biases in terms of who is considered as 
likely to have an ED, as discussed in the first part of this paper.

In the following section, I will address challenges that arise in intersec­
tional epidemiological studies.

Theoretical and methodological problems

The results outlined above show the complex social patterns of ED epi­
demiology and the potential of intersectional approaches for improving 
the scientific understanding of these patterns. However, adapting the com­
plex social theory of intersectionality to psychological research and espe­

1 A confidence interval is an interval in frequentist statistics that is expected to contain 
the parameter being estimated with a certain probabiltity.
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cially to quantitative designs is not without its challenges, as outlined 
previously (Harari & Lee, 2021; Moradi & Grzanka, 2017; Warner, 2008). 
Importantly, intersectional theory and quantitative psychological research 
are based on fundamentally different epistemological principles, i.e., social 
constructionism versus positivism. Another major concern is the use of 
identity categories as proxies for social inequalities, as this runs “the risk 
of over-simplifying and de-politicizing the fundamentally critical theory 
[of intersectionality] by focusing on individual-level dimensions of social 
identity/position rather than structural-level constructs relating to power 
and oppression”, as Beccia et al. (2021, p. 2) described. Therefore, I argue 
in line with Warner (2008) that results of epidemiological quantitative 
studies need to be considered together with results of qualitative studies 
that shed lights on social processes and etiological pathways. Reconstruc­
tive qualitative research strategies such as Grounded Theory (Corbin & 
Strauss, 2008), Discourse Analysis (Keller, 2005) or Voice Centered Listen­
ing (Kiegelmann, 2021; Müller et al., 2023) rely on social constructionist 
underpinnings and enable scholars to reconstruct subjective experience in 
its complexity and do not rely on a-priori hypothesis and pre-defined, fixed 
identity categories. Rather, they guide researchers to understand individu­
als’ experiences within their complex social contexts and multifaceted iden­
tities. Therefore, qualitative research designs may be of significant value 
to bridge the gap between intersectional theory and quantitative psycholog­
ical or medical research, which predominantly works within a positivist 
research paradigm.

In the following section, I provide examples of quantitative and qualita­
tive lines of research that may be helpful to integrate results of epidemiolog­
ical studies with the tenets of intersectional theory by shedding light on 
social processes and etiological pathways.

Social processes and etiological pathways

Intersectionality provides a theoretical framework for reconstructing the 
pathways between an individual’s social contexts or positionality and psy­
chological health outcomes along the hypothesis that it is social inequali­
ties, rather than an individual’s identity or membership in a particular 
social group per se, that are responsible for poorer psychological health 
outcomes (e.g., higher risk of ED). Social inequalities operate on different 
levels. I suggest to include the following levels for a comprehensive under­
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standing: 1) the level of social structures (e.g., the distribution of wealth and 
power), 2) the level of social discourse, which influences collective and in­
dividual processes of constructing meaning and knowledge (e.g., language 
and media representation), 3) the level of interpersonal interactions (e.g., 
interpersonal acts of discrimination), and 4) the intrapersonal level (psy­
chological processes such as internalization). Integrating this complexity 
remains a challenge to psychological research. Understanding what kinds of 
experiences influence psychological processes in ways that promote certain 
symptoms is critical to the development of therapeutic approaches (Spring­
mann et al., 2022).

A prominent model for reconstructing these processes in quantitative 
research is the Minority Stress Model (Meyer, 2003), which was developed 
to explain mental health burdens in sexual minorities and mention factors 
of resilience. In this model, Meyer (2003) differentiates between different 
factors, such as circumstances in the environment, minority identity, distal 
(interpersonal) minority stress processes, proximal (intrapersonal) minori­
ty stress processes, and coping. It has been applied various times to explain 
ED in LGBTIQA populations (Cusack et al., 2021; Nagata et al., 2020; 
Watson et al., 2015). Recently, Rivas‐Koehl et al. (2023) have proposed an 
extension of this model called the Temporal Intersectional Minority Stress 
Model. The authors acknowledge that Meyer (2003) did already include 
multiple minority stress in the original model, but they conceptualize 
their version of the model to better incorporate the interactive effects of 
intersecting social inequalities. Moreover, they explicitly frame their model 
by social hegemonies and their historical development, adding a temporal 
dimension, which highlights sociopolitical developments and their effects 
on the experiences of generations and individuals.

As noted above, most research on the impact of social factors on the 
development of ED has focused on gender norms and sexism against cis­
gender women. As cisgender women are not a minority, these effects are 
usually not conceptualized as minority stress. Intersectional theory posits 
that it is historically developed power hierarchies connected to a social 
attribute like gender or race that are relevant, rather than the question 
who is in the majority or minority. Thus, minority stress might be better 
conceptualized as marginalization stress. Prominent models are sociocul­
tural models focusing on the idealization of slimness (Striegel Weissman, 
2019), the Objectification Theory (Fredrickson & Roberts, 1997; Schaefer & 
Thompson, 2018), and the Developmental Theory of Embodiment (DTE) 
(McBride & Kwee, 2019; Piran, 2016, 2017). The latter will be outlined 
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in more detail, because a broader range of social factors were included 
compared to previous sociocultural models.

The DTE is based on a large-scale mixed methods project including 
data from focus groups and narrative interviews of women from different 
backgrounds (Jacobson & Hall, 2019; Piran, 2016) and has been developed 
further through quantitative scales (Piran et al., 2023; Teall, 2015). Embod­
iment is conceptualized as a person’s lived experience in and as a body. 
Positive embodiment is characterized by connection to one’s body, desires 
and needs, and an embodied sense of agency, whereas self-harming behav­
iors like disordered eating are considered a sign of disrupted embodiment 
(Piran, 2016; Teall, 2015). Piran (2017) identified three factors in the social 
environment that contribute to the DTE: physical freedom (e.g., physical 
integrity and safety), mental freedom (e.g., self-determination of one’s 
identity), and social power (e.g., equality, social influence). Although the 
DTE has been developed focusing on cisgender women without an explicit 
intersectional approach, I argue for its potential to be extended from an 
intersectional point of view. Physical freedom, mental freedom, and social 
power might represent higher-level categories of psychosocial processes 
that can be negatively affected by discrimination due to multiple social 
categories that are associated with the body or its appearance. For example, 
racialized discrimination or transphobia certainly have an effect on the 
experience of these social environmental factors.

More detailed insight into the pathways between specific intersectional 
positionalities and ED development could be provided by considering 
other qualitative studies in which the experiences of populations with 
specific intersectional locations are analyzed (e.g., Godbolt et al., 2022; 
Quiniones & Oster, 2019; Springmann et al., 2022).

Conclusions: Merging psychological approaches and critical social sciences 
research for a more comprehensive understanding of eating disorders

Intersectionality is a concept developed and widely used in the social 
sciences. The strength of psychological approaches tends to be in explain­
ing intraindividual – and to some extent interpersonal – processes. The 
downside of this can be a tendency to decontextualize and depoliticize 
psychological subjects. Thus, adopting theoretical concepts from the social 
sciences can be helpful in integrating or reconnecting psychological knowl­
edge to a broader social, cultural, and historical context (Springmann et al., 
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2020). With regard to ED and their treatment, the ways individuals relate 
to themselves and their bodies as well as the ways they want to present 
themselves to the outside world can be better understood by considering 
their social position and the historically shaped power hierarchies (e.g., 
colonialism, gender inequality, capitalism) that define that position. In 
recent years, intersectionality has been increasingly used as a framework 
for psychological research. Reference to the critical social theory of inter­
sectionality urges researchers to discuss their findings within their social 
and historical contexts and to consider the importance of social power hier­
archies and social justice in their research. Researchers using intersectional 
designs in quantitative studies of health disparities have provided powerful 
insights into the social patterns of ED epidemiology, indicating higher risk 
for multiply marginalized groups. Authors of qualitative studies have shed 
light on the experiences of persons in specific social locations, e.g., queer 
women or transgender persons of color, and derived empirically grounded 
hypotheses about social factors and pathways in the development of disor­
dered eating. These data can and should be integrated to inform etiological 
models, which in turn inform preventive and therapeutic strategies.
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