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are also seen in individuals with anorexia nervosa. It is possible 
to reverse these disorders when the individual returns to a nor-
mal weight.

Causes of Anorexia Nervosa
The specific causes of anorexia nervosa are still being 
researched. However, there appear to be a variety of factors 
involved (see Kaye et al., 2009, for an overview). Table 10.4 lists 
a variety of factors that have been shown to be related to the 
development of anorexia nervosa, although not every person 
will have each of these factors.

One factor is genetics. Twin studies suggest that 50% to 
80% of the variance in both anorexia nervosa and bulimia can 
be accounted for by genetics (Kaye et al., 2009). However, the 
identification of specific genes has been difficult to determine. 

As noted, most studies look for endophenotypes that include psychological personality fac-
tors and food intake. Overall, these genetic influences appear to show heritability of global atti-
tudes toward food and dieting including the restriction of eating, binge eating, and self-induced 
vomiting.

Another factor involved in the development of anorexia nervosa results from restricting 
the intake of food. For example, brain volume is less in individuals with anorexia nervosa. 
There is also a reduction in brain metabolism in specific areas of the brain, including the 

TABLE 10.4 Suggestive Risk Factors in Anorexia Nervosa

A. Familial

1. A family member or relative with anorexia nervosa, bulimia nervosa

2. A family member or relative with depression or alcohol/drug abuse/dependence

B. Individual Biological Factors

1. Early menarche

2. Mildly overweight

C. Individual Psychological Factors

1. Perfectionistic—obsessional personality

2. Sense of ineffectiveness, lack of confidence, low self-esteem

3. Affective disorders (depression)

D. Individual Behaviors

1. Dieting

2. Involvement in activities or professions that emphasize weight control: gymnastics, ballet, wrestling, jockeys, actors,
and models

E. Cultural

1. Living in an industrialized country

2. Emphasis on thinness as beauty

3. General significant weight increase in the general population in the U.S. over the past 40 years

F. Stressful life events

1. Death of a close relative or friend

2. Sexual abuse

Source: Halmi (2005, p. S21).

A patient with anorexia nervosa.
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