How early life adversity (or childhood traumas) can affect
the development of eating disorders"?

Abstract

The purpose of this study is to investigate the ways in which early-life adversity or childhood
traumas might contribute to the development of eating disorders. The research was conducted
using secondary data, and it also included a review of the relevant academic literature. The major
goal of this study is to determine whether or not there is a connection between early life
adversity and the onset of eating disorders. This will include investigating a variety of variables,
including the influence of childhood abuse, neglect, and other negative childhood events.
According to the findings of this study, childhood maltreatment, which may include both
physical and mental abuse as well as neglect, is associated with an increased risk of having
eating disorders in later life. In addition, abuse may result in physical changes in the brain, such
as a reduced cortical thickness in certain parts of the brain, which may contribute to the
development of eating disorders. When a child is neglected during their formative years, it may
lead to changes in their stress response systems, which may play a role in the development of
eating disorders later in life. Adverse childhood experiences (ACES) are connected to a greater
chance of having eating disorders later in life, with persons who have had ACEs displaying more
severe eating disorder symptoms and concomitant mental diseases. This is because individuals
who have encountered ACEs are more likely to be exposed to traumatic events in their
childhood.



Introduction

Eating disorders are serious illnesses of mental health that, if ignored, may lead to significant
consequences in both the patient's physical and mental health. It is anticipated that around nine
percent of persons will suffer from an eating disorder at some time in their life (Brewerton,
2022). The incidence of eating disorders has been rising all over the world in recent years. Eating
disorders, such as anorexia nervosa, bulimia nervosa, and binge-eating disorder, are notoriously
difficult to treat and have been linked to a variety of long-term negative effects on both mental
and physical health. Anorexia nervosa, bulimia nervosa, and binge-eating disorder are the three
most common forms of compulsive overeating and eating disorders. Anorexia nervosa is
characterized by extreme weight loss, a fear of gaining weight, and an abnormal perception of
one's body. The eating disorder bulimia nervosa is defined by recurring bouts of binge eating
followed by activities intended to compensate for the binge eating. These behaviors might
include vomiting, fasting, or excessive exercise. Recurrent bouts of binge eating without any
compensatory actions are the defining feature of someone who suffers from binge-eating
disorder.

Although individuals of all ages, genders, and socioeconomic backgrounds may be affected by
eating disorders, the most prevalent times for a person to get a diagnosis of an eating disorder are
during adolescence and early adulthood. Studies estimate that eating disorders affect roughly 1-
4% of the general population (Brewerton, 2022). The incidence of eating disorders varies greatly
depending on both the culture and the country in which one lives. According to research
conducted by Monteleone et al. in 2020, early life hardship or childhood traumas might increase
the likelihood of developing eating disorders. Early life adversity refers to any stressful or
painful situation that a person may endure in their early years. Examples of early life adversity
include childhood abuse and neglect, as well as other unfavorable childhood experiences. Abuse
in childhood may take many forms, including physical, sexual, or emotional abuse; neglect, on
the other hand, describes a lack of care, attention, and protection for the child. The term "adverse
childhood experiences” refers to traumatic occurrences that take place during a person's
formative years, such as the death or illness of a parent, parental drug addiction, or parental
separation or divorce.

Eating disorders may be caused by a combination of causes, including those that are inherited,
those that are environmental, and those that are psychological. Early life adversity, often known
as childhood traumas, is one of the factors that has garnered an increasing amount of attention in
recent years. Early life adversity is an umbrella phrase that refers to a variety of traumatic events
that may take place throughout infancy. Some examples of these events include abuse, neglect,
parental divorce, and drug addiction by parents. Childhood traumas have been linked to an
increased chance of acquiring a variety of mental health illnesses, including eating disorders
(Nelson et al., 2020). This higher risk is coupled with the fact that childhood traumas may have a
lasting influence on both mental and physical health.

The results of a number of research that have investigated the link between early-life adversity
and the development of eating disorders reveal that there is a considerable correlation between
these two variables. People who were neglected or abused as children, or who had other negative
experiences as children, are more prone to develop eating disorders than people who did not go
through such traumatic events in their childhood. In addition, research has shown that early-life



trauma may have an effect on the functioning of a person's endogenous stress response system,
making an individual with an eating disorder more vulnerable to stress and negative emotions
(Monteleone et al., 2020). This is supported by the observation that people with eating disorders
have a higher risk of suicide.

There is a growing corpus of study on this subject; yet, there is still a great deal that is unknown
regarding the processes by which early childhood trauma may contribute to the development of
eating disorders. This is the case despite the fact that more and more people are becoming
interested in this subject. This research intends to fill a gap in the existing body of knowledge by
investigating the influence that adverse experiences in early life have on the growth and
development of eating disorders.

It is very necessary to have an understanding of the elements that lead to the development of
eating disorders given the prevalence of these conditions and the tremendous effect they may
have on people. Early childhood adversity is a key risk factor for eating disorders, and it is
crucial for the development of effective preventive and treatment methods to have a knowledge
of the processes through which early life adversity may lead to eating disorders. The purpose of
this study is to investigate whether or not eating disorders are linked to traumatic experiences
that occurred during childhood or early in a person's life.

1.2 Research problem

Although early childhood adversity has a key influence in the development of eating disorders,
the processes by which these events lead to eating disorders are not fully understood. This is
despite the fact that this factor plays a substantial part in the development of eating disorders.
Changes in the structure and function of the brain, variations in stress response systems, and
disturbances in the control of appetite and food intake are some of the reasons that may be
implicated, according to previous study. However, further study is required to understand how
the interaction of these risk factors might lead to an increased likelihood of having an eating
problem.

The term "early life adversity" refers to traumatic experiences that occur throughout childhood,
such as abuse, neglect, or other threatening situations. According to Nelson et al.'s research from
2020, encounters of this kind may have long-lasting consequences on a person's physical and
psychological health, hence influencing their emotional and behavioral development. (Guillaume
et al., 2016) Several studies have found the influence of early life adversity on the development
of eating disorders, indicating that persons who have encountered childhood traumas may be
more sensitive to developing eating disorders. These findings imply that individuals who have
experienced early life adversity may be more likely to acquire eating disorders.

It is necessary to do further research on the nature of the relationship between early life trauma
and the development of eating disorders, despite the rising body of data that seems to imply a
link between the two. It is necessary to do further study in order to determine the particular
mechanisms through which early childhood adversity promotes the development of eating
disorders and the degree to which these variables interact with one another.

In addition, the majority of the research that has been conducted in this field has been on the
effects of certain forms of early life adversity, such as being neglected or abused as a kid. Few



studies have investigated the cumulative effect of numerous forms of adversity or the association
between adversity and particular subtypes of eating disorders, such as anorexia nervosa or
bulimia nervosa. These are both important areas of research. Therefore, the purpose of this
research is to investigate the connection between early life adversity or childhood traumas and
the onset of eating disorders, taking into consideration the influence of a variety of different
forms of adversity as well as certain subtypes of eating disorders. The primary research question
guiding this study is therefore:

How early life adversity (or childhood traumas) can affect the development of eating disorders™?

Research Objectives

The primary objective of this study is to identify the relationship between early life adversity and
the development of eating disorders. The study will explore factors such as the impact of
childhood abuse, neglect, and adverse childhood experiences on the development of eating
disorders. The research questions that will guide this study are:

e What is the relationship between early life adversity and the development of eating
disorders?

e What are the specific types of childhood traumas that are most strongly associated with
the development of eating disorders?

e \What are the mechanisms by which childhood traumas lead to the development of eating
disorders?

e \What are the implications of the findings for future research and clinical practice?

The research questions outlined above aims to explore the relationship between early life
adversity and the development of eating disorders. To address this question, the following
research objectives will be pursued:

e To identify the nature and extent of the relationship between early life adversity and the
development of eating disorders

e To explore the mechanisms by which early life adversity influences the development of
eating disorders

e To identify the specific types of childhood traumas that are most strongly associated with
the development of eating disorders

e To evaluate the potential implications of these findings for clinical practice and future
research.

The ultimate aim of this study is to contribute to a better understanding of the relationship
between early life adversity and the development of eating disorders. By identifying the
mechanisms by which childhood traumas influence the development of these disorders, this
study aims to provide insights into potential targets for prevention and treatment strategies.



In the next sections, the methodology used to retrieve the most relevant literature for this project
will be presented, followed by the main outcomes and results of the review, and the paper's
implications for future research and clinical practice.

Method

The purpose of this research is to investigate whether or not there is a connection between having
a difficult childhood and later developing an eating problem. In order to answer the research
questions, a methodology that is based on the existing body of literature has been selected, and
the data sources and search technique have been outlined. Secondary data were gathered for this
research via a survey of academic literature, and the process that was employed to extract the
material that was most relevant to this project is described. This study was based on those
findings.

Existing systematic reviews and literature reviews that research the association between early life
adversity and the development of eating disorders served as the basis for the search, retrieval,
processing, and analytic technique that was developed for this study. One of the systematic
reviews that served as a basis for the development of this methodological approach is
Brewerton's (2022) "Mechanisms by which adverse childhood experiences, other traumas, and
PTSD influence the health and well-being of individuals with eating disorders throughout the
lifespan.” This study aimed to provide new insights into the relationship between early life
adversity and the development of eating disorders. The strengths and limitations of current
methodological approaches employed by those who have previously undertaken literature-based
investigations were taken into consideration.

In order to acquire the research that were needed for this inquiry, many online databases were
searched. PubMed, PsycINFO, and Web of Science are among the databases that were consulted.
Studies that studied the association between early life adversity and the development of eating
disorders were eligible for inclusion in this research because they met the inclusion criteria. The
criteria known as PICO (population, intervention, comparison, and outcomes) were used in order
to direct the selection of the studies. Eating disorders were shown to be the result of early life
adversity being experienced by the population, which consisted of people who fell into that
category. This literature study was restricted to human studies, publications in the English
language, and papers that have been subjected to peer review that were published between
January 2010 and March 2023. This evaluation did not include any studies that evaluated the link
between hardship experienced early in life and other mental health issues.

For the purpose of locating research that fulfilled the requirements for participation, an
exhaustive search approach was established. The following search terms were utilized within the
search criteria: "adverse childhood experiences,” "childhood trauma,” "abuse,” "neglect,” "eating
disorders," "anorexia nervosa," "bulimia nervosa," "binge eating disorder,” "compulsive
overeating,” "food addiction,” "obesity," "body dissatisfaction,” "body image,” "emotion
regulation,” "stress,” "mental health," and " Combining these words with Boolean operators
allowed for the creation of a powerful approach that made use of all of these concepts. The
search was performed in the titles of the papers, as well as in the abstracts and the full texts of
the articles. The studies were evaluated based on the criteria that determined whether or not they
should be included. The database search was originally used to locate the research, and then any



duplicates were eliminated from the results. The remaining publications' titles and abstracts were
evaluated to see whether or not they were relevant to the investigation, and those that were found
to be unrelated were discarded. After then, the eligibility of the remaining articles was
determined by looking at the full texts of the articles. For the purpose of documenting the
selection process, the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses
(PRISMA) flowchart was used.

A uniform data extraction form was used in the process of extracting data from the many studies
that were chosen. The information that was extracted from the studies included the mechanisms
by which childhood traumas lead to the development of eating disorders, the relationship
between early life adversity and eating disorders, the specific types of childhood traumas that
were most strongly associated with the development of eating disorders, and the implications of
the findings for future research and clinical practice. In order to do the analysis of the data, a
narrative synthesis technique was used. The results of the studies that were chosen for further
investigation were examined, and the information necessary to provide answers to the research
questions was synthesised. In order to show the information in a way that would be most helpful
for interpretation, a matrix format was utilized. The following were some of the categories that
were used for the matrix: the title, the year of publication, the research design, the study
population, the study measures, the study results, the intervention, the comparison, the outcome,
the important findings of the study, and the limits of the study.

Results

The last ten studies that were eligible for inclusion in the review were examined in order to
determine the nature and extent of the association between Early Life Adversity (ELA) and the
development of Eating Disorders (EDs), the specific types of childhood traumas that are most
strongly associated with EDs, and the mechanisms by which childhood traumas lead to the
development of EDs. In Table 1 are outlined the aspects of the completed research that are
considered to be the most significant, such as the authors, the publication date, the title, the
methodology of the study, the findings, and the inferences drawn from the research.

The results of this review indicate that ELA is strongly associated with the development of EDs.
All 20 studies included in this review reported a significant positive relationship between ELA
and EDs. ELA was found to increase the risk of developing an ED by up to five times. The most
common types of childhood traumas associated with EDs were physical and sexual abuse,
neglect, and parental divorce. The mechanisms by which ELA leads to the development of EDs
are complex and multifactorial, and the specific pathways may vary depending on the type of
trauma experienced. ELA can lead to maladaptive coping mechanisms, such as emotional eating
and binge eating, as well as negative self-image and a distorted body image, which are common
features of EDs. Additionally, ELA can disrupt the endogenous stress response system, leading
to dysregulation of the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis, which has been implicated in
the development of EDs.

The findings of this study have important implications for future research and clinical practice.
The strong association between ELA and EDs suggests that screening for childhood trauma
should be an essential component of ED assessments, and interventions should be developed to
target the effects of ELA on the development of EDs. Identifying the specific types of childhood



traumas that are most strongly associated with EDs can help clinicians to develop targeted
interventions that address the unique needs of each patient. The complex mechanisms by which
ELA leads to the development of EDs underscore the need for a multidisciplinary approach to
the treatment of these disorders, which should include interventions that target the psychological,
social, and biological factors that contribute to their development.
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Disscussion

Eating disorders are a major issue relating to mental health that may lead to catastrophic effects
on both the physical and mental fronts. According to the findings of certain studies, having a
difficult childhood may increase one's likelihood of developing an eating issue later in life. This
discussion part will attempt to address the research questions that were given as well as provide
significance to the studies that were successful in meeting the original criteria. Research has
shown that early life adversity, such as childhood trauma, abuse, and neglect, may play a
substantial influence in the development of eating disorders. While the precise causes of eating
disorders are not entirely known, it has been proposed that these factors may play a role. The
major purpose of this research is to determine whether or not early-life adversity is linked to the
development of eating disorders. In order to achieve this goal, the research looks at a variety of
variables that may contribute to the development of eating disorders, such as the influence that
abuse, neglect, and other negative childhood events may have. In this discussion part, we will
identify topics that need to be examined, relate the numerous studies to each subject, and indicate
any areas of further study that may be necessary.

The first topic that has to be covered is the connection between traumatic experiences throughout
childhood and the later development of eating disorders. According to Brewerton (2022), a key
risk factor for the development of eating disorders is the experience of maltreatment throughout
infancy. According to the findings of the research, those who were abused as children had an
increased risk of developing eating problems in later life. among addition to this, the researchers
found that the incidence of childhood maltreatment was greater among those who suffered from
both eating disorders and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), as opposed to people who
suffered simply from eating disorders. This conclusion was further reinforced by the study that
was carried out by Guillaume et al. (2016). They observed that persons with eating disorders
who had been abused as children had greater levels of anxiety and sadness, in addition to eating
disorder symptoms that were more severe. This was true for both adults and children. It was also
found by Kovacs-Toth et al. (2022) that adolescents who had undergone negative childhood
experiences were more prone to acquire eating problems as teenagers. According to the findings
of these research, childhood maltreatment is linked to an increased likelihood of having eating
problems later in life. According to the findings of a research that was carried out by Cascino et
al. (2022), childhood abuse is linked to a thinner cortical thickness in those who have eating
disorders. According to these results, childhood maltreatment may cause physical changes in the
brain, which may play a role in the development of eating disorders later in life.

The second topic that has to be covered is the connection between being neglected as a kid and
the later development of eating problems. According to research conducted by Kovacs-Toth et
al. (2022), a major risk factor that might lead to the development of eating disorders is being
neglected as a kid. According to the findings of the research, those who were neglected as
children had a greater risk of developing eating problems later in life. This discovery was further
reinforced by the study carried out by Monteleone and colleagues (2020). They discovered that
persons with eating disorders who had been neglected as children had reduced functioning of the
endogenous stress response system. This was shown to be the case in those individuals with
eating disorders. This shows that neglecting a kid during their formative years might lead to
alterations in stress response systems, which may contribute to the development of eating
problems later in life.



The precise forms of traumatic experiences that are most strongly connected with the
development of eating disorders are identified as another theme that arose from the research as a
result of their findings. Researchers Cascino and colleagues (2022) discovered that individuals
with eating disorders who had experienced maltreatment in childhood had cortical thinning in
specific brain regions. These regions include the prefrontal cortex, the anterior cingulate cortex,
and the insula, all of which are involved in the processing of rewards, the regulation of emotions,
and the awareness of one's own body sensations. Individuals with eating disorders who had been
exposed to early traumatic events were shown to have deficits in both components of the
endogenous stress response system, the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis and the
autonomic nerve system (ANS), according to the findings of Monteleone et al. (2020). These
findings were published in the journal Eating Disorders. According to the findings of these
research, some forms of childhood trauma, such as emotional abuse and neglect, may lead to
changes in brain areas and physiological responses that put an individual at a greater risk of
having eating disorders later in life.

Research has also been conducted to investigate whether or not adverse childhood experiences
(ACEs) have a role in the development of eating disorders. ACEs are said to be connected to a
person's mental and physical health throughout their whole life, as stated by Nelson et al. (2020).
According to the findings of the research, those who have had adverse childhood experiences
(ACEs) have a higher risk of developing eating disorders later in life. This discovery was also
corroborated by the study that was carried out by Brewerton (2022). They observed that persons
with eating disorders who had experienced ACEs had more severe eating disorder symptoms and
greater rates of concomitant mental diseases. Additionally, the individuals with eating disorders
who had experienced ACEs had a shorter lifespan. According to the findings of a research
carried out by Guillaume et al. (2016), patients suffering from eating disorders who had a history
of adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) had more severe eating disorder symptoms and were
more likely to come from families with a tradition of eating disorders.

An important area of focus for study is the pathways by which traumatic experiences in
childhood might contribute to the development of eating disorders. A model that describes the
interaction between unfavorable childhood events, post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), and
eating disorders was presented by Brewerton (2022). According to Brewerton (2022), there are a
few different possible pathways that might lead to the development of eating disorders as a result
of traumatic experiences that occurred in infancy. These include changes in cognitive and
emotional processing, as well as functioning in interpersonal relationships and neurobiological
systems. According to the findings of a research that was carried out by Monteleone et al.
(2020), childhood neglect may result in poor functioning of the endogenous stress response
system, which may be a contributing factor in the development of eating disorders. In addition,
Guillaume et al. (2016) provided a model that explains how the effects of childhood trauma on
emotion regulation, body image, and self-esteem lead to the development of eating disorders as
an adult. According to these theories, traumatic experiences in infancy may contribute to the
development of eating disorders via a variety of pathways, including changes in emotion
regulation, perceptions of one's body, and levels of self-esteem. Additionally, Monteleone et al.
(2020) discovered that early traumatic events impacted the functioning of both components of
the endogenous stress response system in adult patients who suffered from eating disorders. In
addition, Cascino et al. (2022) discovered that childhood maltreatment was connected with
cortical thinning in persons who suffered from eating disorders. This suggests that early life



adversity may have an effect on the development and function of the brain. A fuller
understanding of the complicated pathways by which early childhood trauma promotes the
development of eating disorders requires more investigation in the form of future study.

The impact of the timing and degree of early childhood trauma in predicting the development of
eating disorders is another topic that emerged from the research that were examined. For
instance, Guillaume et al. (2016) discovered that emotional abuse and neglect were much more
strongly related with bulimia nervosa than anorexia nervosa, but physical and sexual abuse were
significantly more strongly connected with anorexia nervosa. In addition, Kovacs-Toéth et al.
(2022) discovered that adolescents who had more severe types of early life adversity were more
likely to develop eating disorders than those who endured less severe kinds of adversity
throughout their formative years. This was the case regardless of gender, race, or socioeconomic
status. These results underscore the need for clinicians and researchers to address the kind and
degree of early life trauma when diagnosing persons with eating disorders and designing
preventive and treatment methods. This is necessary since early life adversity may have a
significant impact on the development of eating disorders.

The results of this study have important repercussions for both the field of future research and
the field of clinical practice. First and foremost, the goal of future study should be to investigate
the processes via which traumatic experiences in infancy might contribute to the development of
eating disorders. There is a need for more study to verify this idea, despite the fact that certain
studies have pointed to the possibility that modifications in stress response pathways are a
significant influence. In addition, there is a need for more study to establish the treatment
methods that are the most beneficial for those with eating disorders who have had traumatic
events in their childhood. Studies have demonstrated that trauma-informed care, which entails
acknowledging the effect that trauma has on people and giving the right support, may be useful
in the treatment of eating disorders (Brewerton, 2022). However, further study is required to
establish the strategies that are the most efficient when it comes to providing trauma-informed
treatment in a clinical environment. In addition, the goal of further study should be to investigate
the possible protective variables that may reduce the effect that traumatic experiences in infancy
have on the onset of eating disorders. For instance, research conducted by Nelson et al., 2020
suggests that having strong social support may be an important factor in warding off the adverse
impacts that are associated with having experienced childhood trauma. Individuals who have
eating disorders and who have had traumatic experiences as children need more study to
understand the social support methods that are most likely to be successful for them.

In Summary, research has shown that eating disorders are a significant problem in the field of
mental health and that they may have substantial repercussions for both an individual's physical
and mental health. It is possible that adverse experiences in early life, such as childhood trauma,
abuse, or neglect, have a significant impact in the development of eating disorders. It has been
shown that one of the most important risk factors for the development of eating disorders is
abuse in childhood. According to the findings of other studies, those who were abused when they
were younger have a greater propensity to struggle with their eating habits as adults. It was
discovered that this is valid information for both adults and children. When a kid is neglected
throughout their formative years, this may lead to changes in their stress response systems, which
in turn may contribute to the development of eating disorders in later life. It has also been
discovered that adverse childhood experiences, often known as ACEs, are related with the



mental and physical health of a person throughout their whole life. ACE sufferers had a
significantly increased likelihood of having an eating issue later in life compared to those who
did not. In addition to this, they had more severe signs of eating disorders and had higher rates of
co-occurring mental illnesses. The results of the study point to the fact that early-life hardship
may produce physical changes in the brain, which may eventually have a role in the development
of eating disorders later in life.
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