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Eating disorders are serious mental
illnesses that can be fatal. 

 
Although serious, all eating disorders can be treated and full recovery is possible.
But we must ensure that all healthcare professionals are trained to spot the signs of
an eating disorder and know exactly how to help.

Research in 2018 found that on average just 1.8 hours is spent on teaching about
eating disorders at UK medical schools, with 1 in 5 medical schools providing no
teaching about eating disorders at all. 

It’s not only that there isn’t enough (teaching), it’s that some of the
teaching we do have is a little bit problematic or isn’t done very
sensitively, that’s not specifically in the psychiatry block, but just
throughout the course. Weight is spoken about in a way that
reinforces unhelpful ideas about weight and health.
- Sophie, Medical Student

We need to ensure that every medical student receives compassionate and
comprehensive teaching, to help future doctors to protect patients with eating
disorders. 

The mortality rates of all eating disorders are
high: anorexia has the highest mortality rate
of any mental illness, and one in six people
who have been affected by binge eating
disorder try to end their lives. All eating
disorders can lead to severe long-term
physical health consequences, and can have
major impacts on individuals, families and
wider society.

1.25 million 
(1 in 50) people
in the UK have

an eating
disorder

2 hours isn't enough.

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/325574377_Does_the_UK_medical_education_provide_doctors_with_sufficient_skills_and_knowledge_to_manage_patients_with_eating_disorders_safely


Progress so far
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In a 2017 survey by Beat, half of the people who responded felt that
quality of care when seeking help from their GP for the first time
was poor or very poor. This is unacceptable. 

Seeking help can be very challenging for someone with an eating
disorder and not receiving good quality care from their GP can
prevent people from getting the treatment that they desperately
need. 

2017

Following the tragic deaths of three women with eating disorders, the
Parliamentary and Health Service Ombudsman (PHSO), an
independent complaint handling service, investigated patient safety and
potential failings in care. 

In 2017 they published ‘Ignoring the Alarms: How NHS eating disorder
services are failing patients’ which highlighted the need for
improvements in the training of doctors and other medical
professionals and recommended a review of training for all junior
doctors on eating disorders. 

Research carried out by Dr Ayton and Dr Ibrahim also found that
on average just 1.8 hours is spent on teaching about eating
disorders at UK medical schools, with 1 in 5 medical schools
providing no teaching at all. 

Most postgraduate training on eating disorders was found to be
minimal, and only a small proportion of medical students get
experience working in specialist eating disorder services 

2018

My GP never gave me advice or tips that were helpful at all. She just told
me to try to start eating properly. She didn’t try and understand what I was
going through, the whole experience seemed as though she was rushing.

“There is an opportunity for significant improvements in patient safety and outcomes
if [eating disorders] were given more attention at all stages of medical education.”

There are only two mentions of eating disorders in GP training curriculum and there is
no requirement for eating disorders to be included in GP assessments, leading to huge
variation in the amount of training GPs have on eating disorders. The research
concluded:

https://www.ombudsman.org.uk/sites/default/files/page/ACCESSIBILE%20PDF%20-%20Anorexia%20Report.pdf
https://www.ombudsman.org.uk/sites/default/files/page/ACCESSIBILE%20PDF%20-%20Anorexia%20Report.pdf
https://www.ombudsman.org.uk/sites/default/files/page/ACCESSIBILE%20PDF%20-%20Anorexia%20Report.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/325574377_Does_the_UK_medical_education_provide_doctors_with_sufficient_skills_and_knowledge_to_manage_patients_with_eating_disorders_safely
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Progress so far

2019

In 2019, Parliament scrutinised what progress had been
made to achieve the PHSO report recommendations and
published the report 'Ignoring the Alarms follow-up: Too
many avoidable deaths from eating disorders'. 

They found that there was a serious lack of training for
doctors about eating disorders, and concluded that two
hours of training on such a complicated topic was
insufficient.

In late 2021, Beat conducted another survey of people’s experiences with
doctors, and found that 60% of patients with an eating disorder felt they
received poor care from their GP and 58% felt that their GP didn’t
understand eating disorders. 

Four years on from the 2017 survey, there have been no improvements.

2021

In March 2021, 'Regulation 28: Report to Prevent Future
Deaths', was published. 

The report raises concerns about the wide-spread and
continuing lack of training, knowledge, or experience on the
part of physicians and medical staff regarding eating
disorders and calls for action to be taken.

https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmpubadm/855/855.pdf
https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmpubadm/855/855.pdf
https://www.judiciary.uk/wp-content/uploads/2021/03/Averil-Hart-2021-0058-Redacted.pdf


Beat are calling for all medical
             schools and foundation   

                   programmes to:

The changes
we're calling for
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To support medical schools and foundation programmes
to improve their training on eating disorders, Beat
collaborated with the Royal College of Psychiatrists and
Health Education England to develop two training
packages, one for fourth year medical students and one
for junior doctors. 

The training supports medical schools and foundation
programmes to provide 7 hours of teaching on eating
disorders.

Include understanding,
identifying, and treating eating
disorders in their curriculum. 

Allow enough time for students
to learn about eating disorders.

       

The package is available free of charge to all
medical schools and foundation programmes in
the UK and can be accessed below.

Medical schools are
where students start their

medical training.

Courses are normally five years and
based at Universities, but they also
involve some training in hospitals.

After completing medical school newly
qualified junior doctors take part in a

two-year Foundation Programme. Beat recommends that schools should
provide at least 7 hours of education
specific to eating disorders.

Beat's solution

Access here

https://www.beateatingdisorders.org.uk/training-events/find-training/eating-disorders-training-for-medical-students-and-foundation-doctors/


Campaign successes so

far
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We have contacted all medical schools in the UK informing
them about the training package and we have had positive
responses from a number of schools. 

The University of Glasgow has led the way, embedding the
training package into the curriculum for medical students. 

Headucate society at the University of East Anglia
approached Norwich Medical School about increasing their
training on eating disorders. As a result, they have
collaborated with the school to deliver the new training
package to medical students. Their co-president said: 

Ensuring that medical professionals of the future have
more training in eating disorders is so important. It
directly affects the care that our future patients will
receive from us. I feel fortunate to be involved in a
campaign that can really make a difference and lead
the change in medical school’s psychiatry curriculum

Despite progress being made across the UK, we need your help to
make sure that every future doctor gets the training they need to
treat people with eating disorders.



Share your story about your experience of receiving
treatment for an eating disorder, or of working or
training in the medical profession. 

What you can do
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If you are a Doctor, a medical
student, or have a connection to a
medical school or foundation
programme, then you could also: 

Write to senior figures at your
medical school/or foundation
programme
Meet with senior figures at your
medical school/or foundation
programme

For support to do this, contact the Campaigns team:
campaigning@beateatingdisorders.org.uk

https://www.beateatingdisorders.org.uk/writing-a-blog-post-for-beat/
mailto:campaigning@beateatingdisorders.org.uk

