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Epidemiology of Eating Disorders

Å90-95% of cases are female

ÅAN prevalence1.2-2.2% among women; BN 1.7-2.9% among women

ÅA peak at puberty for females but not males

ÅOnset mostly after puberty, peak age for AN is 18

ÅIn community surveys BN has been found to be more than 3 times as prevalent as AN

ÅAnecdotal evidence that all EDs are more prevalent in western and westernised societies



Sexual Selection



Some Darwinian Hypotheses on Eating 
Disorders

ÅReproductive suppression (Voland& Voland, 1989)
ÅSexual Competition Hypothesis (SCH) (Abed, 1998)
ÅReproductive Suppression of Subordinates (Mealey, 2001)
ÅLife History/Executive Functions (Salmon et al, 2009)



Sexual Competition Hypothesis (SCH)

ÅEating disorders are a manifestation of female intra-sexual 
competition whereby autonomous females of reproductive age 
compete intensely with each other in the novel environment of 
large cities through the display of signs of youth and nubility
ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ŀ ǎǘǊŀǘŜƎȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨǇǳǊǎǳƛǘ ƻŦ ǘƘƛƴƴŜǎǎΩΦ ¢Ƙƛǎ ƭŜŀŘǎ ǘƻ 
ΨǊǳƴŀǿŀȅ ŦŜƳŀƭŜ ƛƴǘǊŀ-ǎŜȄǳŀƭ ŎƻƳǇŜǘƛǘƛƻƴΩΣ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǘǊŜƳŜ ǾŜǊǎƛƻƴ 
of which is Eating Disorder. 



The Sexual Competition Hypothesis is based on 
the idea that there is a mismatchbetween the 
ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƘǳƳŀƴ ŦŜƳŀƭŜΩǎ ǇǎȅŎƘƻƭƻƎƛŎŀƭ 
adaptation for mate attraction and retention 
and for competing with rival females on the 
one hand and the modern human environment 
on the other.



Sexual Competition Hypothesis (Abed, 1998)

ÅDarwinian theory of sexual selection

ÅThe evolution of the female nubile shape

ÅDrive to display visual cues of physical attractiveness 
Åyouth
Ågood health

ÅFactors in the modern environment that intensify FISC
ÅAutonomy (with a reduction in paternity certainty)
ÅSocially imposed monogamy (leading to a reduction in eligible males)
ÅDeclining fertility
ÅInstability of mateships
Åmedia images
ÅLiving in large cities
ÅImproving standards of health



Youth

ωMajor determinant of female reproductive potential and mate value

ωFeatures of advancing age:

Åweight gain

Ådeterioration of hour-glass (nubile) figure

ωSlimness associated with youthfulness



The Waist to Hip Ratio (WHR)

There is a universal male preference for a particular 
female waist to hip ratio that provided a visual signal 
όƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀƴŎŜǎǘǊŀƭ ŜƴǾƛǊƻƴƳŜƴǘύ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŦŜƳŀƭŜΩǎ  
reproductive potential, reproductive history as well as 
current fertility.





Swami, Fredrick, et al 2010 International Body 
Project study
Å26 counties in 10 regions surveyed 7434 subjects. Main findings:

ÅThe vast majority showed a broadly similar body shape preference

ÅRural areas preferred relatively heavier bodies

ÅLower SES preferred relatively heavier bodies

ÅIncreased exposure to western media predicted preference for thinner bodies

ÅFemales consistently misconstrued males as preferring thinner bodies than is 
the case



Biased Cultural Transmission

ÅCertain cultural content engage our emotions and our evolved 
psychological mechanisms better than others and under the right 
circumstances will spread at the expense of the alternatives.

ÅSƻƳŜ ƛŘŜŀǎ ŀǊŜ ΨƎƻƻŘ ǘƻ ǘƘƛƴƪΩ ǇǊŜŎƛǎŜƭȅ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜȅ ƛƴǘŜǊŘƛƎƛǘŀǘŜ ǿƛǘƘ 
evolved psychological mechanisms, the output of which are often 
experienced as emotions, and this accounts for the widespread distribution 
of a small number of concepts across disparate cultures. (Fessler& 
Navarrete, 2003).



Explanatory power of the Sexual Competition 
Hypothesis

ÅWhy Females?

ÅWhy Reproductiveage?

ÅWhy the particular Geographicaldistribution of eating disorders?

ÅExplains the continuum model (adaptive pursuit of thinness at one 
end and eating disorders at the other).



Predictions of the Sexual Competition 
Hypothesis (Abed, 1998)

ÅED patients will show a higher level of ISC compared to controls

ÅSocieties with high fertility will show lower rates of EDs

ÅIncreasing female autonomy in any given society will be associated with an 
increase in rate of EDs

ÅHigh stability of long-term mateships should be associated with lower rates of 
EDs and vice versa

ÅExclusive lesbians should have a lower risk of EDs whereas exclusive male 
homosexuals a higher risk



ά!ǊƛȊƻƴŀ ǎǘǳŘȅέ όFaeret al., 2005)

ÅTwo subtypes of ISC operating in eating disorders? (mates vs. status)

ÅHypothesized that anorexia will be primarily the result of Female ISC 
for status and bulimia to be related primarily to Female ISC for mates 

ÅTested in non-clinical population



Participants

Å202 adult undergraduate women

ÅAverage age 21.8 (SD=5; range 19-54)

Å83.7% Caucasian, 5.4% Hispanic/Latino, 3.4% African American and 
тΦп҈ ΨƻǘƘŜǊΩ

Å86.1% classed themselves as single and 97.4% as heterosexual 



Measures

Å3 ƳŜŀǎǳǊŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŎǊŜŀǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǘŜǎǘŜŘ ŦƻǊ ƛƴǘŜǊƴŀƭ ǾŀƭƛŘƛǘȅ ǳǎƛƴƎ /ǊƻƴōŀŎƘΩǎ ŀƭǇƘŀΥ 
ÅGeneral Competitiveness Scale
ÅFemale Competition for Status Scale
ÅFemale Competition for Mates Scale

Å4 subscales of the EDI (outcome measure) were used, these included: Body Dissatisfaction, Drive 
for Thinness, Bulimia and Perfectionism scales

Å2 forms of the Mate Value Inventory(MVI) (Kirsneret al, 2003) to measure participant ratings of 
Personal mate value and Ideal Partner mate value



Conclusions from Arizona Study

Åboth anorexic and bulimic behavioursare ultimately driven by 
female ISC for mates

Åfemale ISC for status did indeed play a greater role in anorexic than 
in bulimic tendencies

Åmodel supports the Sexual Competition Hypothesis (Abed, 1998)



The Loughborough Study
Abed et al, 2012

ÅTo replicate US study in UK population

ÅExpand range of measures used taking into account recent work in 
related fields



AIMS: Replication with Extension

1. ¢ƻ ǊŜǇƭƛŎŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ ά!ǊƛȊƻƴŀ ǎǘǳŘȅέ ƻƴ ¦Y ƴƻƴ-clinical 
population : To investigate  whether eating psychopathology is 
associated with high ISC for mates.

2. To determine whether there is an association between eating 
psychopathology and Life History Strategy



Lifetime Energy 
Investment

Reproductive 
Effort

Mating Effort
Parental 
Effort

Somatic 
Effort

Life History Theory



RESULTS 1

Å206 participants (female students, Loughborough University)

ÅMean age 20.4 years (s.d.= 1.35, r 18-25)

Å93.7% white

Å90.3% heterosexual

Å51.2% single, 44.9% relationship



Summary Results of Loughborough Study

ÅIn a non-clinical population abnormal eating attitudes and behaviours were 
predicted by:
ÅISC for mates 

ÅFast (low-K) LH strategy



Intrasexualcompetition in homosexual 
individuals Li et al, 2010 (University of Texas)

ÅStudy 1: 458 psychology students 220 females and 238 males were primed 
for competition cues and tested twice on the EAT-26 questionnaire. 
Females showed an increase in EAT-26 scores following priming but not 
males.

ÅStudy 2: 383 participants (homosexuals: 61 females and 107 males). Similar 
design with addition of Body Shape Questionnaire. Heterosexual women 
and homosexual men showed increased scores on EAT-26 questionnaire  in 
competitive situations whereas heterosexual males and homosexual 
women showed no change.



Male Eating Disorders and 
the Drive for Muscularity 
(Pope et al, 2002; Murray 
et al, 2016)


