
What Keeps Bulimia  
Going?

Professional Version | US English
Information Handout

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 P

au
l G

re
en

 o
n 

20
23

-1
1-

06
 a

t 1
2:

20
:2

2.
 C

us
to

m
er

 ID
 c

us
_O

q8
E

D
zp

N
qi

2e
dn



1

Description

Many people go through periods where they eat 
more or less than usual. If these episodes are extreme, 
distressing, or happen often, they may be a sign of 
bulimia nervosa. Bulimia can cause a wide spectrum of 
experiences which include:

• Binge eating: episodes when your eating feels out of 
control, excessive, and difficult to stop.

• Using compensatory behaviors to avoid gaining 
weight, such as vomiting, restricting what you eat, 
doing heavy exercise, or taking laxatives or diet pills.

• Worrying about your weight or how you look. 

• Spending a lot of time and energy in activities related 
to your weight or eating: such as calorie counting, 
checking your weight often, using mirrors excessively 
or avoiding them altogether.

• Being concerned about your shape, weight, or eating 
to the extent that it stops you from doing things or 
gets in the way of your life.

Research studies have shown that cognitive behavioral 
therapy (CBT) is a helpful psychological therapy for 
bulimia. CBT therapists work a bit like firefighters: while 
the fire is burning they’re not so interested in what 
caused it, but are more focused on what is keeping 
it going, and what they can do to put it out. This is 
because if they can work out what keeps a problem 
going, they can treat the problem by ‘removing the fuel’ 
and interrupting this maintaining cycle. 

Studies suggest that bulimia is often maintained by 
several different factors. The What Keeps Bulimia Going? 
information handout describes some of the key parts 
which maintain bulimia. It illustrates them in a vicious 
flower format in which each ‘petal’ represents a separate 
maintenance cycle. Helping clients to understand 
more about these processes is an essential part of 
cognitive therapy for bulimia. Therapists can use this 
handout as a focus for discussion, or as a template from 
which to formulate an idiosyncratic model of a client’s 
experiences.
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Instructions

Suggested Question

One interesting way of thinking about bulimia is 
to look at why, for some people, it does not get 
better by itself. This handout shows some of the 
most common reasons why some people keep 
experiencing symptoms of bulimia. I wonder if we 
could look at it together and think about whether 
it describes some of what is happening for you?
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What Keeps Bulimia Going?

What keeps it going?

If you have bulimia, you may respond to 
difficult situations and emotions by 
binge-eating and purging. This might be 
because you are sensitive to intense 
feelings or don’t have other ways of 
coping. In the short-term, bulimia seems 
to help manage your emotions and feel 
less distressed. 
Coping in this way doesn’t address your 
underlying problems or what causes 
these feelings, and it might stop you 
from developing other, more helpful ways 
of coping. This can make you feel even 
worse, which could trigger more 
binge-eating.

When you are very concerned about your 
shape and weight, you are likely to 
develop strict rules for eating.  
Extreme beliefs about your shape, weight, 
and eating keep you focused on these 
issues. Rules that are difficult to live up 
to can lead to disappointment and low 
self-worth. When you break a 
food-related rule, you might find 
yourself ‘giving up’ and lapsing into 
uncontrolled eating, which seems to 
confirm your lack of control, and the 
importance of sticking to your extreme 
rules.

Using food to 
manage how you feel

Holding extreme beliefs about 
your shape, weight, and eating

Adopting all-or-nothing 
patterns of eating

Purging and other 
weight-control behaviors

If you try very hard to diet or control your 
weight, this may lead to undereating. Your 
body may not get the energy that it 
needs.  
The less you eat, the more you feel 
hunger, cravings, and other biological 
pressures to eat. This ‘hunger pressure’ 
builds up over time and can eventually 
lead to binges. After a binge, you might 
want to eat even less, but this increases 
the risk of losing control and bingeing 
again.

Binge-eating can lead to fears about 
changes in your weight, so you might use 
weight-control behaviors like vomiting, 
laxatives, or extreme exercise to 
compensate or prevent weight gain.  
Over time, purging and other 
compensatory behaviors might become a 
way of justifying binge-eating to 
yourself. They can lead to weight gain 
because they leave you feeling hungry, 
craving food, and at risk of more binges.          

  

  

Bulimia
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Terms & conditions
This resource may be used by licensed members of Psychology Tools and their clients. Resources must be used in accordance with our terms and conditions which 
can be found at: https://www.psychologytools.com/terms-and-conditions/

Disclaimer
Your use of this resource is not intended to be, and should not be relied on, as a substitute for professional medical advice, diagnosis, or treatment. If you are suffering 
from any mental health issues we recommend that you seek formal medical advice before using these resources. We make no warranties that this information is 
correct, complete, reliable or suitable for any purpose. As a professional user, you should work within the bounds of your own competencies, using your own skill and 
knowledge, and therefore the resources should be used to support good practice, not to replace it.

Copyright
Unless otherwise stated, this resource is Copyright © 2023 Psychology Tools Limited. All rights reserved.

Psychology Tools develops and publishes evidence-based psychotherapy resources. We support mental health 
professionals to deliver effective therapy, whatever their theoretical orientation or level of experience.

Our digital library encompasses information handouts, worksheets, workbooks, exercises, guides, and audio skills-
development resources. 

Our tools are flexible enough to be used both in-session and between-session, and during all stages of assessment, 
formulation, and intervention. Written by highly qualified clinicians and academics, materials are available in digital and 
printable formats across a wide range of languages.
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