
Words Matter
How to Change Language Around Eating Disorders

It is important to think about person-centered language when you discuss or describe eating disorders. Some words 
and phrases used in clinical practice or in healthcare may be commonplace, but have the potential to cause stigma. 
The terms below are suggestions to consider in discussions about eating disorders.

Words That Should Not Be Used 
Some eating disorder terminology is diagnostic in nature and should not be used to refer to an individual. When 
you call a person ‘anorexic’ or ‘bulimic’ it implies that a person is defined by their diagnosis. This can cause stigma.

 � “This person is anorexic”  � “The individual has anorexia nervosa”

 � “A bulimic person” � “A person with bulimia nervosa”

The term ‘bulimic episode’ was intended to refer to eating behavior in which there is a loss of control. A less 
stigmatizing term to consider is ‘binge-eating episode.’ 

Use the full term of ‘binge eating’ rather than ‘binging’ or ‘bingeing.’ The latter terms can refer to other behaviors not 
specific to eating disorders, such as ‘binge drinking’ or ‘binge watching.’ 

Frequently Misused Words
The term anorexia is not the same as anorexia nervosa. The two terms have slightly different meanings. 
Anorexia means a loss of appetite, while anorexia nervosa is the clinical name of the eating disorder.

Bulimia is not the same as bulimia nervosa. Bulimia means an abnormal or constant craving for food. Bulimia 
nervosa is the clinical term used for the eating disorder.

Think About Using Different Words
Suffers from or struggles with an eating disorder
Use terms like ‘treatment-seeking’ or ‘enrolled in a treatment program’ to describe patients or individuals. Also, 
consider ‘exhibiting an eating disorder or related symptoms’ for patients or individuals who have a clinically 
documented eating disorder. These terms are less emotionally charged.

These terms are offered as suggestions when you discuss patients or individuals who 
have eating disorders. This is not an all-inclusive list and may need to be updated at some 
point in the future.
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