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One of the most exciting new treatments in the field of eating disorders has been the
emergence in the 1980s of what is known as the Maudsley approach. Often referred to as
‘family-centered’ treatment, it was developed at the Maudsley Hospital in London. At
first used mainly for treating adolescent anorexics, the Maudsley approach, or Maudsley
method, as it is sometimes called, has more recently been used to treat adolescent
bulimics and binge eaters as well. The Maudsley approach holds that:

Parents are not the cause of their child’s eating disorder.

Why or how the disorder began is less important than turning it around.

Behavioral changes are more important than psychological insights.

Parents, not therapists, should be the ones coaxing the child to eat again.

Psychotherapy should take a back seat to refeeding the child; once the child is on the road
to recovery, he or she can begin to benefit from psychotherapy.

Studies have shown that the Maudsley approach is one of the most effective treatments
for adolescent anorexia, and that when parents are empowered to help their child eat
again, these children and adolescents recover faster and more completely and relapse less
often. More recently, there have been promising results using the Maudsley approach
with bulimics.

What is nice about the method is the way it puts parents back in the driver’s seat. For too
long, eating disorders experts believed that a ‘parentectomy,” or complete removal of
parents from treatment, was necessary for a child to recover from anorexia. The
Maudsley approach encourages parents to face head-on the child who refuses to eat, and
to remain united in their insistence that she eat.

Maudsley practitioners don’t care why a child has become eating disordered, only about
behavioral recovery, or getting the child to eat normally again. Delving into family
dynamics or traumatic events that may have triggered the disorder is not what Maudsley
is about. Parents are not the cause of their child’s eating disorder, say Maudsley
followers, they are instead the key to helping her recover from the disorder.

According to the Maudsley method, parents have lost control over the situation because
they blame themselves for the disorder. They are petrified at the way their child is
wasting away before their eyes; yet they are afraid that if they act decisively, they will
only make the situation worse. After all, they believe they are the cause of the disorder in
the first place.

The Maudsley approach takes the view that many factors contribute to the onset of an
eating disorder, and that the family plays only a minor role. Some have described
Maudsley as taking an ‘agnostic’ view of eating disorders because of its refusal to blame



any one factor for the onset of the disorder. Instead of assigning blame, Maudsley is
much more results-oriented, focusing on showing parents how to get their child to eat in a
healthy manner again. Parents are temporarily put in complete control of feeding their
child as they would be with an infant. Maudsley encourages siblings to ally themselves
with the eating-disordered child to form a sort of support system at the same time that the
parents insist that the child eat. This approach amounts to a firm, yet loving and never
abusive, familial assault on the eating disorder, leaving no room for the child to back out:
she must eat.

WHAT ABOUT PSYCHOTHERAPY?

Maudsley practitioners and other experts in the field believe that psychotherapy is not
much help to an anorexic until she gains weight because starvation affects her ability to
think and analyze her behavior. In my experience, however, if refeeding is handled at
home by parents using Maudsley strategies, patients can benefit and improve with
concurrent psychotherapy.

The help of a therapist or nutritionist is especially useful for families that have
enmeshment issues, meaning they have difficulty drawing parent-child boundaries, and
are overly involved in each others’ lives. A good therapist can help parents marshal
resources or keep any marital chaos or family discord in the background as they focus on
their primary goal, overcoming their child’s serious anorexia.

The Parent’s Guide to Eating Disorders contains detailed instructions to parents of
anorexic, bulimic, and binge eating children on how to use the Maudsley approach at
home.
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