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Background: The aim of this systematic review is to critically summarize current literature concerning ethical and legal issues 
related compulsory treatment (CT) in patients with anorexia nervosa (AN). 

Subjects and methods: Relevant articles were identified following the PRISMA guidelines after performing title/abstract 
screening and full text screening. We built the search string using the following terms: “coercion”, “compulsory/involuntary
treatment”, “eating disorders”, “anorexia nervosa”, “mental capacity”, “ethical/legal issues”. Research was conducted on original 
articles published from any time until June 2023. 

Results: Out of 302 articles retrieved, seven were included for the analysis, including five studies on mental health practitioners, 
and two on hospital records. The results show that mental health practitioners a) favor the use of CT, but the support is weaker in 
AN vs other psychiatric conditions (i.e., schizophrenia or depression); b) support of mental capacity is controversial and some 
variability was found between different categories of psychiatrists; in particular, both ED-treating and CT experienced mental health 
practitioners support higher use of CT and lack of capacity of AN patients vs. general psychiatrists; c) use of CT is more supported 
in the early vs. chronic AN, when chances of success are lower. The analysis of hospital records identified 1) comorbidities, previous 
admissions and current health risk as CT predictors in 96 Australian patients; 2) family conflicts association with longer 
hospitalizations in 70 UK patients. 

Conclusion: CT is usually intended for patients with AN at the onset of disease, mainly to prevent risk of death and self-injury. 
However, there is some variability in the attitude to perform CT among psychiatrists working in different setting, also related to the 
concept of mental capacity. There are also cross-national variabilities regarding CT. We can conclude that forcing patients to treatment 
is a conceivable option, but the balance between protection respect for patient's autonomy should be evaluated on individual bases. 
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Acute versus chronic AN patients 



Agnese Minuti, Sara Bianchi, Grazia Pula, Andreina Perlangeli, Martina Tardani, Lorenzo Cuzzucoli, Laura Pastorino,  
Giulia Menculini & Patrizia Moretti: COERCION AND COMPULSORY TREATMENT IN ANOREXIA NERVOSA:  

A SYSTEMATIC REVIEW ON LEGAL AND ETHICAL ISSUES          Psychiatria Danubina, 2023; Vol. 35, Suppl. 2, pp 206-216 



Agnese Minuti, Sara Bianchi, Grazia Pula, Andreina Perlangeli, Martina Tardani, Lorenzo Cuzzucoli, Laura Pastorino,  
Giulia Menculini & Patrizia Moretti: COERCION AND COMPULSORY TREATMENT IN ANOREXIA NERVOSA:  

A SYSTEMATIC REVIEW ON LEGAL AND ETHICAL ISSUES          Psychiatria Danubina, 2023; Vol. 35, Suppl. 2, pp 206-216 

Acknowledgements: None.

Conflict of interest: None to declare.

Contribution of individual authors:



Agnese Minuti, Sara Bianchi, Grazia Pula, Andreina Perlangeli, Martina Tardani, Lorenzo Cuzzucoli, Laura Pastorino,  
Giulia Menculini & Patrizia Moretti: COERCION AND COMPULSORY TREATMENT IN ANOREXIA NERVOSA:  

A SYSTEMATIC REVIEW ON LEGAL AND ETHICAL ISSUES          Psychiatria Danubina, 2023; Vol. 35, Suppl. 2, pp 206-216 

1. Andersen AE: Eating Disorders and Coercion. American 
Journal of Psychiatry 2007; 164:9–11.   
https://doi.org/10.1176/ajp.2007.164.1.9 

2. Appelbaum PS & Rumpf T: Civil commitment of the 
anorexic patient. General Hospital Psychiatry 1998; 
20:225–30. Retrieved from   
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/9719901 

3. Attia E & Walsh BT: Behavioral Management for 
Anorexia Nervosa. New England Journal of Medicine 
2009; 360:500–506.   
https://doi.org/10.1056/NEJMct0805569 

4. Bulik CM, Berkman ND, Brownley KA, Sedway JA & 
Lohr KN: Anorexia nervosa treatment: A systematic 
review of randomized controlled trials. International 
Journal of Eating Disorders 2007; 40:310–320.   
https://doi.org/10.1002/eat.20367 

5. Campbell AT & Aulisio MP: The stigma of &quot; 
mental&quot; illness: end stage anorexia and treatment 
refusal. The International Journal of Eating Disorders 
2012; 45:627–34. https://doi.org/10.1002/eat.22002 

6. Carney T, Crim D, Wakefield A, Tait D & Touyz S: 
Reflections on coercion in the treatment of severe 
anorexia nervosa. The Israel Journal of Psychiatry and 
Related Sciences 2006; 43:159–65. Retrieved from 
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/17294981 

7. Carney T, Tait D & Touyz S: Coercion is coercion? 
Reflections on trends in the use of compulsion in treating 
anorexia nervosa. Australasian Psychiatry?: Bulletin of 
Royal Australian and New Zealand College of 
Psychiatrists 2007; 15:390–5.   
https://doi.org/10.1080/10398560701458202 

8. Chesney E, Goodwin GM & Fazel S: Risks of all-cause 
and suicide mortality in mental disorders: a meta-
review. World Psychiatry? Official Journal of the World 
Psychiatric Association (WPA) 2014; 13:153–60.   
https://doi.org/10.1002/wps.20128 

9. Clausen L & Jones A: A systematic review of the 
frequency, duration, type and effect of involuntary 
treatment for people with anorexia nervosa, and an 
analysis of patient characteristics. Journal of Eating 
Disorders 2014; 2:29. https://doi.org/10.1186/s40337-
014-0029-8 

10. Douzenis A & Michopoulos I: Involuntary admission: 
The case of anorexia nervosa. International Journal of 
Law and Psychiatry 2015; 39:31–35.   
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijlp.2015.01.018 

11. Fernández-Hernández JL et al.: Mental Health Pro-
fessionals’ Attitudes Towards Mental Competency and 
Involuntary Commitment in Anorexia Nervosa: Con-
struction, Validation and Results of the Acinovan Ques-
tionnaire. Revista Colombiana de Psiquiatria 2022; 51. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.rcp.2020.11.010 

12. Fichter MM & Quadflieg N: Mortality in eating dis-
orders - Results of a large prospective clinical longitu-
dinal study. International Journal of Eating Disorders 
2016; 49. https://doi.org/10.1002/eat.22501 

13. Guarda AS: Treatment of anorexia nervosa: Insights and 
obstacles. Physiology & Behavior 2008; 94:113–120. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.physbeh.2007.11.020 

14. Guarda AS et al.: Perceived Coercion and Change in 
Perceived Need for Admission in Patients Hospitalized 

for Eating Disorders. American Journal of Psychiatry 
2007; 164:108–114.   
https://doi.org/10.1176/ajp.2007.164.1.108 

15. Hoek HW: Review of the worldwide epidemiology of 
eating disorders. In Current Opinion in Psychiatry 2016; 
29. https://doi.org/10.1097/YCO.0000000000000282 

16. Holm JS et al.: Reflections on involuntary treatment in 
the prevention of fatal anorexia nervosa: A review of five 
cases. In International Journal of Eating Disorders 
2012; 45. https://doi.org/10.1002/eat.20915 

17. Keski-Rahkonen A & Mustelin L: Epidemiology of eating 
disorders in Europe: prevalence, incidence, comorbidity, 
course, consequences, and risk factors. Current Opinion 
in Psychiatry 2016; 29:340–345.   
https://doi.org/10.1097/YCO.0000000000000278 

18. Kondo T et al.: Law relating to compulsory treatment of 
patients with anorexia nervosa. In International Medical 
Journal 2004; 11 

19. Modesti PA et al.: Panethnic differences in blood 
pressure in Europe: A systematic review and meta-
analysis. In PLoS ONE 2016; 11.   
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0147601 

20. Page MJ et al.: The PRISMA 2020 statement: An 
updated guideline for reporting systematic reviews. In 
The BMJ 2021; 372. https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.n71 

21. Page MJ et al.: PRISMA 2020 explanation and 
elaboration: Updated guidance and exemplars for 
reporting systematic reviews. In The BMJ 2021b; 372. 
https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.n160 

22. Rigaud D, Pennacchio H, Bizeul C, Reveillard V & 
Vergès B: Outcome in AN adult patients: A 13-year 
follow-up in 484 patients. Diabetes & Metabolism 2011; 
37:305–311. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.diabet.2010.11.020 

23. Salize HJ & Dressing H: Epidemiology of involuntary 
placement of mentally ill people across the European 
Union. British Journal of Psychiatry 2004; 184. 
https://doi.org/10.1192/bjp.184.2.163 

24. Schreyer CC et al.: Perceived coercion in inpatients with 
Anorexia nervosa: Associations with illness severity and 
hospital course. The International Journal of Eating 
Disorders 2016; 49:407–412.   
https://doi.org/10.1002/eat.22476 

25. Signorini A et al.: Long-term mortality in anorexia 
nervosa: A report after an 8-year follow-up and a review 
of the most recent literature. European Journal of 
Clinical Nutrition 2007; 61.   
https://doi.org/10.1038/sj.ejcn.1602491 

26. Steinhausen H-C: The Outcome of Anorexia Nervosa in 
the 20th Century. American Journal of Psychiatry 2002; 
159:1284–1293. 
https://doi.org/10.1176/appi.ajp.159.8.1284 

27. Stoll J et al.: Compulsory Interventions in Severe and 
Persistent Mental Illness: A Survey on Attitudes Among 
Psychiatrists in Switzerland. Frontiers in Psychiatry 
2021; 12. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyt.2021.537379 

28. Takimoto Y: International comparison of physicians’ 
attitudes toward refusal of treatment by patients with 
anorexia nervosa: a case-based vignette study. Journal 
of Eating Disorders 2022a; 10.   
https://doi.org/10.1186/s40337-022-00613-x 

29. Takimoto Y: Indications for involuntary hospitalization 
for refusal of treatment in severe anorexia nervosa: a 



Agnese Minuti, Sara Bianchi, Grazia Pula, Andreina Perlangeli, Martina Tardani, Lorenzo Cuzzucoli, Laura Pastorino,  
Giulia Menculini & Patrizia Moretti: COERCION AND COMPULSORY TREATMENT IN ANOREXIA NERVOSA:  

A SYSTEMATIC REVIEW ON LEGAL AND ETHICAL ISSUES          Psychiatria Danubina, 2023; Vol. 35, Suppl. 2, pp 206-216 

survey of physicians and mental health care review 
board members in Japan. Journal of Eating Disorders 
2022b: 10. https://doi.org/10.1186/s40337-022-00703-w 

30. Tan JOA et al.: Psychiatrists’ attitudes towards auto-
nomy, best interests and compulsory treatment in 
anorexia nervosa: A questionnaire survey. Child and 
Adolescent Psychiatry and Mental Health 2008; 2.   
https://doi.org/10.1186/1753-2000-2-40 

31. Tan JOA, Stewart A, Fitzpatrick R & Hope T: Attitudes 
of patients with anorexia nervosa to compulsory 
treatment and coercion. International Journal of Law 
and Psychiatry 2010; 33:13–19.   
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijlp.2009.10.003 

32. Van Eeden AE et al.: Incidence, prevalence and 
mortality of anorexia nervosa and bulimia nervosa. In 
Current Opinion in Psychiatry 2021; 34.   
https://doi.org/10.1097/YCO.0000000000000739 

33. Wasserman D et al.: Compulsory admissions of patients 
with mental disorders: State of the art on ethical and 
legislative aspects in 40 European countries. European 
Psychiatry 2020; 63.   
https://doi.org/10.1192/j.eurpsy.2020.79 

34. Zhang S, Mellsop G, Brink J & Wang X: Involuntary 
admission and treatment of patients with mental 
disorder. Neuroscience Bulletin 2015; 31:99–112.   
https://doi.org/10.1007/s12264-014-1493-5 

Correspondence: 
Patrizia Moretti, MD 
Department of Psychiatry, University of Perugia 
Piazzale Lucio Severi, 1, 06132, S. Andrea delle Fratte, Perugia, Italy 
E-mail: patrizia.moretti@unipg.it 


