
 The Authors, 2019 

 

Young People’s Use of Online Groups During Eating Disorder Recovery 

Dr Niamh McNamara, Dr Juliet Wakefield, Dr Mike Rennoldson, Elizabeth Mair  

Groups, Identities & Health Research Group (Twitter: @GIHNTU) 

Department of Psychology, Nottingham Trent University 

Context 
Social psychologists suggest that alongside our 

personal identity, we also have multiple social 

identities, each associated with a social group 

to which we belong (e.g., family, community, 

sports group, support group, etc.). There is 

evidence that these social identities can 

enhance our health and well-being, especially 

if we identify strongly (i.e., feel a sense of 
belonging) with the group in question.  

In this research project, we were interested in 

learning more about the groups that young 

people between the ages of 16 and 25 turn to 

for help with an eating disorder (ED). 

Specifically, we were interested in the support 

provided by family, friends, and two types of 

online group (recovery groups, and what are 

often referred to as ‘pro-ED’ groups). Our aim 

was to explore the connection between these 
group memberships and well-being.  

112 participants who self-identified as in 

recovery from an eating disorder (108 female, 

2 male and 2 not reported) responded to our 

online survey that measured how much they 

identified with four groups: their family, 

friendship group, an online ED recovery group, 

and another ED-related group which was not 

focused on recovery, such as a ‘pro-ED’ group. 

From this, we calculated the number of groups 

with which each participant identified (which 

could range between 0 and 4).We also 

included measures of group norms (the beliefs 

and values groups have in relation to dieting), 

and participants’ personal health and well-

being. Finally, we conducted interviews via 

email with 12 young women who were either 

currently receiving treatment or had 

previously received treatment for an ED. These 

interviews allowed us to gain a greater insight 

into the experience of seeking help from  

groups (particularly online groups) during 

recovery. Almost all our interview participants 

were members of both ED recovery and ‘pro-

ED’ online groups. 

Key points from our research 
1. Group memberships are an important part 

of ED recovery 

In our survey, we found that identifying with 

multiple groups predicted better well-being. 

Identifying with the family group is likely to be 

especially important for recovery as it 

predicted participants’ confidence in their 

ability to eat without experiencing distress or 

engaging in disordered eating behaviours. 

However there are initial indications that 

identifying with a’ pro-ED’ online group 

hinders recovery. One-quarter of our 

participants did not feel that they identified 

with any of the four groups we asked them 

about. This means that even if they reported 

being a member of one or more groups, they 

did not experience the psychological 

connection with these groups needed for good 

health and well-being. 

 

2. Group norms can both facilitate and hinder 

recovery  

The groups to which our survey participants 

belonged differed in terms of how group 

members encouraged each other to behave 

(e.g., whether group members believe that 

going on a diet is a good idea). We found that 

friendship groups were more likely to endorse 

thinness-related norms than families, and that 

‘pro-ED’ online groups were more likely to 



 The Authors, 2019 

endorse these norms than online recovery 
groups. 

Our interviewee participants reported that 

being a member of online groups (recovery 

and ‘pro-ED’) helped to combat feelings of 

isolation, and ensured that they could get the 

support that matched their stage of recovery 

(or illness) at any given time. However, being 

in a group context where there was a 

mismatch between the group norms and 

individuals’ behaviours was experienced as 

distressing (e.g., being in a recovery group 

where individuals were discussing disordered 

eating behaviours). 
 

3. Successful ED recovery involves identity 

network change 

Interviewee participants who were at an 

advanced stage of recovery talked about the 

challenges of being a member of both an 

online recovery group and an online ‘pro-ED’ 

group. Specifically, being involved in both 

groups could fuel the ambivalence commonly-

associated with ED recovery. This meant that 

once participants decided they were 

committed to recovery they felt that staying in 

groups that were incompatible with recovery 

was problematic. 

Moving forward 
1. Social networks can mirror the 

ambivalence experienced towards 

recovery.  

 

2. Those in recovery can feel isolated and 

misunderstood. It is important that 

individuals feel supported enough to be 

able to build psychological connections to 

groups that are protective of health and 

well-being. 

 

3. There are potential disadvantages 

associated with membership of both 

recovery and ‘pro-ED’ online groups of 

which those in recovery should be aware.  

Your feedback is important 
We hope you found this summary helpful and 

informative. If you have any questions or 

would like to find out more about our work, 

please email Dr Niamh McNamara: 

niamh.mcnamara@ntu.ac.uk  (Twitter: 

@DrNiamhMcNamara) 

We hope to publish our results in detail in an 

academic journal in the near future. If you 

would like a copy of the published paper, 

please get in touch! 
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