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CATEGORY: POPULATIONS/PROGRAMS

Feeding and Eating Disorders Populations & Programs

Feeding and eating disorders are now understood to include a range of disruptive behaviors including
anorexia nervosa (AN), bulimia nervosa (BN), binge-eating disorder (BED), avoidant/restrictive food
intake disorder (ARFID), purging disorder and other specified feeding or eating disorders according to
the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders 5 edition (DSM-5) and the 11th revision of the
World Health Organization's International Statistical Classification of Diseases and Related Health Problems
(2019). Feeding and eating disorders (FEDs) affect children, adolescents and adults. Researcher Hay
suggests that “eating disorders [are] characterised by the internalisation of the thin ideal and extreme
weight-control behaviors. In both, overvaluation of weight and shape — where such body image concern
is of major or paramount importance to self-view — is a mandatory criterion” (2020). Current thought
and understanding places greater emphasis on behavioral rather than physical and cognitive criteria.
Eating disorders can be potentially life-threatening, impactful on every organ system, with prognosis
varying widely, with adolescents having greater success in recovery than adults (Hornberger & Lane,
2021).

Treatment principles across eating disorders seek to attain full healthy weight and growth trajectory
through nourishment and healthy relationships with food and eating behaviors, body weight, shape and
size. Limited research is available on pathology and psychobiology of eating disorders but some
previously understood characteristics and incidences have been revised, now recognizing eating
disorders exist in all racial and ethnic groups, lower socioeconomic classes, preadolescent children,
males and females (Hornberger & Lane, 2021).

Treatment of eating disorders focus on recovery and occur in day facilities-outpatient settings,
residential and hospital-based stabilization programs. A small number of treatment programs
integrate horticultural therapy or therapeutic horticulture into eating disorder interventions. Program
goals involve growing and eating healthy food, adapting disruptive unhealthy eating patterns,
nutrition counseling, emotional regulation, and positive leisure activities using plant-based activities.

Recent research on eating disorders has expanded foundational knowledge re symptoms, pathology,
emotional regulation components and factors like ethnicity, autism, LGBTQ orientation and food
insecurity, these important for developing and delivering health interventions (Prefit et al, 2019;
Maguire & Maloney, 2021; Schaumberg et al, 2021; Lopex et al, 2023; Kennedy et al, 2022; Reney et al,
2023; Parker et al, 2022; Keski-Rahkonen et al, 2023). Limited literature on horticultural therapy or
therapeutic horticulture programs for this demographic has been published (Atta et al., 2025; Moura
et al., 2025). More recent research identifies nature interventions (Buchkowski et al., 2025; VanNoller,
2026). Integrative therapies are also appearing in the literature (Carvalho, 2025; Crawford, 2026).

Refer to Resource Hub: Populations/Horticulture Programs in Specific Settings — Mental Health,
Trauma Recovery; category: Horticultural Therapy & Health Services.

Key Organizations
Eating Disorders Coalition
National Association of Anorexia Nervosa & Associated Disorders (ANAD)


https://eatingdisorderscoalition.org/
https://anad.org/

National Eating Disorder Association (NEDA)
The Eating Disorder Foundation
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Examples of feeding and eating disorder populations and plant-based programs
Ai Pono Hawaii delivers horticultural therapy for eating disorders as a complimentary therapy.
https://www.aipono.com/horticultural-therapy

Homewood Health Centre, Guelph Ontario offers specialized programs for mental health challenges
including eating disorders. “In planting fruits and vegetables, patients with eating disorders learn
about nutrition and also the importance of nurturing their bodies and soul.” Three registered
horticultural therapists deliver the Homewood programs. (Hospital News, n.d.).

Rogers Behavioral Health, a multi-location health organization, uses horticultural therapy in eating
disorder recovery. Dr. Brad Smith comments “horticultural therapy is a natural exposure that can
be used to reduce anxiety and fear. If someone has challenges with contamination, they might
avoid getting dirty or exposing themselves to germs, bugs, and plants. We use horticultural
therapy as part of their exposure hierarchy to have an activity that will continue to challenge
them, resulting in fewer obsessions and compulsions.” (2022).
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=bgtmUDZ9odc

Sheppard Pratt Harry Stack Sullivan Day Hospital uses a therapeutic garden and horticultural therapy
in treatment of people with eating disorders at its Center for Eating Disorders.
https://www.sheppardpratt.org/inspire/story/planting-seeds-for-healing/
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The Eating Disorder program, Nova Scotia Health Authority, Halifax, Nova Scotia helps people
overcome anorexia nervosa, bulimia nervosa and binge eating disorders. The clinic offers a variety of
treatment options through individual therapy, consultation with a dietician, and a series of groups
that address concerns associated with eating disorders. It includes delivering a multi-disciplined
approach at its out-patient clinic in a hospital setting, focused on improving relationships with food,
and adapting behavior through growing and preparing nutritious food, hands-on gardening as
positive social and leisure activities, supported by nutritional and psychological guidance from
trained mental health professionals. (Eating Disorder Program | Nova Scotia Mental Health and
Addictions, n.d.)

https://www.nshealth.ca/patient-education-resources/1714

Walden Center for Recovery in Dedham, MA delivers horticultural therapy as part of its integrative
therapies that address the mind, body and spirit.

https://www.waldeneatingdisorders.com/blog/benefits-of-horticulture-therapy-in-eating-disorder-
treatment/

Videos, websites & webinars on feeding and eating disorders populations & programs
Fact Sheets in multiple languages on eating disorders from Australia’s Butterfly organization are
available.

https://butterfly.org.au/resources/

Family-based Treatment (FBT) for eating disorders e-article describes FBT and family therapy including
the pros and cons of each.
https://www.verywellmind.com/what-is-family-based-treatment-fbt-for-eating-disorders-4052371

Gender, Sexuality & Eating Disorders podcast from Butterfly: Let’s Talk series discuss this health

condition among LGBTIQA+ community in Australia mentioning the National LGBTI Health Alliance

and its efforts to support recovery.
https://butterfly.org.au/podcast/lets-talk-gender-sexuality-eating-disorders/

Project Heal focuses on resources that support financial and insurance challenges for treatment of
eating disorders.
https://www.theprojectheal.org/

Sensory Processing, Eating Disorders and Feeding Disorders video by 3 occupational therapists from

Star Institute discuss connections with sensory processing, process of working with eating

challenges, body awareness issues, and physiological inputs related to eating.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JddkD9DzkWg

THAD (Therapeutic Horticulture Activity Database) offers TH activities across populations and settings
including eating disorders and mental health (activities: field trip to community garden, bruschetta
snacks, plant parts & plant parts rap, fring frang Acadian potato dish, exploring renewal and growth,
individuals plot gardening at facilities).
https://hos.ifas.ufl.edu/therapeutic-horticulture-activities-database/
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Related organizations

National Alliance for Eating Disorders

Beat Eating Disorders (UK)

Butterfly Foundation (Australia)

National Association for Males with Eating Disorders (NAMED)
The Academy for Eating Disorders (professional association)
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