DPhil in the social neuroscience of eating disorders: 

Investigation of social cognitive and reward processes in eating disorders

The prognosis for Anorexia Nervosa remains poor, with few evidence based treatments. In order to develop effective treatment, a better understanding of the processes underpinning the disorder is required. We wish to extend the knowledge of social cognitive processes in Eating disorders to elucidate the brain basis of vulnerability to develop severe eating disorder . 

Our investigations of individuals vulnerable to anorexia nervosa suggest that particular patterns of cognitive- emotional processing may be involved in escalation of the disorder. 

Individuals with anorexia nervosa are prone to ruminative, preoccupied states of mind with an over focus on control of weight and shape. They also have abnormalities in reward and appetitive processing and appear to lack social and somatic awareness regarding the starvation occurring to their body. This scenario allows  self-starvation to escalate, with potential life threatening consequences. Very little is known about the brain basis of these core features of the disorder

Dieting and food restriction is known to influence social cognition and co-operation in normal subjects. Because AN seems to escalate in the context of food restriction, we are interested in investigating the differential effects of hunger and satiety on social information processing  in individuals vulnerable to AN as compared to those not vulnerable, with the aim of better understanding what leads some people to develop the disorder.

A range of potential opportunities arise for novel investigation of social cognitive and reward processes in eating disorders. The proposal will allow experience in contemporary neuroscience, using experimental strategies and/or  fMRI . The project will be co-supervised by Dr Rebecca Park, Clinical Senior Lecturer in eating disorders whose expertise is in information processing in eating disorders and Dr Catherine Harmer, Senior Research Fellow in neurosciences who has expertise in experimental psychology and neuroimaging.

If you are interested in discussing the project please contact:

Dr Rebecca Park : Rebecca.park@psych.ox.ac.uk

Dr Catherine Harmer: Catherine.harmer@psych.ox.ac.uk

