
We call on all political parties to prioritise action on eating disorders by committing in
their 2026 election manifestos to: 

Develop and implement a national service specification for eating disorder services
focussed on early intervention. This would provide a crucial mechanism for ensuring
equitable access to timely treatment.

Invest in intensive community-based and day treatment programmes for eating
disorders across Wales. This would minimise the need for costly inpatient admissions
and reduce length of stay when hospital treatment is required, enabling more people
to receive care close to home.

Increase investment in eating disorder research conducted in Wales by
establishing a network for eating disorder researchers. This would support more
early-career researchers to develop competitive funding applications.

To enable achievement of these commitments, the next Welsh Government must re-
appoint a Minister for Mental Health and Wellbeing and commit to implementing the
10-year mental health and wellbeing strategy, with strengthened attention to the
specific needs of those affected by eating disorders. 

Priorities for the next Welsh Government
Eating disorders are serious, potentially life-threatening mental health conditions that affect
individuals of all ages and backgrounds, with significant demand for support across Wales.
Yet people often find it very difficult to access treatment when they need it and service
provision varies widely across the country. 

 THE TIME IS NAWR FOR ACTION ON   
EATING DISORDERS.

As a member of the Wales Alliance for Mental Health (WAMH) we have also contributed to
and endorse the alliance’s recommendations for the next Welsh Government. 
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https://www.mind.org.uk/media/ul2jnpbq/wales-alliance-for-mental-health-priorities-for-welsh-government-2026-eng.pdf


Introduction
Eating disorders are serious mental illnesses affecting at least 62,500 people in Wales. They
do not discriminate - impacting individuals of all ages, genders, ethnicities, and
backgrounds. Eating disorders include anorexia, bulimia, binge eating disorder,
avoidant/restrictive food intake disorder (ARFID), and other specified feeding or eating
disorders (OSFED). They can have devastating consequences for individuals and families
alike. Anorexia has the highest mortality rate of any mental illness, and one in six people with
binge eating disorder have attempted to end their life. 

Yet recovery is possible. With the right treatment and timely intervention, people can and do
recover. Early intervention not only improves clinical outcomes - it also significantly reduces
pressure on the NHS. Delays, by contrast, result in prolonged suffering and rising costs, to
both the NHS and the wider economy through disruption to education and employment.
Despite this, those who access treatment experience an average three-and-a-half-year
gap between illness onset and receiving help, driven by barriers to identification and
referral, and long waiting times. Families - who are often crucial to recovery - frequently feel
unsupported or left out of the process. 

Eating disorders Comparison group
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Figure 1: Average NHS costs (£m per 1,000 people) for 
eating disorders vs comparison group in Wales (1990–

2017).

The financial cost of eating disorders to the
NHS in Wales is stark. Over a 20-year period
(January 1998 - June 2017), hospital
admissions for people with eating disorders
cost around £17.25 million per 1,000
individuals - compared to just £2.1 million for
a similar group without eating disorders. GP
visits also added to the impact. From 1990 to
2017, they cost around £37.7 million per 1,000
individuals with eating disorders, more than
double the £17.1 million for the comparison
group. These figures highlight the high and
ongoing cost of not intervening early. 

The next Welsh Government has a critical opportunity to change this trajectory.  With clear
leadership it can deliver a more effective system at a lower cost. This manifesto outlines the
actions needed to make that vision a reality - ensuring that every person affected by an
eating disorder in Wales receives the support they need, when and where they need it. 
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https://www.beateatingdisorders.org.uk/get-information-and-support/about-eating-disorders/how-many-people-eating-disorder-uk/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC4102288/
https://www.rcpsych.ac.uk/docs/default-source/improving-care/better-mh-policy/position-statements/ps03_19.pdf
https://www.beateatingdisorders.org.uk/about-beat/policy-work/policy-and-best-practice-reports/delaying-for-years-denied-for-months/
https://www.beateatingdisorders.org.uk/about-beat/policy-work/policy-and-best-practice-reports/delaying-for-years-denied-for-months/
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lancet/article/PIIS0140-6736(19)32885-5/fulltext


Early intervention in eating disorders provides the best chance of recovery and is key to
minimising social and economic costs. For example, in England the evidence-based First
Episode Rapid Early Intervention for Eating Disorders (FREED) programme has achieved cost
savings estimated at £4,472 per patient when compared with treatment-as-usual. 

In 2018, the Welsh Government commissioned an independent review of eating disorder
services. The review found a system largely geared towards providing care for individuals
once severely ill, rather than focusing on early intervention and prevention. It found
significant variation in the availability and quality of treatment and that families were often
not getting the support they needed. The review set out an ambitious vision of a ‘world class’
service focused on prevention and early intervention in every part of Wales. 

In response, Action 6.2 of the Together for Mental Health Delivery Plan 2019–2022
committed the Welsh Government to work with service users, carers, and health boards to
“develop a new model of service in response to the recent independent review.” However,
this commitment has not been delivered. 

Develop and implement a national service specification for eating
disorder services focussed on early intervention

In January 2022, Beat published its ‘Three Years on’ report,
which found that progress in expanding and improving
eating disorder services had been very uneven.  It
described a major rise in demand on eating disorder
services following the start of the COVID-19 pandemic, with
individuals often deteriorating before receiving the care
they need. This has led to serious concerns about staff
burnout and retention. 

The Welsh Eating Disorder Service
Review – 3 Years on (2022)

Since the publication of that report, the Welsh Government has taken some welcome steps.
These include appointing a National Network Lead for Eating Disorders and establishing Task
and Finish Groups on early intervention, ARFID, and workforce development. However, we
continue to hear - through our helpline and support services - that accessing eating
disorder treatment remains extremely difficult in many parts of the country. 

While the Welsh Government has repeatedly expressed strong ambitions to improve care
and ensure equitable access to eating disorder treatment across Wales, this has yet to
translate into sufficient action. A national service specification supported by sufficient
resources and timescales for implementation would provide a crucial framework for
improvement and accountability. 
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https://thehealthinnovationnetwork.co.uk/news/early-intervention-eating-disorders-final-report/
https://thehealthinnovationnetwork.co.uk/news/early-intervention-eating-disorders-final-report/
https://www.gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2019-09/welsh-government-eating-disorder-service-review-november-2018.pdf
https://www.gov.wales/sites/default/files/publications/2020-01/together-for-mental-health-delivery-plan-2019-to-2022.pdf
https://www.beateatingdisorders.org.uk/support-our-work/campaign-for-beat/current/welsh-eating-disorder-service-review-3-years-on/
https://beat.contentfiles.net/media/documents/3_years_on.pdf


Eating disorder services in Wales are under significant pressure. In 2022/23, hospital
admissions for under-18s were double those in 2019/20 (Data supplied by DHCW). This sharp
rise reflects both increasing demand and a lack of suitable community-based alternatives
to bridge the gap between outpatient care and hospital admission.

Invest in intensive community-based and day treatment
programmes for eating disorders across Wales

“My time in day treatment was life changing. After years of outpatient therapy, day treatment
supported me in making changes in my eating that felt too scary and overwhelming [...] I don’t

think I would be where I am today without day treatment support.”

Person with lived experience

Beat’s report, There’s No Place Like Home, highlights the urgent need to expand these
services across Wales. It presents evidence that intensive community and day
treatments can: 

Achieve clinical outcomes at least equivalent to inpatient care, while being
preferable to patients and more empowering to families/carers. 
Minimise the number of patients that need inpatient treatment and reduce the
length of time spent in hospital for those that require it 
Be provided at much lower cost than inpatient care, producing savings for the NHS
that can be reinvested to help more people access treatment.  

A 2023/24 Freedom of Information (FOI) request by Beat found that only one NHS Wales
Health Board offered appropriately intensive community-based and day treatment
programmes for eating disorders across all ages, with significant variation across regions.

Expanding access to these services would align with the ambitions of the Mental Health and
Wellbeing Strategy for Wales (2025–2035), which promotes person-centred, community-
based care involving families and carers.

A system-wide review of eating disorder inpatient provision is now underway, as part of the
Mental Health Specialised Services Strategy for Wales (2024/25–2028/29). The NHS Wales
Joint Commissioning Committee has expressed interest in working with Beat to consider
recommendations from the ‘There’s No Place Like Home’ report. Led by the Royal College of
Psychiatrists in Wales, this review offers a timely opportunity to expand intensive community
and day treatment as a sustainable, person-centred alternative to inpatient care – with lived
experience central to future planning.

Intensive community and day treatment programmes provide structured, multidisciplinary
support – including therapy, supervised meals, and family involvement – while allowing
individuals to remain at home. These services help patients practise therapeutic skills in
real-life settings, supporting longer-term recovery. They can serve as a ‘step-up’ for those
needing more than standard outpatient care, and as a ‘step-down’ post-inpatient stay,
helping to reduce hospital admissions and lengths of stay.

4

https://dhcw.nhs.wales/
https://beat.contentfiles.net/media/documents/The_case_for_intensive_community_and_day_treatments_for_eating_disorders_-Octo_tc0Yi8T.pdf
https://whssc.nhs.wales/publications/strategies-and-plans/mental-health-specialised-services-strategy-for-wales-2024-2029/


Eating disorders accounted for just 1% of the UK’s already severely limited mental health
research funding from 2015-2019. This is despite people with eating disorders accounting
for around 9% of the total number of people with a mental health condition. According to the
International Alliance of Mental Health Research Funders (IAMHRF), psychosis received 13
times more research funding than eating disorders during this time. This is despite estimates
suggesting a lower prevalence. 

Increase investment in eating disorder research conducted in
Wales by establishing a network for eating disorder researchers

The resulting ‘Breaking the Cycle’ report, which was compiled by Beat, recommended
targeted investment and actions from research funders to encourage a greater volume of
competitive grant applications. 

In 2021, an inquiry by the All-Party Parliamentary Group (APPG)
on Eating Disorders in Westminster, found that a historic lack of
investment in UK eating disorder research has led to a vicious
cycle of underfunding. There are few active researchers and
research centres focused on eating disorders. As a result, there
is limited research output and visibility for the field in academic
journals and conferences. This has helped stigmatising
attitudes persist - including the notion of eating disorders
being a ‘niche’ or less important area of research – keeping the
field small and ill-equipped to secure the infrastructure and
grants that it needs

A network for eating disorder researchers in Wales could build capacity by: 
Enhancing visibility for eating disorder research that is taking place in Wales 
Hosting networking events including funding ‘sandpits’ for researchers to develop
ideas to support competitive applications for research fellowships and other
opportunities 
Facilitating collaborations between researchers across all regions of Wales 
Improving access to mentorship. 

The network should be open to undergraduate and postgraduate students and clinicians
as well as academics. 

Health and Care Research Wales plans to fund the National Centre for Mental Health (NCMH)
to develop a network for mental health research. An eating disorder research-specific
network could potentially function as a component of that programme. 
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Dr Sam Chawner and Dr Kai Thomas, both at Cardiff University, were recently awarded
individual grants to conduct research on eating disorders. While this is very positive news,
there are very few researchers focusing on eating disorders in Wales. And we understand
that some students and early career researchers in Wales that have been motivated to join
the eating disorder research field have felt forced to either abandon that ambition or to
leave the country. 

Much remains unknown about the causes of eating disorders, how to prevent them from
developing and how best to treat them. 

https://beat.contentfiles.net/media/documents/APPG_Research_Funding_inquiry_report.pdf
https://beat.contentfiles.net/media/documents/APPG_Research_Funding_inquiry_report.pdf
https://digitalscience.figshare.com/articles/report/The_Inequities_of_Mental_Health_Research_IAMHRF_/13055897
https://beat.contentfiles.net/media/documents/APPG_Research_Funding_inquiry_report.pdf
https://www.ncmh.info/


Beat provides Helplines for people of all ages, offering support and information about eating
disorders. These Helplines are free to call from all phones. 

Individuals contacting our Helpline speak to trained advisors who are experienced in
listening and talking to people affected by eating disorders. Anyone affected by an eating
disorder can call, email or contact Beat's Helpline Advisors via one-to-one webchat. This
includes families, carers, and anyone else who provides support to someone with an eating
disorder. 

Wales: 0808 801 0433 
waleshelp@beateatingdisorders.org.uk 

Our helplines are open from 3pm– 8pm, Monday - Friday. 

Beat is the UK’s eating disorder charity, providing information and support through Helplines
which people can call, text or email, and through online support including information, 1-1
chat and online support groups. Beat campaigns for change in policy and practice, and
provides expert training for health, social care, and education professionals. It relies on
financial support from the public to run its services. 

For any queries, please contact

 ABOUT BEAT

Our Helplines

Our Supporter Services
Beat works with public sector partners across the UK to support people and their loved ones
in their recovery journeys. We can provide non-clinical support quickly and effectively, to
complement the work of health professionals.  
 
You can find out more about the services we offer here. 

Jo Whitfield, National Lead for Wales
j.whitfield@beateatingdisorders.org.uk 

Thomas Freeston, Policy and Public Affairs Officer
t.freeston@beateatingdisorders.org.uk

6

https://www.beateatingdisorders.org.uk/get-information-and-support/get-help-for-myself/i-need-support-now/helplines/
https://www.beateatingdisorders.org.uk/get-information-and-support/get-help-for-myself/i-need-support-now/one-to-one-web-chat/
mailto:Waleshelp@beateatingdisorders.org.uk
https://www.beateatingdisorders.org.uk/
https://www.beateatingdisorders.org.uk/about-beat/who-we-are/commission-us/
https://www.beateatingdisorders.org.uk/get-information-and-support/beat-support-in-my-area/beat-services-in-wales/
mailto:j.whitfield@beateatingdisorders.org.uk
mailto:t.freeston@beateatingdisorders.org.uk

