
 

This Week's Citation Classic 
Pyle R L, Mitchell J E & Eckert E D. Bulimia: a report of 34 cases. J. Clin. 

Psychiat. 42:60-4, 1981. [Universiiy of Minnesota Hospitals. Minneapolis. MN] 

A series of 34 patients with DSM-III Bulimia was 
presented. Patients were young females who usu-
ally experienced the onset of eating problems by 
early adulthood. Most had binge-eating episodes on 
a daily basis, frequently followed by vomiting. A 
majority also appeared to be clinically depressed, 
reported an exaggerated fear of becoming obese, 
and demonstrated problems with impulse control, 
such as chemical abuse and stealing behavior. [The 
SSCI® and the SCI® indicate that this paper has 
been cited in more than 405 publications, making it 
the most-cited paper published in this journal.] 
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We were both pleased and somewhat sur-
prised to find that our paper had been so fre-
quently cited. Interest in the publication resulted 
from the fact that it was one of the first clinical 
descriptions of individuals with bulimia. Our 
paper had been preceded by an earlier descrip-
tion of a related syndrome, "bulimiarexia," by 
Marlene Boskind-Lodahl1 and by a publication 
authored by Gerald Russell in London describ-
ing a similar syndrome in a group of former 
anorexia nervosa patients, a disorder he termed 
"bulimia nervosa."2 Russell's paper is usually 
cited as the original description of the disorder. 

Other publications subsequently appeared 
replicating the basic descriptive data including 
age of onset, age of first treatment, and fre-
quency of bulimic behaviors.3 Our original study, 
and most subsequent reports of series of pa-
tients, emphasized the high rate of depression, 
chemical abuse, and impulsive behavior among 
individuals in this patient population. These are 
areas which continue to be of interest to re-
searchers working with bulimia nervosa. 

When we originally set out to study bulimia 
nervosa, we developed the philosophy that we 
would be able to recruit a research population 

by providing treatment. Our treatment programs 
for individuals with this disorder have evolved 
over time4 and culminated in several treatment 
studies including two federally funded research 
treatment grants, one involving a comparison of 
our cognitive behavioral group psychotherapy 
program to an antidepressant,5 and a subse-
quent study which examined logistical variables 
in the treatment of bulimia nervosa.6 

All three of the authors of the original paper 
have continued to work in the area of eating 
disorders, and since the original publication the 
team has contributed in excess of 90 articles on 
the topic, as well as two books and 30 book 
chapters. Currently, three senior and two junior 
faculty members in our department work in the 
area. 

The development of this research program 
has always fascinated me (Pyle). When I joined 
the academic community at age 47, serving as 
supervisor of the Outpatient Psychiatry Pro-
gram, I viewed myself primarily as a clinician 
and secondarily as a teacher, but not as a re-
searcher. I knew that developing research skills 
would be essential for promotion. In 1978, Elke 
Eckert, a pioneer researcher in anorexia nervosa, 
offered to introduce me to the eating disorder 
population by working with her in treating a 
group of women who "binge ate and threw up." 
Data were collected on a questionnaire devel-
oped by Eckert based on her work with anorexia 
nervosa. Anticipating the importance of the area 
and recognizing my own limitations as a re-
searcher I enlisted the cooperation of James 
Mitchell, the other coauthor of the paper, who in 
my mind possessed the skills of an academic 
role model: high energy and organizational skills 
and knowledge of research design. The encour-
agement, mentorship, and assistance of my 
coauthors led to the submission of the original 
paper, and following a slight period of trepida-
tion when the journal changed editors and the 
publication was delayed, the paper appeared. 
This has led to an exciting research career for all 
three of us and speaks to the fact that finding new 
areas of research can provide exciting opportuni-
ties for beginning researchers. 
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