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Dear Editor-in-Chief,

Several recent articles in Eating and Weight Disorders [1, 
2] have reported the levels of “orthorexic tendencies” in 
vegans, as assessed by the Düsseldorf Orthorexia Scale 
(DOS). Even though the definition of orthorexia nervosa 
(ON) is controversial, ON is generally understood to be an 
obsession with healthy eating [1]. Consequently, a high DOS 
score is interpreted to be undesirable.

Vegans may score higher on the DOS (and other ON 
scores) [1–3]. Consequently, some researchers have con-
cluded that: “Vast research exists regarding ON’s rela-
tionship with vegan and vegetarian patterns, showing that 
individuals with these patterns have [a] greater tendency to 
develop ON” [1]. But this interpretation may be flawed. If 
so, it may pathologize and stigmatize vegans [3]. Therefore, 
I would like to ask researchers in this field to make an effort 
to understand and to know vegans better. This may help 
reduce the risk of drawing erroneous conclusions.

Some of the DOS’s items seem to be based on the 
assumption that a typical western, non-vegetarian diet is 
“normal”. But this may conflate two different meanings 
of the word “normal”: typical and healthy. This may lead 
to the erroneous conclusion that “untypical” amounts to 
“unhealthy”. This in turn would make the DOS biased.

A bias against vegans seems most obvious in item 2 of the 
DOS: “I have certain nutrition rules that I adhere to”. This 
item is based on the assumption that dietary rules indicate 
orthorexic tendencies. All vegans have the dietary rule of 
being dietary vegans. Thus vegans will score higher, seem-
ingly indicating orthorexic tendencies. This is circular rea-
soning. In addition, vegans may also have other “nutrition 
rules” such as taking vitamin B12 supplements.

Item 1: “Eating healthy food is more important to me than 
indulgence/enjoying the food”. Vegans may on average be 
more health conscious and may then see health more as a 
means to an end (pleasure of all kinds) and may therefore 
score higher.

Item 3: “I can only enjoy eating foods considered 
healthy”. This may indicate a belief that it is extremely 
important to eat only healthy foods. Many individuals 
become vegans because of a preexisting illness (diabetes, 
skin conditions, a heart attack, etc.). They may have been 
advised to follow their diet strictly. This advice may be 
evidence-based or it may not be. But being misinformed or 
following advice strictly does not necessarily indicate an 
obsession.

Item 4: “I try to avoid getting invited over to friends for 
dinner if […] they do not pay attention to healthy nutrition”. 
Vegans may conflate “healthy” with “vegan”. It should also 
be noted that being vegan may indeed lead to conflict with 
friends or family. Avoiding an invitation may indicate the 
intention to avoid unpleasant discussions (about nutrition or 
animal rights). It may also be that the inviting parties, even 
if they are friends or family, are to some extent perceived as 
political “enemies” (the 1980s slogan “meat is murder” is 
not an empty phrase for many vegans but rather quite accu-
rately reflects their view on eating animal products).

Item 5: “I like that I pay more attention to healthy nutri-
tion than other people”. If vegans are more health conscious 
than the general population, vegans will likely score higher.

Item 6: “If I eat something I consider unhealthy, I feel 
really bad”. (German version: “If I have eaten something 
unhealthy, then I feel guilty”; literally: “[…] I blame 
myself”) The German version indicates a feeling of guilt. 
In contrast, the English version may also be understood as 
feeling physically bad. Again, some vegans may conflate 
health and ethics. Near-vegans who may occasionally not 
be vegan may feel guilty because of the animal suffering 
involved. Some individuals may feel physically “bad” after 
eating particular foods (e.g., an extremely sugary cupcake), 
and vegans on average may be more aware of such effects.
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Item 7: “I have the feeling of being excluded by my 
friends and colleagues due to my strict nutrition rules”. 
Vegans are often excluded. It may be that friends/colleagues 
do not know how to cater for a vegan, or they may not want 
to, or they may anticipate unwelcome discussions. Even if 
everyone at the table aims for the highest level of courtesy 
and even if there is no mention of animal rights or vegan-
ism, the vegan at the non-vegan table remains what has been 
called the “absent referent”, reminding the others where ani-
mal products come from.

Item 8: “My thoughts constantly revolve around healthy 
nutrition and I organize my day around it”. Vegans may want 
to plan their diets appropriately and may be more likely to 
prepare foods in advance because there may be no satisfying 
vegan options available at work or school.

Item 9: “I find it difficult to go against my personal die-
tary rules”. Many vegans will affirm this because they would 
indeed find it difficult or even morally abhorrent if they did.

Item 10: “I feel upset [downcast] after eating unhealthy 
foods”. This is similar to item 6. However, the German ver-
sion emphasizes guilt in item 6 and sadness in item 10.

These aspects may explain some of the differences 
between vegans’ and typical eaters’ DOS scores. In addition, 
it may be useful for researchers to be aware that vegans are 
a diverse group, that self-defined vegans are a larger group 
than actual dietary vegans, that a vegan diet does not equal 
lower dietary variety or quality, that confounders (especially 
sex) should be adjusted for, and that stigmatizing minority 
groups, including vegans, may cause serious harm.

While it is useful to distinguish between “health vegans” 
and “ethical vegans”, this may not be enough: two-sided 
questions should be asked instead of trying to confirm 
prejudices. Null findings may be the result of confound-
ing. When minority groups are assessed, it may be useful to 
involve them in creating appropriate assessment tools. More 
research is needed and a better understanding of vegans may 
be helpful.

Funding Open Access funding enabled and organized by Projekt 
DEAL.

Compliance with ethical standards 

Conflict of interest The author has no relevant financial or non-finan-
cial interests to disclose.

Ethical approval This article does not contain any studies with human 
participants or animals performed by any of the authors.

Informed consent No informed consent is required.

Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attri-
bution 4.0 International License, which permits use, sharing, adapta-
tion, distribution and reproduction in any medium or format, as long 
as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, 
provide a link to the Creative Commons licence, and indicate if changes 
were made. The images or other third party material in this article are 
included in the article’s Creative Commons licence, unless indicated 
otherwise in a credit line to the material. If material is not included in 
the article’s Creative Commons licence and your intended use is not 
permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will 
need to obtain permission directly from the copyright holder. To view a 
copy of this licence, visit http://creat iveco mmons .org/licen ses/by/4.0/.

References

 1. Ferreira C, Coimbra M (2020) To further understand orthorexia 
nervosa: DOS validity for the Portuguese population and its 
relationship with psychological indicators, sex, BMI and dietary 
pattern. Eat Weight Disord. https ://doi.org/10.1007/s4051 9-020-
01058 -4

 2. Brytek-Matera A (2019) Vegetarian diet and orthorexia ner-
vosa: a review of the literature. Eat Weight Disord. https ://doi.
org/10.1007/s4051 9-019-00816 -3

 3. Heiss S, Timko CA, Hormes JM (2020) Confirmatory factor 
analysis of the EDE-Q in vegans and omnivores: support for 
the brief three factor model. Eat Behav 39:101447. https ://doi.
org/10.1016/j.eatbe h.2020.10144 7

Publisher’s Note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to 
jurisdictional claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40519-020-01058-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40519-020-01058-4
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40519-019-00816-3
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40519-019-00816-3
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.eatbeh.2020.101447
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.eatbeh.2020.101447

	Understanding the situation of vegans
	References




