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Tuberculosis and anorexia
nervosa

Christopher Paul Szabo

Co-morbidity (with anorexia nervosa’ and tuberculosis?) is
uncommon,® but does occur and has been reported in South
Africa.* There are aspects of both conditions which make
this co-occurrence within the South African setting
interesting. Anorexia nervosa is a rare, self-initiated
psychiatric illness occurring almost exclusively in white,
predominantly middle-class individuals.>® Tuberculosis is a
relatively common, acquired physical (infectious) iliness
occurring predominantly in our black population,” more
commonly in those who live in deprived socio-economic
conditions.** Thus described they would appear to be
conditions affecting specific sections of the community,
although sharing a gender bias in that both conditions have
a female preponderance during adolescence,*'® with diverse
aetiology but with similar sequelae and potential outcome,
i.e. significant weight loss with consequent impact on
multiple organ systems®'"" and a significant mortality rate.>'>"
Given that both conditions may manifest themselves with
weight loss and lassitude, the occurrence of tuberculosis
may go unrecognised within the context of anorexia
nervosa. This may be due to overlapping symptoms or
because demographic stereotyping tends to make medical
personnel anticipate one condition rather than the other.
Each condition requires treatment in its own right and failure
to recognise one would most certainly contribute to poor
outcome in the other, more specifically, where tuberculosis
goes unrecognised in an anorexia nervosa sufferer. This was
recently our experience in the Eating Disorders Unit at Tara,
where three patients with pulmonary tuberculosis were only
diagnosed after admission for treatment of anorexia
nervosa.* It appears that despite the presence of a
persistent dry cough in each case, no investigation was
undertaken.

Did demographic stereotyping of either condition play a
role in these cases, in such a way that the diagnostic
process ended with anorexia nervosa? All of the patients
were white and middle-class. Failure to recognise and treat
tuberculosis in such individuals has potentially serious
implications, not only for the patients concerned but also for
the community at large, specifically fellow patients in
medical wards to which anorexia nervosa sufferers might be
admitted and serve as sources of infection for already
compromised individuals. Physicians who work with
anorexia nervosa sufferers are often struck by the fact that
despite their physical frailty, they seldom present with
infectious ilinesses. Research into this phenomenon has
confirmed this, specifically with regard to viral infections.™
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The explanation for this would appear to be that despite
being significantly malnourished, these individuals have
intact immune systems. The findings of research in this
regard are varied, with recent work on immune status in
adolescent anorexia nervosa sufferers finding no
abnormalities relative to age-matched non-anorexic
controls.” (None of the patients described who were
admitted to the unit* were adolescents.) However, this is
clearly not the case for all sufferers. Compromised cell-
mediated immunity appears to be a factor in Mycobacterium
tuberculosis™ infection and such compromise appears to
exist in anorexia nervosa sufferers who have lost more than
60% of their original mass."” The current weight would
therefore appear to be less of an issue in immune status
than degree of weight loss. This would potentially explain
why immune status is not generally compromised in
anorexia nervosa sufferers given that restrictive eating will
often commence at a weight only slightly above the normal
range for height and age.” All of the patients described who
were admitted to the unit* were premorbidly obese, as
determined by a body mass index (BMI) > 30 (BMI = weight
(kg)/height (m) x height (m)).™

While specific study of putative risk factors for those
anorexia nervosa sufferers most at risk of acquiring
tuberculosis is desirable, the paucity of patients with co-
morbidity is a limiting factor. Based on the recent experience
of the unit,* sufferers over the age of 19 with a duration of
anorexia nervosa longer than 5 years, whose original weight
placed them within an obese range and in whom the degree
of weight loss was approximately 60% of original mass,
should be considered at risk. In addition, a persistent cough,
even if non-productive, should be thoroughly investigated.
The co-occurrence of tuberculosis and anorexia nervosa
raises questions of immunocompetence. Given that anorexia
nervosa sufferers appear resistant to viral infections and the
current quest for effective prophylaxis against HIV, it may be
worthwhile to consider more specific investigation of
immune status in anorexia nervosa sufferers. Finally, the
association of the two conditions is intriguing for a reason
other than their co-occurrence, namely the glamorisation
through the ages of the physical appearance — of women
— resulting from either illness. The glamorisation of
tuberculosis sufferers occurred in the 19th century, where
the frail appearance of female sufferers was deemed
genteel, delicate and sensitive. Anorexia nervosa is a
predominantly 20th century phenomenon, seemingly media-
inspired,” where thinness isa prevalent fixation and the
admired qualities pertain to control and achievement.

Many thanks to Dr Mike Ewart-Smith for his comments on the
initial draft.

REFERENCES

1. American Psychiatric Association. Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental
Disorders. 4th ed. Washington, DC: APA, 1994,

2. Daniel TM. Tuberculosis. In: Wilson JD, Braunwald E, Isselbacher KJ, et al., eds.
Harrison’s Principles of Internal Medicine. International Edition. New York:
McGraw-Hill, 1991: 637-645.

3. Gupta K, Sivakumar K. Anorexia nervosa and tuberculosis: Case reports and a
review of immune mechanisms. Int J Eating Disorders 1994; 15: 301-304.

4. Szabo CP, Rausch G, Freeman CPL. Hospitalised anorexics and tuberculosis: a
series of cases. Paper presented at the 3rd London International Conference on
Eating Disorders, 15 - 18 April 1997.

5. Norris DL. Clinical diagnostic criteria for primary anorexia nervosa. S Afr Med J
1979; 56: 987-993.

6. Szabo CP, Berk M, Tlou E, Allwood CW. Eating disorders in black South African
females. S Afr Med J 1995; 85: 588-590.

Volume 88 No.3 March 1998 SAM]

10.
13

13.
14,
15.

AT

18.

20.

. Department of Health, Republic of South Africa. Notifiable medical conditions.

Epidemiological Comments 1996; 22: 232.

. Porter JOH, McAdam KPWJ. The re-emergence of tuberculosis. Annu Rev Public

Health 1994; 15: 303-323.

. Donald PR, Beyers N, Rook GAW. Adolescent tuberculosis. S Afr Med J 1996; 86:

231-232.

Garner DM. Pathogenesis of anorexia nervosa. Lancet 1993; 341: 1631-1634.
Sharp CW, Freeman CPL. The medical complications of anorexia nervosa. Br J
Psychiatry 1993; 162: 452-462.

. Ratnasuriya RH, Eisler |, Szmukler Gl, Russell GFM. Anorexia nervosa: Qutcome

and prognostic factors after 20 years. Br J Psychiatry 1991; 158: 495-502.
Simon J. TB time-bomb set to explode, says report. The Star, 26 June 1996: 3.
Dally P. Anorexia Nervosa. New York: Grune & Stratton, 1969: 44.

Silber TJ, Chan M. Immunological cytofluorometric studies in adolescents with
anorexia nervosa. Int J Eating Disorders 1996; 19: 415-418.

. Keiper MD, Beumont M, Eishami A, Langlotz CP, Miller WT. CD4 T lymphocyte

count and the radiographic presentation of pulmonary tuberculosis. A study of
the relationship between these factors in patients with human immunodeficiency
virus infection. Chest 1995; 107: 74-80.

Pertschuk MJ, Crosby LO, Barot L, Mullen JL. Inmunocompetency in anorexia
nervosa. Am J Clin Nutr 1982; 35: 968-972.

Garfinkel PE, Garner DM. The clinical picture of anorexia nervosa. In: Anorexia
Nervosa. A Multidimensional Perspective. New York: Brunner/Mazel, 1982: 2.

. Beumont P, Al-Alami M, Touyz S. Relevance of a standard measurement of

undernutrition to the diagnosis of anorexia nervosa: Use of Quetelet’s body mass
index (BMI). Int J Eating Disorders 1988; 7: 399-405.

Garfinkel PE, Garner DM. Sociocultural factors. In: Anorexia Nervosa. A
Muiltidimensional Perspective. New York: Brunner Mazel, 1982: 105-106.




