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BACKGROUND

WHAT IS EATING DISORDER?

Recently, a growing number of women are abnormally obsessed with extreme diets due to social-
cultural pressures such as high achievement and expectation of success along with appearances in 
our society. According to statistics, between 600,000 and 990,000 Canadians fit diagnostic criteria for 
eating disorders, and 80% of patients are women from the reports in 2016. Despite the improvement in 
understanding mental health issues, eating disorders have a lack of awareness to the public. Therefore, 
the idea of the subject of this project began with creating more effective and improved  app than 
existing eating disorder apps to raise awareness, educate and help patients recover in user - centered 
approach.

I want to point out that the app can not be the alternative to treatment. The best treatment is to visit 
a specialist in person and consult. If the patient actually needs treatment, app cannot replace the 
interaction with the person who can provide individualized interpretations and insight. The process 
of treatment requires patient-side vulnerability and exposure to others, and an empathic connection 
is essential to promote change and acceptance. Therefore, in terms of the direction of this project, I 
focused on providing a space where the users can feel positive thoughts and stabilizes mentally rather 
than be an alternative treatment. 

Reference by National Eating Disorder Information Centre (NEDIC)

Before starting the research, I needed to clarify the definition and types of eating disorders again. Eating 
Disorders are mental illnesses that manifest physically. They can be caused by numerous factors 
including genetics and mental health as well as cultural factors. Despite the fact that eating disorders 
can be life-threatening, they are also treatable. 

Introduction
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The ultimate goal of this app is to create a supplement to the treatment that gives support 
and reliable guidelines for patients. The research direction focuses on how we design the app 
that provides information and change the behaviors. Binge Eating Disorder

The mental health condition anorexia nervosa is 
characterized by behaviors that prevent a person 
from maintaining an adequate weight. Its onset 
is influenced by biological, social, genetic, and 
psychological factors. 

Unlike anorexia, avoidant/restrictive food intake 
disorder (ARFID) involves limitations in the 
amount and/or types of foods consumed, but 
does not involve distress about body shape or 
size, or fear of obesity. ARFID is a mental illness 
that can severely impair growth, development, 

Bulimia nervosa is characterized by periods 
of restriction followed by binge eating, with 
recurrent compensating behaviors to eliminate 
the food from the body. Its onset is influenced 
by biological, social, genetic, and psychological 
factors. 

Binge eating disorder is a mental illness that can 
seriously impact both psychological and physical 
health.  In this condition, eating large quantities 
of food is followed by feelings of shame, distress, 
or guilt.

DATA COLLECTION TACTICS

PURPOSE
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Recovery Record is the intelligent companion which helps manage recovery from eating disorders 
including anorexia nervosa, bulimia nervosa, binge eating disorder, and ARFID(Avoidant Restrictive Food 
Intake Disorder). The app is also intended for people with general eating, weight and shape concerns. 
Most users are delighted with the app, one of the most popular among the existing eating disorder apps. 
On the home landing page, they randomly provide pictures that give a relaxing mood and positive energy. 

RATINGS: 4.9/5

Strength

Weakness

- In the user Journey of the app, they provide 
photos or quotes to uplift and relieve the 
anxiety. 

- The app induces users to journal their 
emotions and meals in great detail with 
questionnaires after eating to track their 
progress over time. The clinician can provide 
the feedback effectively.

- User customization is remarkably subdivided 
in the app. For example, when the user 
transcribes their feelings, there are 25 feelings 
to choose from, and even each one has fi ve 
levels of scale. It is helpful for the patient to 
recognize and face the feelings and take a big 
step closer to recovery. 

- Their app design is very oldish, and the 
colour palette obscures brand identity. 

- The pictures they provide are also outdated 
so that the target audience, mainly young 
people, would not be fascinated by their service.

COMPETITOR PROFILING

1. RR(Recovery Record) : 
Eating Disorder Management 

For the literature review, I conducted competitor profi ling 
to investigate the essential features and functions. Also, 
this step allowed me to explore new ways to stand out 
among the other apps. There are already numerous apps 
for eating disorder recovery and mental health in the same 
market(App Store). I downloaded some of them with high 
ratings and popularity for competitor profi ling and used 
them for several days.

Literature Review
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Competitor Profi ling
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MindShift is one of the distinct mental health apps designed specifi cally for teens and young adults with 
anxiety. It focuses on changing the way of thinking about anxiety instead of avoiding anxious feelings. 
When I use this app, I feel their approach to the user is very cautious, thoughtful and friendly like a friend 
who listens to my struggles. 

RATINGS: 4.4/5

Strength

Weakness

-Their tone is warm and cordial so that the 
user can be intuitively related to the app.

-To help struggles, they educate the users on 
their knowledge of anxiety in a psychological 
way. 

- Although depression and anxiety are 
different, they can come together and are 
highly related. This app is only focused on 
anxiety, so the target audience is limited. 
Through the review, I confi rmed that many 
people left because they did not get any help 
related to depression. 

3. MindShift
Rise Up + Recover is an app that can track meals and feelings when eating, but also the user can also 
log and export their progress in PDF. This app can play a practical role for patients when they urge to 
binge-eating or skip meals and need immediate coping strategies. They encourage asking for help 
from people around them and recommend music, podcasts, and products to stabilize the mind. 

RATINGS: 4.6/5

Strength

Weakness

- They provide wide range of resources for 
recovery compare to other apps.

- Like RR above, it has same advantages of 
customization in detail for journal and record 
their meals and feelings. 

- Exporting records to PDF is the biggest 
advantage of this app because it makes it 
easy to share a document. For doctors, It 
would be an effi cient resource to identify 
abnormal signs of the patients in advance. 

- The whole app design is outdated. The app 
doesn’t even fi t the screen size and sometimes 
it is cropped. The interactions are not 
consistent and the icons are too big compared 
to text so that it looks unbalanced.

2. Rise Up + Recover

Literature Review
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Competitor Profi ling
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Lifesum is a wide range of resources for everything about a healthy life. Using this app, the user can set 
personal goals, including building more muscles and getting in more steps each day in a healthier diet. 
They also offer personal data and purposes customized by each user to get a personalized roadmap 
for better health. Unlike other competitors, the app does not provide eating disorders or mental health 
resources for recovery, but it can help patients redefi ne their thoughts on healthier body image and diet.

RATINGS: 4.5/5

Strength

Weakness

- Professional app design with illustrations 
makes it easy to interact with users. It is user-
friendly and intuitive enough to track their 
meals and get valuable resources.

- It has information (Calories, Nutritions upon 
the portion) about any kinds of foods in the 
world. Therefore, it is easy to record directly.

- Sometimes too many resources make the 
users confused and overwhelmed. 

-The app is created for people who want 
a healthier life and manage their meals. 
However, people with eating disorders who do 
not have suffi cient knowledge and reasonable 
goals for recovery can have worse results if 
they use this app, such as eating only low-
calorie foods or excessive exercising. 

4. Lifesum

Literature Review
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Competitor Profi ling Competitor Profi ling
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INSIGHTS

After Competitor Profi ling, I noticed that journaling their feelings and meals play a pivotal 
role in recovery.  Mainly, eating disorders are impulsively performed in front of food 
pleasure when anxious or stressed. If a patient notices and accepts that they are having 
a hard time mentally, coping would be much easier in the recovery process. According to 
research, the more diffi cult it is to express emotions, the more serious the eating disorder 
becomes. Therefore, keeping a meal diary is a signifi cant way to face feelings.

Except for Lifesum, the rest of the apps related to mental health are based on CBT 
(Cognitive Behavioral Therapy). This psychological treatment has been proven to be 
effective in helping people manage anxiety. CBT is performed by the way people think 
and act, and their strategies link between the users’ thoughts, feelings and behaviours 
that help empower the tools of recovery. 

Poor or outdated app design, including user-interface and experience design 
undermines users reliability and makes them doubt their expertise. No matter how fi rm 
and proven their strategies are, if the users don’t have attraction or interaction while 
using the app, they will leave immediately. 

Outdated apps lose popularity. I have been aware that the market is constantly 
changing, and new trends in mobile app design can be shifted in an instant. However, I 
noticed that the app design of representative eating disorder apps I have researched is 
oldish. It refl ects once again that still, eating disorder is considered a minor awareness in 
public. 

Literature Review
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SELF ETHNOGRAPHY
I chose this tactic because I was one of the patients 
who was dealing with anorexia and bulimia as well. 
I can empathize with the users and be a researcher 
and participant with my personal experience. For self-
ethnography, I interviewed myself to frame the design 
problem and broaden the scope of the collection of this 
project. 

When I was 16 years old, I decided to study abroad for a broader perspective and experience. I thought 
studying in the United States was a great opportunity and would give me a better future than my 
background in Korea. I left my family and went to the United States alone. At first, it was challenging 
to adapt to a new life due to language barriers and cultural differences coming from unfamiliar 
environments. I didn’t feel stable at school or home, and there were no adults around me who were 
trustworthy to ask for help. Food was my only pleasure and comfort. Three months later, after leaving 
my country, I gained 15 kg (about 31l b) of weight. At that time, I fell into depression and had the darkest 
time of my life with an eating disorder. 

I detested myself, and I started to obsess over food. I initiated a harsh diet calculating every food’s 
calories and exercising excessively. Sometimes I didn’t eat anything for two-three days, and eventually, 
it led me to binge eating and vomiting. No matter how much I exercised and restrained eating, I couldn’t 
lose weight, and when I vomited after binge eating, I didn’t even remember what I ate. The first thing I 
thought about when I opened my eyes in the morning was to blame myself for the number of calories 
I ate the day before and be determined not to eat anymore. Besides, I suffered from insomnia, lost my 
hairs, and my mind was devastated. It was a despair that seemed never to end.  

What bothered me the most when I saw myself getting fat was the feeling that I failed. My self-esteem 
got very low, and I couldn’t see the confidence anymore. I was lonely, and it seemed there was no one to 
help me out. 

After a year of war against an eating disorder, I dropped out of school and returned to my family. 
Interestingly enough, I found stability of mind while spending time with my family and began to lose 
weight automatically even I didn’t go on a diet. I resumed a healthy diet and was no longer stressed 
that I had to restrain myself from eating. What’s even more surprising is that I didn’t even recognize 
that I had an eating disorder until then and didn’t even know that what made me suffer was the mental 
disease that was officially named.

Background of experience

What were the symptoms you had?

How did you feel at that time? 

How did you get fully recover?

Ethnographic Research
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Self EthnographyEthnographic Research
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Self Ethnography
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INSIGHTS

When I was on a harsh diet, I used a famous weight loss app called Noom. I was able to record what I 
ate every meal and provided calorie information. However, after failing to control myself every time and 
binge eating,  destructing and blaming myself followed along when I tracked my binge eating. It was a 
vicious cycle of which repeated suppressing appetite and going back to binge eating. The app became 
the tool of self-hatred. In the competitor profiling conducted earlier, all apps include a meal diary that 
records what users eat. It represents transcribing is a proven strategy. Then, what was the problem?

Firstly, the users should accurately understand the intention of the meal diary. The strength and 
weaknesses of journaling meals and feelings should be clearly distinguished, and the users should take 
only the positive parts. The eating disorder app must not simply provide an area that can track the 
meals and feelings but induce users to not fall into depressed and negative thoughts. For example, after 
typing my binge eating record, the app pops up the message like “it is okay to eat a lot today !”,  or “You 
are not failed, Don’t worry!” etc. 

Secondly, most of the existing dietary apps allow users to journal their meals and emotions after eating. 
However, I couldn’t find any parts of the prompt to journal their feelings before eating. Of course, it is not 
a bad idea to leave a record after eating, but above all, it is crucial to write the feelings to calm down 
(if it’s stressful and about to make an unhealthy choice) and relieve their anxiety. The key point is to 
prevent them from making emotional choices because I learned emotions influence when choosing 
food. Therefore, the app should encourage the users to write a short diary before they have meals.

Ethnographic Research
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PSYCHOGRAPHICS
Due to the app is highly relevant to personal experience, 
it is inevitable to gain qualitative data which focuses on 
personality. It provides insight into the users’ preferences 
and personal traits to identify and solve the problems in 
more depth. 

PsychographicsMarketing Research
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Self Ethnography

Eating Disorders are not a matter of losing weight. In order 
to overcome them, psychological stability should come first. 
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Marketing Research
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• Shy and introverted, and often become a 
perfectionist.

• Usually wears expensive suits and carries 
a high-end leather bag. 

• Enjoys coffee before going to work. 

• She has a high desire for success in her 
career field. 

• She thinks appearance is one of the 
factors in social success.

• She gets angry quickly over trivial things, 
and it is her natural personality.

• She sometimes does impulse shopping 
and regrets it.

• She uses Instagram the most among 
other social media.

• She often thinks that she needs to be on 
a diet herself.

• She enjoys reading a magazine when she 
has free time.

 Sophia is 32 years old who has five months old baby.  She quit her job and 
focusing on parenting right now. After giving birth, Sophia gained a lot of 
weight.  Recently, when she feels stressed out, she automatically finds her 
comfort food to keep eating. It makes her more frustrated because the 
increase in weight seems never to stop.

Furthermore, her husband has a lot of overtime work, and as soon as he 
gets home, he falls asleep. At first, he comforted her by conversation, and 
it helped manage her emotions. However, he no longer listened to his wife 
because of his fatigue from works. Now, She is desperate to find a treatment 
to relieve her stress and healthily lose weight. 

Participant #1

Participant #2

Psychographics

PERSONA

Name : Sophia
Age : 34
Location: Toronto/Canada
Status : Married
Occupation : Unemployed , parenting
Comfort Food : Cinnamon rolls

Psychographics Marketing Research
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CARD SORTING COLOR PSYCHOLOGY

User Experience Visual Exploration
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To achieve our goals, Card Sorting is the best tactic that make the complex metrix easy, structured, and 
organized at a glance. On the Research plan stage, I assumed that many steps asking questions will be 
needed from the landing page before executing the app because the it needs to perceive information 
about the patient. However, during the research, I noticed that a lot of patients are reluctant to answer 
the questions about their disease and symtoms. Due to our goal is creating an area that the users feels 
encouraged and comfortable, I boldly skipped the step of asking a lot of questions and simplifi ed it that 
only asking what make the user suffered most before launching.

Color is a powerful communication tool and sends behavioral signals and affects mood. Color 
psychology helps the design by representing the right colours to help patients more user-centered 
approach. The color schemes should be carefully considered, as the target audience may be 
particularly vulnerable to this impact. Exploring and investigating cultural associations will help 
determine pertinent visuals to comfort and encourage the patients while they are using the app.

Card Sorting

Colors to Avoid

Colors to Recommend

• Symbolizes negativity

• Evokes strong feelings of 
anger, aggression, fear and 
sadness

Black

• Gives positive impact 
intuitively

• Symbolizes nature, calmness 
and safety

Green

• Creates feelings of sadness 
or aloofness 

• Undermines appetizing

Blue

• Has a joyful vibe 

• Associated with love, 
kindness and feminiity

Pink

• Associated with the concept 
of anger

• Evokes dangerous and 
serious feelings 

Red

• Symbolize energetic

• Positive association with 
happiness, enthusiasm, 
energy

Orange

Color Psychology
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Card Sorting
SUMMARY OF FINDINGS

EMBRACE
ACCEPT

TURN.

Through various tactics in this study, I was able to see how deeply our emotions are 
involved in choosing food. Existing apps simply seem to value post meal records. 
However, I hope they focus more on facing, accepting, and dealing wisely through 
the practice of writing emotions before meals.  And it should be designed for better 
user interactions. Providing guidelines to users to accurately communicate the 
purpose of the app’s functions is essential and should induce them not to fall into 
self-criticism and hatred.

Looking back, I was too young to take care of my feelings and depression. I wonder 
what it would have been like if I got encouraged by someone or let me know how to 
deal with the mental disease. Fortunately, I know now how to recognize, accept and 
deal with negative feelings rather than obsessing food by painful experiences. It 
took me a long time to figure out. Therefore, I wish our app can lead the patients to 
shortcuts for a recovery faster than me.  

Conclusion
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