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Abstract

Introduction and Aim: Obesity is a major public health concern, and emotional eating is
recognized as one of the key behavioral factors contributing to its development and maintenance.
The present study aimed to investigate the predictive role of self-compassion, body image concern,
and perceived stress in emotional eating among women with obesity.

Methodology: This descriptive-correlational study was conducted among women with obesity
attending nutrition and health clinics in Tehran in 2026. A total of 180 participants were selected
through convenience sampling. Data were collected using the Salzburg Emotional Eating Scale,
Neft’s Self-Compassion Scale, the Body Image Concern Inventory, and Cohen’s Perceived Stress
Scale. Pearson correlation coefficients and stepwise multiple regression analyses were performed
using SPSS-26.

Findings: The results revealed a significant negative association between self-compassion and
emotional eating (r = -0.485, p < .001), while body image concern (r = 0.450, p < .001) and
perceived stress (r = 0.518, p < .001) showed significant positive associations with emotional
eating. Stepwise regression analysis indicated that self-compassion explained 23.5% of the
variance in emotional eating, body image concern contributed an additional 10.1%, and perceived
stress explained a further 5.5%. The final regression model accounted for 39.1% of the variance in
emotional eating (R? = 0.391, F = 33.87, p < .001). Among the predictors, self-compassion
emerged as the strongest predictor (f = -0.336).

Conclusion: The findings suggest that emotional eating among women with obesity is influenced
by both protective and risk factors. Higher levels of self-compassion appear to protect against
emotional eating, whereas greater body image concern and perceived stress increase vulnerability
to this behavior. Interventions aimed at enhancing self-compassion, improving body image, and
reducing perceived stress may contribute to the prevention and management of emotional eating
and obesity.

Keywords: Emotional Eating, Self-Compassion, Body Image Concern, Perceived Stress, Obesity,
Women.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

Obesity has emerged as one of the most significant
public health concerns worldwide and is increasingly
recognized as a multifactorial condition influenced by
biological, psychological, behavioral, and social
determinants. Epidemiological evidence indicates that
obesity prevalence has risen substantially across
different age groups and is particularly pronounced
among women, making it a major challenge for
healthcare systems and policymakers (Hales et al.,
2018). Beyond its well-documented physical
consequences, obesity is associated with a broad
range of psychosocial difficulties, including reduced
quality of life, social stigma, emotional distress,
impaired self-esteem, and increased vulnerability to
psychological disorders (Monda et al., 2017; Sarwer &
Polonsky, 2017). Contemporary perspectives on obesity
emphasize that psychological factors play a central
role in the development and maintenance of
maladaptive eating behaviors, highlighting the need to
identify mechanisms that contribute to unhealthy
eating patterns among individuals with obesity.

Among the psychological variables associated with
obesity, emotional eating has received considerable
attention. Emotional eating refers to the tendency to
consume food in response to emotional states rather
than  physiological hunger cues. Individuals
experiencing emotional eating often use food as a
coping strategy to regulate unpleasant emotions such
as anxiety, sadness, anger, loneliness, and stress
(Adam & Epel, 2017). Although this behavior may
provide temporary emotional relief, it frequently
contributes to excessive caloric intake, weight gain,
and difficulties in long-term weight management.
Research has consistently demonstrated associations
between emotional eating and various adverse
outcomes, including obesity, depressive symptoms,
poor dietary quality, and eating disorders (Giler &
Senel, 2024; Zhou et al., 2024). Qualitative findings
have further shown that overweight and obese women
often perceive emotional eating as a mechanism for
coping with interpersonal stressors, negative
emotions, and life dissatisfaction (Ebrahimi Ehteram et
al., 2021). Consequently, understanding the
psychological factors that contribute to emotional
eating represents an important step toward developing
effective interventions for obesity management.

One psychological construct that has recently
attracted substantial attention is self-compassion.
Self-compassion refers to a kind, accepting, and

nonjudgmental attitude toward oneself during times of
suffering, failure, or personal inadequacy. The
construct encompasses  self-kindness, common
humanity, and mindfulness, enabling individuals to
respond to distress with greater emotional balance and
acceptance rather than self-criticism (Abolghasemi et
al., 2012). Emerging evidence suggests that self-
compassion functions as a transdiagnostic protective
factor that promotes psychological well-being and
reduces vulnerability to emotional and behavioral
difficulties (Kirby, 2025). Individuals with higher levels
of self-compassion tend to exhibit better emotion
regulation abilities, lower levels of shame and self-
criticism, and healthier coping strategies when
confronted with stress and adversity (Ebadi et al.,
2025). Within the context of eating behaviors, self-
compassion has been associated with lower emotional
eating, reduced eating disorder symptoms, and greater
psychological flexibility (Meyer & Leppma, 2019).
Studies conducted among overweight and obese
individuals indicate that self-compassion may reduce
emotional eating by facilitating adaptive emotional
processing and enhancing resilience in the face of
negative emotional experiences (Babakhanlou et al.,
2020; Mahmoudi Hamidi et al., 2023). These findings
suggest that self-compassion may serve as a
significant protective factor against maladaptive
eating behaviors.

Another important psychological factor linked to
emotional eating is body image concern. Body image
encompasses an individual's perceptions, beliefs,
emotions, and attitudes toward their physical
appearance. In modern societies, cultural ideals
emphasizing thinness and attractiveness often place
considerable pressure on women, increasing the
likelihood of body dissatisfaction and appearance-
related concerns (Baceviciene et al., 2020). Individuals
who experience elevated body image concern
frequently report feelings of shame, inadequacy,
social anxiety, and reduced self-worth. These negative
emotional experiences may contribute to maladaptive
coping mechanisms, including emotional eating.
Previous research has demonstrated that body image
dissatisfaction is strongly associated with unhealthy
dietary behaviors, eating pathology, and emotional
distress (Ribeiro-Silva et al., 2018). Among overweight
women, body image concern has been identified as
one of the strongest predictors of problematic eating
behaviors and emotional vulnerability (Sadegh
Kouhestani & Sajadian, 2024). Furthermore, weight
stigma and body image-related psychological
inflexibility have been shown to exacerbate
psychological distress and health-related difficulties




among women with obesity (Flynn et al., 2024). These
findings underscore the importance of examining
body image concern as a potential contributor to
emotional eating.

Perceived stress represents another influential factor
that may affect eating behavior. Perceived stress
refers to an individual's subjective appraisal of life
situations as unpredictable, uncontrollable, or
overwhelming (Kakavand & Demarchali, 2016). Unlike
objective stressors, perceived stress reflects how
individuals interpret and respond to environmental
demands. Research has linked perceived stress to
reduced quality of life, increased anxiety, and a
variety of psychological difficulties (Homayouni &
Hosseini, 2022). From a biological perspective, chronic
stress activates the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal
axis and increases cortisol secretion, thereby
enhancing cravings for highly palatable foods and
stimulating reward-related eating behaviors (Adam &
Epel, 2017). From a psychological perspective, stress
may deplete self-regulatory resources and increase
reliance on maladaptive coping strategies, including
emotional eating. Numerous studies have reported
significant positive associations between perceived
stress and emotional eating across diverse populations
(Carpio-Arias et al., 2022; Ling & Zahry, 2021). Similar
findings have been reported among Iranian
populations, where perceived stress has been
associated with disordered eating and emotional
difficulties (Saharkhizan & Azadi, 2022). Women with
obesity may be particularly susceptible to stress
because of weight-related stigma, social pressures,
and body image concerns, making perceived stress an
important variable in understanding emotional eating
behaviors (Tamayama & Kazama, 2018). Therefore,
investigating the simultancous roles of self-
compassion, body image concern, and perceived
stress may provide a more comprehensive
understanding of emotional eating among women
with obesity.

Methodology

This study employed a descriptive-correlational
research design. The statistical population consisted
of women with obesity who attended nutrition and
health clinics in Tehran. Using convenience sampling,
180 participants meeting the inclusion criteria were
recruited. Eligibility criteria included being female,
being between 20 and 55 years of age, having a body
mass index of 30 kg/m? or higher, and being free from
severe psychiatric disorders, endocrine diseases
affecting weight, and medications known to influence
appetite or body weight. Participants completed a set
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of standardized questionnaires assessing emotional
eating, self-compassion, body image concern, and
perceived stress. Data were analyzed using SPSS
version 26. Descriptive statistics were calculated for
all study variables. Pearson correlation coefficients
were employed to examine associations among
variables. Subsequently, stepwise multiple regression
analysis was conducted to determine the predictive
contribution of self-compassion, body image concern,
and perceived stress to emotional eating.

Findings

The participants had a mean age of 34.3 years (SD =
6.8), and all participants were women. Correlation
analyses revealed significant relationships among all
study variables. Emotional eating was negatively
correlated with self-compassion (r = -0.485, p <.001),
indicating that higher levels of self-compassion were
associated with lower levels of emotional eating. In
contrast, emotional eating was positively correlated
with body image concern (r = 0.450, p < .001) and
perceived stress (r = 0.518, p < .001), suggesting that
increased body image concern and perceived stress
were associated with greater emotional eating.

The stepwise regression analysis identified self-
compassion as the strongest predictor of emotional
eating. In the first step, self-compassion alone
explained 23.5% of the variance in emotional eating
(R? = .235). In the second step, body image concern
entered the model and increased the explained
variance to 33.6%, contributing an additional 10.1%
of explained variance. In the final step, perceived
stress entered the model and further increased the
explained variance to 39.1% (R?* = .391), contributing
an additional 5.5%. The final regression model was
statistically significant (F = 33.87, p < .001).
Standardized regression coefficients indicated that
self-compassion (B = -0.336), body image concern (3
= 0.274), and perceived stress (f = 0.240) each made
significant unique contributions to the prediction of
emotional eating. Among these variables, self-
compassion emerged as the strongest predictor.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrated that emotional eating
among women with obesity is influenced by a
combination of protective and risk factors. Self-
compassion emerged as the most powerful predictor,
indicating that women who are more accepting,
mindful, and compassionate toward themselves are
less likely to engage in emotional eating when
confronted with distressing emotions or life
challenges. These findings suggest that self-
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compassion may strengthen emotional regulation
capacities and reduce reliance on food as a coping
mechanism. The prominent role of self-compassion
highlights the importance of positive psychological
resources in understanding eating behavior and
obesity-related difficulties.

Body image concern also played a substantial role in
predicting emotional eating. Women who reported
greater dissatisfaction and concern regarding their
physical appearance were more likely to engage in
emotional eating behaviors. Negative perceptions of
the body may contribute to emotional distress, self-
criticism, and feelings of inadequacy, all of which can
increase vulnerability to maladaptive eating patterns.
This finding reinforces the notion that body image
represents a central psychological component in
obesity and should be considered in both assessment
and intervention efforts.

Perceived stress was another significant predictor of
emotional eating. Individuals experiencing elevated
levels of stress may use food consumption as a means
of coping with emotional discomfort and
psychological  pressure.  Chronic  stress can

simultaneously influence biological reward systems
and impair self-regulatory processes, thereby
increasing susceptibility to emotional eating. The
results indicate that stress management may be an
essential component of interventions targeting obesity
and unhealthy eating behaviors.

Overall, the study supports a multidimensional
understanding of emotional eating among women
with obesity. The findings suggest that emotional
eating cannot be adequately explained by a single
factor but rather reflects the interaction of emotional,
cognitive, and self-regulatory processes. Interventions
aimed at strengthening self-compassion, reducing
body image concerns, and improving stress
management skills may be particularly effective in
decreasing emotional eating and promoting healthier
weight management outcomes. The results further
emphasize  the  importance  of  integrating
psychological approaches into obesity treatment
programs and highlight the value of addressing both
protective and risk factors simultaneously in clinical
practice.
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