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Abstract

This study aimed to examine the predictive role of health anxiety on
alexithymia and body image in individuals with Binge Eating Disorder
(BED). The study employed a descriptive—correlational design with a
predictive approach. The statistical population included all members of the
Overeaters Anonymous Association in Isfahan in 2024, from which 400
participants were selected using available random sampling. Data were
collected through the Short Health Anxiety Inventory, the Toronto
Alexithymia Scale-20 (TAS-20), and the Body Image Scale. Data were
analyzed using Pearson correlation coefficients and multiple regression
analysis with SPSS-26. Results revealed significant positive correlations
between health anxiety and alexithymia (r = .61, p < .01) as well as between
health anxiety and body image dissatisfaction (r = .54, p < .01). Regression
results indicated that health anxiety explained 44% of the variance in
alexithymia and body image (R = .66, R2 = .44, F = 156.32, p < .001). The
regression coefficient confirmed health anxiety as a significant predictor of
the dependent variables (B = .52, t=8.35, p <.001). The findings suggest that
health anxiety is a critical factor in explaining alexithymia and negative body
image among individuals with BED. Clinical interventions should therefore
focus on reducing health anxiety and improving emotional regulation skills to
enhance body image and reduce binge eating behaviors.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Binge Eating Disorder (BED) is one of the most common and severe eating disorders characterized by recurrent
episodes of excessive food intake accompanied by a loss of control, which often leads to physical health
complications, emotional dysregulation, and poor quality of life (Eriksson et al., 2023). Recent research has
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shown that individuals with BED do not only suffer from disturbed eating behaviors but also experience
significant psychological vulnerabilities, particularly in relation to health anxiety, alexithymia, and body image
dissatisfaction (Mokhlasi, 2023). Health anxiety, broadly defined as a preoccupation with the belief that one
is currently or may become seriously ill, has been found to exacerbate maladaptive cognitive-emotional
processes, reinforcing disordered eating behaviors and distorted body perceptions (Swami et al., 2021).
Body image, a multidimensional construct encompassing thoughts, feelings, and perceptions of one’s physical
appearance, plays a central role in the development and maintenance of eating disorders. Studies indicate that
dissatisfaction with body image strongly predicts unhealthy eating patterns and psychopathological outcomes
(Moafi et al., 2019). For example, research has demonstrated that individuals with overweight or obesity often
exhibit higher levels of body dissatisfaction, appearance anxiety, and vulnerability to disordered eating
(Zartaloudi et al., 2023). Among adolescents, dissatisfaction with body image has been linked to social
anxiety and psychological needs satisfaction, thereby influencing both emotional and academic functioning
(Zhao et al., 2023).

Alongside body image, health anxiety is increasingly recognized as a significant factor influencing the course
of eating disorders. During crises such as the COVID-19 pandemic, individuals with heightened stress and
health-related anxieties reported more negative body image perceptions and disordered eating behaviors
(Swami et al., 2021). Similarly, studies using network analysis in Chinese university students confirmed the
interrelations between social anxiety, appearance anxiety, and eating disorders, suggesting that these constructs
form a complex symptom network that exacerbates BED (Jin et al., 2022).

Alexithymia, defined as a deficit in identifying and describing feelings, constitutes another critical
psychological component underlying BED. Individuals with alexithymia often fail to regulate negative
emotions effectively, leading to maladaptive coping strategies such as binge eating (Habibi Asgarabad et al.,
2023). Empirical findings have supported the association between alexithymia and a wide range of
psychopathological symptoms including anxiety, depression, chronic pain, and psychosomatic conditions
(Ogawa et al., 2024). Research has further shown that alexithymia significantly correlates with non-suicidal
self-injury and is mediated by low self-esteem and moderated by emotional intelligence (Dong et al., 2023).
In addition, among patients with psoriasis, the relationship between alexithymia and mental health outcomes
was fully mediated by anxiety and depression (Quinto et al., 2022), highlighting the role of alexithymia as a
transdiagnostic risk factor.

The interplay between health anxiety, alexithymia, and body image dissatisfaction is of particular interest in
BED. Studies have indicated that difficulties in emotion regulation, intolerance of uncertainty, and adverse
childhood experiences increase vulnerability to both anxiety and disordered eating (Mares et al., 2023).
Similarly, adolescents with poor differentiation of self were shown to be at risk of eating disorders, mediated
by emotional distress (Peleg et al., 2023). Research in Iran also supports that childhood trauma predicts social
anxiety with the mediating role of alexithymia in adolescents (Zare Davijani et al., 2023), pointing to the
crucial developmental factors underlying these relationships.

Sociocultural influences further complicate the picture. The pressure to conform to beauty ideals, magnified
by social media, has been shown to worsen appearance-related anxieties and disordered eating (Turel et al.,
2018). A study among medical students revealed that social media addiction was associated with dissociation,
social anxiety, and alexithymia (Terzioglu & Ugurlu, 2023). Another study indicated that body image
dissatisfaction mediated the relationship between social interaction anxiety and sleep disturbance in
overweight individuals (Batool et al., 2025). These findings underscore that body image dissatisfaction is both
an outcome of anxiety and a mediator of its effects on maladaptive behaviors.

Finally, evidence from psychotherapy research has suggested that targeting these interrelated variables may
improve clinical outcomes. Cognitive-analytic therapy, for instance, has been shown to reduce anxiety
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sensitivity and pain catastrophizing in patients with alexithymia (Abadi et al., 2024). Given this body of
evidence, the present study aimed to investigate whether health anxiety predicts alexithymia and body image
dissatisfaction in individuals with BED. This approach is expected to provide important insights into the
mechanisms underlying BED and inform clinical interventions tailored to these patients.

Methods and Materials

The present study employed a descriptive-correlational design with a predictive approach using multiple
regression analysis. The statistical population consisted of all members of the Overeaters Anonymous
Association in Isfahan in 2024. A sample of 400 participants was selected through available random sampling,
considering recommended ratios of participants to estimated parameters in structural modeling and accounting
for potential sample attrition.

Data were collected using three standardized instruments: the Short Health Anxiety Inventory (Salkovskis &
Warwick, 2002), the Toronto Alexithymia Scale-20 (Bagby, Parker & Taylor, 1994), and the Body Image
Scale (Cash, 1997). The reliability and validity of all instruments had been previously confirmed in both
international and Iranian samples. Data analysis was performed using SPSS version 26. Pearson correlation
was employed to examine bivariate associations, and multiple regression was used to test the predictive role
of health anxiety on alexithymia and body image.

Findings

Descriptive statistics revealed that the mean score of health anxiety among participants was 62.79 (SD =
13.45), the mean score of alexithymia was 63.38 (SD = 9.75), and the mean score of body image dissatisfaction
was 72.55 (SD = 11.92). These results indicate elevated levels of health anxiety and emotion regulation
difficulties among individuals with BED.

Pearson correlation coefficients demonstrated significant positive relationships between health anxiety and
alexithymia (r = .61, p < .01), as well as between health anxiety and body image dissatisfaction (r = .54, p <
.01). Additionally, alexithymia and body image dissatisfaction were positively correlated (r = .49, p < .01).
These correlations suggest that higher levels of health anxiety are associated with greater difficulties in
identifying and expressing emotions and more negative body perceptions.

Regression analysis confirmed that health anxiety significantly predicted both alexithymia and body image
dissatisfaction. The overall model was statistically significant (F = 156.32, p <.001), with R = .66, R? = .44,
and adjusted R2 = .43, indicating that health anxiety accounted for 44% of the variance in alexithymia and
body image dissatisfaction. The regression coefficient for health anxiety was statistically significant (f = .52,
t = 8.35, p <.001), indicating a robust predictive relationship.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results of this study provide evidence that health anxiety is a significant predictor of alexithymia and body
image dissatisfaction among individuals with BED. This finding aligns with previous research demonstrating
that anxiety and stress exacerbate negative body perceptions and emotion regulation difficulties. The results
highlight the central role of health anxiety in the psychological mechanisms underlying BED and support the
hypothesis that it contributes to the maintenance of both alexithymia and maladaptive body image.

The findings underscore the importance of integrating interventions that address health anxiety into treatment
programs for BED. By reducing health-related worries, individuals may become better equipped to process
and express emotions, thereby alleviating alexithymia, while simultaneously improving body image
satisfaction. Moreover, the strong correlation between alexithymia and body image dissatisfaction observed in
this study suggests that these constructs interact to reinforce the cycle of binge eating and emotional
dysregulation.

In conclusion, this study provides empirical support for the predictive role of health anxiety on alexithymia
and body image dissatisfaction in individuals with BED. These insights contribute to the broader literature on
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eating disorders by elucidating the complex interplay between anxiety, emotion regulation deficits, and body
image concerns. Clinically, the results point to the necessity of comprehensive, multi-component interventions
that simultaneously target health anxiety, alexithymia, and body image dissatisfaction to effectively address
the multifaceted nature of BED.
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