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Abstract:

Objective: The aim of this study was to compare the effectiveness of emotion-focused therapy and
mindfulness-based cognitive therapy in improving emotional eating and body image among
overweight women with symptoms of body dysmorphic disorder.

Methods and Materials: This quasi-experimental study employed a pretest—posttest—follow-up
design with a control group. Forty-five overweight women with body dysmorphic symptoms were
purposively selected and randomly assigned to two experimental groups and one control group (15
participants each). Data collection tools included the BMI Index, Body Dysmorphic Disorder
Questionnaire, Dutch Emotional Eating Questionnaire, and Multidimensional Body-Self Relations
& eI & Questionnaire. The interventions—emotion-focused therapy and mindfulness-based cognitive
Opr sl of! B imtid enixd) Gagniihe Peyelbalogy . . .

therapy—were conducted in 8 group sessions. Data were analyzed using repeated-measures
ANCOVA.

Findings: Both intervention methods significantly improved emotional eating behaviors and body
image compared to the control group (p<0.01). Emotion-focused therapy was more effective for
reducing emotional eating, whereas mindfulness-based cognitive therapy had a stronger impact on
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Conclusion: The results suggest that both emotion-focused therapy and mindfulness-based
cognitive therapy are effective in addressing psychological correlates of obesity and body

8@ 01 dysmorphic symptoms. Clinicians may consider tailoring interventions based on the dominant
f:rf:“e& symptom domain (emotional dysregulation vs. body dissatisfaction).
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Overweight and obesity have emerged as major public
health concerns worldwide, not only due to their physical
implications but also because of their substantial
psychological consequences. Among the most prevalent
psychological factors associated with obesity are emotional
eating and body image dissatisfaction. Emotional eating,
defined as the tendency to eat in response to negative
emotional states such as anxiety, sadness, loneliness, or
boredom, has been identified as a maladaptive coping
mechanism that exacerbates weight gain and perpetuates
unhealthy dietary behaviors (Babakhanlou, 2023;
Katterman et al., 2014). This cyclical relationship between
negative affect and disordered eating behaviors creates a
self-reinforcing loop, ultimately complicating weight
management and psychological well-being.

Simultaneously, body image, a multidimensional
psychological construct reflecting one's perception, feelings,
and thoughts about their physical appearance, plays a pivotal
role in individuals’ self-concept and mental health (Shirazi
et al., 2023). The increasing cultural emphasis on thinness,
exacerbated by media portrayals and societal expectations,
has heightened body dissatisfaction, particularly among
women. Research indicates that body dissatisfaction is a core
component of several eating disorders and is linked to
depression, anxiety, low self-esteem, and increased
likelihood of engaging in cosmetic surgery (Khoshkerdar &
Raeisi, 2020; Narimani & Heydari, 2024; Yari et al., 2020).
intricate

Given the relationship  between these

psychological  variables and obesity, therapeutic
interventions targeting emotional regulation and cognitive
reframing have gained prominence. Among these, Emotion-
Focused Therapy (EFT) and Mindfulness-Based Cognitive
Therapy (MBCT) have emerged as evidence-based
approaches with promising outcomes in improving both
emotional eating behaviors and body image perceptions

(Asmari Bardezard et al., 2021; Silva, 2025).

EFT is rooted in humanistic and experiential
psychotherapy traditions and emphasizes the identification,
exploration, and transformation of maladaptive emotional
processes. This therapeutic model helps individuals process
previously unaddressed emational experiences and supports
the development of adaptive emaotion regulation strategies,
making it particularly effective for individuals with binge
eating  tendencies and  emotional  dysregulation
(Asmaribardezard et al., 2018; Sanatnama, 2017). Studies
have shown that EFT can significantly reduce emotional
eating and psychological distress in clinical populations
(Vatanpanah et al., 2023).

On the other hand, MBCT integrates mindfulness
practices with elements of cognitive therapy, enabling
individuals to cultivate a non-judgmental awareness of their
thoughts, feelings, and bodily sensations. By fostering a
decentered perspective on internal experiences, MBCT
disrupts maladaptive cognitive patterns, reduces rumination,
and promotes acceptance, thereby addressing the cognitive
and emotional mechanisms underlying body image
dissatisfaction and disordered eating (Egan et al., 2020; Keng
& Ang, 2019; Rezaei et al., 2022). Empirical evidence
highlights the effectiveness of MBCT in reducing body
dissatisfaction, improving self-compassion, and moderating
the relationship between emotional distress and eating
behaviors (Hernando et al., 2019; Mason et al., 2016;
Pehlivan & Eyi, 2024).

Although both EFT and MBCT have demonstrated
efficacy in addressing the psychological correlates of
obesity, comparative research examining their relative
effectiveness on emotional eating and body image among
overweight women remains limited. This study aimed to fill
this gap by evaluating and comparing the effectiveness of
EFT and MBCT on improving emotional eating behaviors
and body image among overweight women with body
dysmorphic symptoms. By conducting a randomized
controlled trial with pretest, posttest, and follow-up

assessments, this research sought to provide evidence-based
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guidance for mental health practitioners and contribute to the
development of targeted therapeutic strategies for this
vulnerable population.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a quasi-experimental design with
pre-test, post-test, and follow-up phases, including two
experimental groups and one control group. The statistical
population comprised all overweight women with symptoms
of body dysmorphic disorder who referred to Roya Clinic in
Karaj during the year 2024. A total of 45 participants were
selected through purposive sampling based on inclusion
criteria (BMI over 30, age between 30 to 45, and clinical
signs of body dysmorphia) and were randomly assigned to
three groups of 15 each.

Participants in the experimental groups underwent eight
90-minute group sessions of either EFT or MBCT, while the
control group received no psychological intervention during
the treatment period. Standardized self-report instruments
were administered at three time points (pre-test, post-test,
and follow-up) to assess body image and emotional eating.
Instruments included the Body Mass Index (BMI), Body
Dysmorphic Disorder Questionnaire (BDMCQ), Dutch
Emotional Eating Behavior Questionnaire (DEBQ), and the
Multidimensional Body-Self Relations Questionnaire.

Data were analyzed using SPSS version 23. Statistical
analyses included repeated measures analysis of covariance
(ANCOVA) and Bonferroni post-hoc tests to examine the
effects of interventions over time and between groups.

Findings

Descriptive statistics indicated that both experimental
groups showed a reduction in emotional eating and improved
body image scores from pre-test to post-test and follow-up,
while the control group demonstrated no significant changes.
The repeated measures ANCOVA showed statistically
significant main effects of time, group, and group-by-time
interaction for both emotional eating and body image
variables (p < 0.01).

Specifically, participants in the EFT group experienced a

more pronounced reduction in emotional eating scores at

post-test and follow-up compared to the MBCT and control
groups. Meanwhile, the MBCT group showed greater
improvement in body image scores compared to both EFT
and control groups. Bonferroni post-hoc comparisons
revealed that the differences between the experimental
groups and the control group were statistically significant in
both variables, with the EFT group outperforming MBCT in
reducing emotional eating, and MBCT outperforming EFT
in improving body image.

The follow-up assessment conducted two months after
the post-test indicated the maintenance of treatment effects
in both intervention groups. No significant decline was
observed in the post-intervention scores of emotional eating
or body image, suggesting the durability of therapeutic
gains.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study underscore the effectiveness of
both EFT and MBCT in improving emotional eating
behaviors and body image among overweight women with
symptoms of body dysmorphic disorder. These results align
with previous research that highlights the pivotal role of
emotion regulation and mindfulness in the treatment of
obesity-related psychological issues.

The greater efficacy of EFT in reducing emotional eating
can be attributed to its focus on enhancing emotional
awareness, validating core emotional experiences, and
restructuring maladaptive emotion-driven behaviors. By
engaging participants in experiential techniques such as
emotion coaching and chair work, EFT enables them to
recognize their emotional triggers for eating and develop
healthier responses. This mechanism is especially crucial in
populations prone to emotional dysregulation, where eating
serves as an avoidant coping strategy.

Conversely, MBCT’s superior impact on body image
improvement is likely due to its emphasis on present-
moment awareness, cognitive defusion, and self-acceptance.
Participants learned to observe and accept negative body-
related thoughts without engaging in self-criticism or

avoidance. This shift in cognitive processing facilitates the
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restructuring of internalized beauty standards and fosters a
more compassionate and realistic view of one’s body. The
enhancement of self-awareness and reduction in rumination
also contribute to diminished body dissatisfaction.

Importantly, the results demonstrated that the therapeutic
effects of both interventions were sustained over time,
indicating their potential for long-term benefit. This
maintenance suggests that the skills acquired during
treatment were effectively internalized and utilized by
participants beyond the structured sessions.

In practical terms, these findings offer valuable insights
for clinicians and mental health practitioners working with
overweight individuals. Tailoring treatment approaches

based on client-specific needs—emphasizing EFT for clients

struggling with emotional eating and MBCT for those with
pervasive body dissatisfaction—can enhance therapeutic
outcomes. Moreover, the integration of these approaches in
a complementary manner may yield synergistic benefits and
address the multidimensional nature of obesity-related
psychological distress.

Overall, this study contributes to the growing body of
literature  advocating  for  targeted  psychological
interventions in the treatment of obesity. By demonstrating
the distinct yet complementary strengths of EFT and MBCT,
it reinforces the importance of personalized and evidence-
based therapeutic strategies in promoting psychological
well-being and behavioral

change in overweight

populations.
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