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Abstract:

Objective: The present study aimed to model the causal relationships between bulimia nervosa and
obsessive beliefs by examining the mediating role of fear of negative evaluation among individuals
with symptoms of bulimia nervosa.

Methods and Materials: This descriptive—correlational study employed structural equation
modeling to examine the proposed relationships. The statistical population consisted of individuals
with symptoms of bulimia nervosa who were members of Overeaters Anonymous associations in
Iran in 2025, from whom 163 participants were selected using purposive sampling. Research
instruments included the Gormally Binge Eating Scale, the Obsessive Beliefs Questionnaire (OBQ-
44), and the Fear of Negative Evaluation Scale. Data analysis was conducted using SPSS version
27 and SmartPLS version 4.

Findings: Structural model results indicated that fear of negative evaluation had a significant
positive direct effect on bulimia nervosa (§ = 0.329, p = 0.001). The general factor of obsessive
beliefs had a significant positive effect on fear of negative evaluation (f = 0.492, p <0.001), but its
direct effect on bulimia nervosa was not significant (B = —0.034, p = 0.800). Perfectionism and
certainty also showed a significant positive effect on fear of negative evaluation (f = 0.197, p =
0.025), but their direct effect on bulimia nervosa was not supported (f = 0.139, p = 0.223). The only
significant indirect effect was observed for the general obsessive belief factor on bulimia nervosa
through fear of negative evaluation ( = 0.162, p = 0.006). The coefficient of determination showed
that the model explained 38.8% of the variance in fear of negative evaluation and 20.8% of the
variance in bulimia nervosa.

Conclusion: The findings demonstrated that fear of negative evaluation plays a central role in
predicting bulimia nervosa and serves as a key mediating mechanism linking obsessive beliefs to
binge eating behavior. The results also indicated that obsessive beliefs do not exert direct effects on
binge eating unless mediated by emotional-social processes.
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modeling, eating disorders
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Eating disorders are among the most complex
psychological disorders, characterized by persistent
disturbances in eating behaviors, cognitive distortions
related to body image, and maladaptive emotional regulation
strategies. Among these disorders, bulimia nervosa
represents a major public health concern due to its
psychological severity, chronic course, and association with
multiple emotional and cognitive vulnerabilities (American
Psychiatric, 2013; Sabani & Baki, 2024). Individuals with
bulimia nervosa typically experience recurrent binge eating
episodes accompanied by a perceived loss of control,
emotional distress, and maladaptive compensatory
responses, which may include restrictive eating or emotional
coping strategies. These behaviors often emerge as
maladaptive attempts to regulate emotional distress, internal
tension, and self-evaluative concerns (Megiani et al., 2025;
Ren, 2024). Research has consistently shown that binge
eating behavior is not merely a behavioral dysregulation but
rather a manifestation of underlying emotional, cognitive,
and interpersonal vulnerabilities that reinforce and maintain
dysfunctional eating patterns (Arghavani Hadi et al., 2023;
Rocha, 2024).

Recent theoretical and empirical models emphasize the
importance of emotional dysregulation, maladaptive
cognitive schemas, and interpersonal sensitivity in the
development and maintenance of bulimia nervosa.
Emotional eating and binge eating behaviors have been
conceptualized as coping mechanisms used to reduce
emotional distress and escape from negative self-awareness
and internal emotional discomfort (Babakhanlou &
Babakhanlou, 2023). Furthermore, empirical findings
indicate that difficulties in emotion regulation and
heightened emotional sensitivity significantly increase
vulnerability to maladaptive eating behaviors (Khanjani et
al.,, 2024; Niafar et al, 2024). These emotional

vulnerabilities often interact with maladaptive cognitive

beliefs, particularly obsessive beliefs, which are
characterized by excessive concern over mistakes, rigid
standards, and an exaggerated sense of responsibility
(Khodabandeh Loui et al., 2024; Shams et al., 2004).

Obsessive beliefs represent maladaptive cognitive
structures  involving  perfectionism, intolerance  of
uncertainty, exaggerated responsibility, and excessive
importance assigned to controlling thoughts. These beliefs
have been extensively studied in obsessive-compulsive
disorder and are increasingly recognized as important
cognitive risk factors in eating disorders (Di Luzio et al.,
2024; Eichholz et al., 2020). Individuals with elevated
obsessive beliefs often experience persistent cognitive
rigidity and self-monitoring, which can increase
psychological distress and maladaptive coping responses
(zare et al., 2023). Research has shown that obsessive
beliefs are associated with body image disturbances,
perfectionistic tendencies, and dysfunctional eating
attitudes, suggesting that they may contribute significantly
to the etiology of bulimia nervosa (Ahmadi Golsfidi et al.,
2021; Fekih-Romdhane et al., 2024).

One of the most important emotional-cognitive
mechanisms linking obsessive beliefs and maladaptive
eating behaviors is fear of negative evaluation. Fear of
negative evaluation refers to the tendency to experience
distress and anxiety regarding others’ judgments, social
rejection, or perceived inadequacy. This construct is strongly
associated with social anxiety, emotional distress, and
maladaptive coping behaviors (Gholami Keneshti & Firouzi,
2023; Okati & Arab, 2022). Individuals with high fear of
negative evaluation tend to exhibit heightened self-
consciousness,  increased  social ~comparison, and
vulnerability to negative emotional states. These emotional
vulnerabilities can increase reliance on maladaptive coping
mechanisms, including binge eating (Dar et al., 2023; Liu et
al., 2023).

Empirical evidence suggests that fear of negative

evaluation plays a mediating role between cognitive
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vulnerabilities and behavioral outcomes. Specifically,
perfectionistic cognitive patterns and obsessive beliefs can
increase fear of social judgment, which in turn increases
emotional distress and maladaptive behavioral responses
(Daneshjoo et al., 2023; Sawma et al., 2025). Fear of
negative evaluation has also been identified as a significant
predictor of eating disorder symptoms, particularly body
dissatisfaction, emational eating, and loss of control over
eating behaviors (Beckers et al., 2025; Trompeter et al.,
2019). These findings support theoretical models that
conceptualize eating disorders as multidimensional
phenomena involving cognitive vulnerabilities, emotional
dysregulation, and interpersonal sensitivity.

In addition, interpersonal and social factors contribute
significantly to eating disorder vulnerability. Social stigma,
perceived rejection, and interpersonal stress have been
shown to exacerbate emotional distress and maladaptive
eating patterns (Coté et al., 2025). Emotional dysregulation
and interpersonal vulnerability may mediate the relationship
between maladaptive cognitive beliefs and eating pathology
(Roithmeier et al.,, 2024). Therapeutic interventions
targeting emotional awareness, cognitive restructuring, and
emotional regulation have demonstrated effectiveness in
reducing binge eating behaviors, highlighting the
importance of emotional-cognitive mechanisms in treatment
outcomes (Demiray, 2025; Soleimani & lzadi, 2024; Vatan
Khah et al., 2025).

Despite the growing body of research on obsessive beliefs
and emotional vulnerability in eating disorders, limited
studies have simultaneously examined obsessive beliefs and
fear of negative evaluation within a structural causal
framework in individuals with bulimia nervosa symptoms.
Therefore, the present study aimed to model the causal
relationships between obsessive beliefs and bulimia nervosa
symptoms, with fear of negative evaluation as a mediating
variable.

Methods and Materials

This study was conducted in 2025 and employed a
descriptive-correlational design using structural equation
modeling to examine the proposed relationships among
obsessive beliefs, fear of negative evaluation, and bulimia
nervosa symptoms. The statistical population consisted of
individuals with symptoms of bulimia nervosa who were
members of Overeaters Anonymous associations. A
purposive sampling method was used, resulting in a final
sample of 163 participants aged between 18 and 65 years.

Data were collected using standardized self-report
questionnaires, including the Gormally Binge Eating Scale,
the Obsessive Beliefs Questionnaire (OBQ-44), and the Fear
of Negative Evaluation Scale. All instruments demonstrated
acceptable reliability and validity. Data analysis was
conducted using SPSS version 27 and SmartPLS version 4.
Structural equation modeling was performed using the
partial least squares approach. Bootstrapping procedures
were used to assess the significance of direct and indirect
effects. Reliability and validity were evaluated using
Cronbach’s alpha, composite reliability, average variance
extracted, and discriminant validity indices. Model fit was
assessed using structural model evaluation criteria.

Findings

The results of structural equation modeling revealed that
fear of negative evaluation had a significant positive direct
effect on bulimia nervosa symptoms ( = 0.329, p = 0.001),
indicating that higher levels of fear of negative evaluation
were associated with increased binge eating severity.

The general obsessive belief factor showed a significant
positive direct effect on fear of negative evaluation (f =
0.492, p < 0.001). However, its direct effect on bulimia
nervosa symptoms was not statistically significant (B =
—0.034, p = 0.800).

Perfectionism and certainty showed a significant positive
effect on fear of negative evaluation ( = 0.197, p = 0.025),
but their direct effect on bulimia nervosa symptoms was not
significant (3 = 0.139, p = 0.223).

Other  obsessive  belief

dimensions, including

responsibility/threat  estimation, importance/control of
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thoughts, and task completion perfectionism, did not
demonstrate significant direct effects on either fear of
negative evaluation or bulimia nervosa symptoms.

The indirect effect of the general obsessive belief factor
on bulimia nervosa symptoms through fear of negative
evaluation was statistically significant ( =0.162, p=0.006),
confirming the mediating role of fear of negative evaluation.

The model explained 38.8% of the variance in fear of
negative evaluation and 20.8% of the variance in bulimia
nervosa symptoms. Reliability and validity indices
confirmed acceptable measurement properties and structural
model adequacy.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study demonstrate that fear of
negative evaluation plays a central and critical role in
predicting bulimia nervosa symptoms. Individuals with
heightened sensitivity to social judgment and evaluation are
more likely to experience emotional distress and engage in
maladaptive coping behaviors, such as binge eating. Fear of
negative evaluation appears to function as a key emotional
mechanism linking cognitive vulnerabilities to behavioral
outcomes.

The results also indicate that obsessive beliefs do not
directly predict bulimia nervosa symptoms. Instead, their
influence is mediated through fear of negative evaluation.
This suggests that maladaptive cognitive beliefs increase
emotional vulnerability, which in turn contributes to
maladaptive eating behaviors. Individuals with obsessive
beliefs may exhibit heightened

cognitive  rigidity,

perfectionistic standards, and excessive self-monitoring,

which increase sensitivity to social evaluation and emotional
distress.

The mediating role of fear of negative evaluation
highlights the importance of emotional and interpersonal
mechanisms in eating disorder pathology. Cognitive
vulnerabilities alone may not be sufficient to produce
maladaptive behavioral outcomes unless they activate
emotional processes such as fear, anxiety, and self-conscious
distress.

The results support multidimensional models of eating
disorders, emphasizing the interaction between cognitive,
emotional, and interpersonal factors. These findings suggest
that therapeutic interventions should focus not only on
modifying obsessive beliefs but also on reducing fear of
negative evaluation and improving emotional regulation.

Interventions targeting emotional awareness, social
anxiety reduction, cognitive restructuring, and adaptive
emotional regulation may be particularly effective in
reducing binge eating behaviors. Addressing emotional
vulnerabilities and social evaluation concerns may disrupt
the cognitive-emotional pathway contributing to bulimia
nervosa.

Overall, this study provides empirical evidence
supporting a mediated cognitive-emotional model of bulimia
nervosa. Fear of negative evaluation represents a critical
psychological mechanism linking obsessive cognitive
beliefs to maladaptive eating behaviors. These findings
contribute to a deeper understanding of the psychological
mechanisms underlying bulimia nervosa and provide
important implications for assessment, prevention, and

treatment strategies.
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