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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction: Eating disorders such as binge eating disorder, bulimia nervosa, and anorexia nervosa are complex
and potentially life-threatening psychiatric illnesses. These disorders create a significant burden on the lives of those
affected, with many people facing long periods of inpatient treatment or multiple relapses.

Eating disorders are often strongly intertwined with body dissatisfaction. Negative body image is often characterized
as a distortion of body image or body dissatisfaction. It can be defined as a person's negative attitude and evaluation
of their physical appearance, resulting from a discrepancy between the individual's perception of their own body image
and the ideal body image or ideal desired state.

Body dissatisfaction is not only common in the general population, but is also a major underlying component of
several serious illnesses, such as body dysmorphic disorder, pathological exercise, eating disorders, depressive
symptoms, persistent negative affect, and suicidal ideation (Alcaraz-lbanez, 2021; Perkins & Brausch, 2019; Suarez
et al., 2020). Body image concerns refer to negative thoughts and feelings individuals hold about their physical
appearance. Researchers have referred to this construct using various terms such as body image, body perception,
body-related self-esteem, and perceived body appearance. The relationship between body dissatisfaction and eating
disorders has been confirmed in numerous studies, including (Littleton, 2005). Body dissatisfaction is regarded as one
of the strongest predictors of disordered eating behaviors. Ideal thinness is considered a common factor in this
relationship.
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Adolescents, particularly girls, internalize high body image in ideals that do not correspond to their physical reality.
Such comparisons negatively affect the perception of body image. Many individuals adopt disordered eating behaviors
in an effort to conform to the unrealistic body ideals portrayed in society.

Self-compassion is a factor in positive body image (Sigel et al., 2020). Self-compassion means being open and
empathetic to one’s own suffering, experiencing a sense of caring and kindness towards oneself, adopting a non-
judgmental and understanding attitude towards one’s own inadequacies and failures, and recognizing that one’s
experience is part of the human experience (Neff et al., 2007). There are three aspects to self-compassion: self-
kindness versus self-judgment, human commonality versus isolation, and mindfulness versus over-identification
(Vessey et al., 2019). Self-compassion allows individuals to take a broader perspective on their problems, consider
life challenges and personal failures as part of their lives, connect more with others during times of pain and suffering
instead of feeling isolated, and be aware of thoughts, emotions, and feelings instead of suppressing, judging, and
avoiding them. These factors foster cognitive flexibility, adaptive behaviors, and more effective coping strategies,
reducing emotional distress such as anxiety, depression, and stress.

Self-criticism is another variable that can play a mediating role in relation to body image. Self-criticism has been
conceptualized as a punitive and harsh way of relating to oneself, especially when faced with shortcomings or when
things go wrong (Gilbert et al., 2004). Although self-criticism can be rooted in a desire for self-improvement and self-
correction, this strategy is often counterproductive because self-criticism emphasizes on flaws and feelings of
inferiority (Gilbert & Irons, 2005).

Body image is one of the domains most affected by self-criticism. Self-criticism is significantly associated with
symptoms of binge eating. As a result of self-stigma about weight, individuals may engage in punitive and critical
internal dialogues about themselves, i.e., self-criticism. Self-criticism mediates the relationship between adverse
childhood experiences and body image dissatisfaction in individuals with eating disorders. This study can help design
more effective psychological interventions to reduce bulimia nervosa and improve mental health. Therefore, the
present study investigates the mediating role of self-criticism in the relationship between self-compassion and body
image concerns in students with bulimia nervosa.

Body image
dissatisfaction

Self-compassion

Figurel. Proposed Model

Method: The method of the present study is descriptive-correlational. The statistical population included all female
students with bulimia nervosa enrolled at Islamic Azad Universities in Guilan Province during the second semester of
the 2022-2023 academic year. 254 students who scored 17 or higher on the Bulimia Nervosa Questionnaire (Gormally
etal., 1982) were selected as individuals with bulimia nervosa through purposive sampling. Data were collected using
the Body Image Concerns (BICI) questionnaire by Littleton et al. (2005), the Thompson and Zuroff Self-Criticism
Scale (2004), the Bulimia Nervosa Questionnaire by Gormali, Black, Duston, and Radin (1982), and the Self-
Compassion Scale (SCS-SF) by Reese et al. (2011). Data analysis was performed using SPSS 24 and Amos 24
software.

Results: The data were analyzed using structural equation analysis. The results showed that self-compassion (f = -
0.28) and self-criticism (3 = 0.54) have a direct and significant effect on body image concerns. Self-compassion also
had a direct effect on self-criticism (p = -0.42). The results of the bootstrap test also showed that self-compassion had
a significant indirect effect on body image concerns ( = -0.23), with the mediating role of self-criticism. In fact, it
can be said that self-criticism had a mediating role between these two variables (p<0.05).

The goodness-of-fit indices obtained from structural equation modeling show that the proposed model supports an
acceptable fit with the presented data. Accordingly, it can be said that the proposed model has a favorable fit.
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Tablel. Direct and Indirect Effects of Variables in the Model

Route B Error  tvalue  Lower limit  Upper limit  p value

Self-compassion on body image concerns  -0.28 0.10 -2.764 -0.44 -0.10 0.001
Self-criticism on body image concerns 0.54 0.09 5.195 0.37 0.68 0.001
Self-compassion on self-criticism -0.42 0.09 -3.369 -0.58 -0.23 0.001
Mediating role -0.23 0.07 - -0.37 -0.12 0.001

Discussion: Self-compassion and body image concerns were found to be significantly and negatively associated with
bulimia nervosa symptoms, both directly and indirectly, through the mediating role of self-criticism. Based on the
findings, self-compassion training appears to be effective in reducing anxiety, body image concerns, and self-harming
behaviors—such as extreme dieting—aimed at attaining unrealistic body ideals. Self-compassion is a positive human
guality that encompasses self-kindness, equanimity, empathy, a sense of common humanity, and mindfulness. It
enables individuals to be kind to themselves amidst life's challenges and perceived shortcomings, fostering hope and
renewed meaning.

Several studies have shown that self-compassion predicts mental health. For instance, Neff (2003) reprted that self-
compassion is negatively associated with self-criticism, depression, anxiety, rumination, thought suppression, and
neurotic perfectionism, and positively associated with life satisfaction and social relationships. Also, increased self-
compassion predicts improved mental health over time. Practicing self-compassion, enables individuals to view
themselves without self-blame and to recognize and correct maladaptive cognitive, emotional, and behavioral patterns.
Individuals high in self-compassion possess a balanced and clear awareness of their experiences. They do not harshly
criticize themselves for failures or unmet standards, nor do they ignore or ruminate excessively on painful aspects of
their feelings.

People who have high body image concerns often base their self-worth on physical appearance and may feel
threatened when they receive negative feedback about their looks. As a result, they try to maintain their sense of self-
worth by focusing excessively on their appearance and body. Self-compassion is similar to the construct of body image
flexibility, which is defined as the capacity to openly and freely experience body dissatisfaction and associated
thoughts about eating without attempting to avoid or change them. A higher level of self-compassion is associated
with a more positive view of one's body and self-perception.

As mentioned, one of the subscales of self-compassion is self-kindness. Individuals who strongly embody this
characteristic are less likely to hold negative views of their bodies and are more resilient against engaging in
compensatory and dangerous behaviors to address perceived flaws. Therefore, implementing self-compassion training
programs that address emotional reactivity and body image concerns is recommended for students with bulimia
nervosa.
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