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Background: Eating disorders are among the most common psychological
problems in adolescents, especially girls. Investigating the underlying and
explanatory factors is of particular importance. The present study aimed to
examine the relationship between parental bonding and eating disorders in
female high school students, considering the mediating role of perfectionism.
Method: This research was descriptive-correlational in design. The statistical
population included all female high school students (second level) in Babolsar
during the 2023-2024 academic year. A sample of 215 students was selected
using multistage cluster random sampling. The data collection tools were the
Parental Bonding Instrument (Parker, 1979), the Frost Multidimensional
Perfectionism Scale (Frost, 1990), and the Eating Disorder Diagnostic Scale
(Stice, 2000). The data were first analyzed in SPSS 24 for descriptive statistics
and data preparation, and then structural equation modeling (SEM) was
conducted using AMOS 24.

Results: Maternal bonding (B= —0.59) and paternal bonding (f= —0.22) had
significant negative effects on maladaptive perfectionism. In turn, maladaptive
perfectionism had a significant positive effect on eating disorders (f = 0.25).
The direct effects of maternal (B= —0.13) and paternal bonding (f= —0.03) on
eating disorders were not significant. However, the indirect effects of maternal
(B= —0.15) and paternal bonding (B= —0.06) on eating disorders through
maladaptive perfectionism were statistically significant.

Conclusion: Designing intervention programs and empowerment initiatives for
parents and at-risk individuals is essential, as perfectionism can lead to eating
disorders. These interventions can help reduce eating disorder-related problems
and improve the mental health of students.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Adolescence is accompanied by significant
changes in body image perceptions and
eating patterns and is therefore considered a
critical period for the emergence of eating
disorders. Research has shown that various
individual and interpersonal  factors
contribute to explaining these disorders. One
important interpersonal factor is the parent—
child relationship, particularly the construct
of parental bonding, which is defined
through the dimensions of care and control.
Unhealthy bonds can play a crucial role in
the development of maladaptive personality
traits such as negative perfectionism. On the
other hand, perfectionism—especially its
negative form—is recognized as a
significant risk factor in the formation and
persistence of eating disorders. From the
perspective of cognitive-behavioral theories
and schema therapy, it is expected that
adverse parental experiences lead to the
formation of maladaptive cognitive patterns
such as perfectionism, which in turn make
individuals vulnerable to eating disorders.
Considering inconsistent evidence regarding
the direct relationship between parental
bonding and eating disorders, investigating
the mediating role of perfectionism in this
relationship is important. The present study
aims to examine a model in which weak
parental bonding is related to eating disorder
symptoms in adolescents through the
mediation of negative perfectionism.

Method

This descriptive-correlational study utilized
structural equation modeling (SEM). The
statistical population consisted of female
high school students in Babolsar County
during the 2023-2024 academic year.
Sampling was performed using multistage
cluster random sampling. Initially, several
girls’ schools were randomly selected, and
then several classes were randomly chosen
within each school. Based on Klein’s (2011)
recommendation for SEM (20 participants
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per parameter) and considering potential
dropout, 250 participants were selected, with
data from 215 ultimately analyzed. Inclusion
criteria included being a female high school
student and providing informed consent to
participate. Exclusion criteria included
incomplete  questionnaires,  withdrawal
during data collection, or severe
psychological disorders. Data were collected
using three validated questionnaires: the
Parental Bonding Instrument (Parker, 1979),
Frost’s Multidimensional Perfectionism
Scale (1990), and the Eating Disorder
Diagnostic Scale (Stice, 2000). The validity
and reliability of these instruments have
been confirmed in previous domestic and
international studies, and Cronbach’s alpha
coefficients in the current study were
acceptable. After obtaining necessary
permissions from the Department of
Education, the study was conducted in
schools with informed consent from
participants. Data analysis was performed
using SPSS version 24 and SEM with
AMOS version 24.

Results

The final analysis included data from 210
female students. Normality of variables was
confirmed through skewness and kurtosis
indices. Statistical assumptions such as
absence of multicollinearity  and
independence of errors were examined and
confirmed using variance inflation factor
(VIF), tolerance index, and Durbin-Watson
test. Descriptive and correlational findings
indicated a significant negative relationship
between parental bonding (both mother and
father) and negative perfectionism. Negative
perfectionism  was  positively  and
significantly correlated with eating disorder
symptoms, whereas parental bonding did not
have a significant direct relationship with
eating disorders.  Structural  equation
modeling via AMOS was used to test the
conceptual model. Initially, the model
showed weaker fit indices, but after model
modification and adding covariance between
some error terms, model fit improved. Fit
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indices such as GFI = 0.90, AGFI = 0.82,
CFI = 0.91, and NFI = 0.90 were all within
acceptable ranges, although the AGFI index
(0.82) remained slightly above the ideal
cutoff. Path analysis revealed that bonding
with mother and father negatively and
significantly predicted negative
perfectionism. Negative perfectionism, in
turn, had a significant positive effect on
eating disorders. However, parental bonding
did not have a significant direct effect on
eating disorder symptoms. Bootstrap
analysis  confirmed  that  negative
perfectionism significantly mediated the
relationship between parental bonding and
eating disorders. Specifically, weak parental
bonds can increase negative perfectionism,
which in turn may lead to heightened eating
disorder symptoms in adolescent girls.

Conclusion

Findings of the present study demonstrated
that weak parental bonding does not have a
significant direct effect on eating disorder
symptoms but may play an indirect role via
negative perfectionism. This finding aligns
with theoretical models such as social
expectations, social learning, and schema
therapy that emphasize the role of
dysfunctional parenting styles in the
formation of schemas like harsh standards,
defectiveness, and shame, which lead to
maladaptive perfectionism. Adolescents
raised in such environments may resort to
unhealthy eating behaviors to seek approval
or a sense of control. These results highlight
the importance of the mediating role of
cognitive constructs in the pathway from
parenting to eating disorders. Nevertheless,
limitations such as the cross-sectional
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design, exclusive focus on individual
psychological variables, reliance on self-
report instruments, and restriction of the
sample to non-clinical female adolescents
should be considered. To increase external
validity, future research is recommended to
include more diverse populations and
employ longitudinal designs. Practically,
training parents in supportive parenting
styles and organizing  school-based
workshops for adolescents focusing on self-
acceptance and emotion regulation could be
effective in early prevention of eating
disorders.
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