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Objective: The present study aimed to examine the predictive role of maladaptive
perfectionism and alexithymia in bulimia nervosa among employed female teachers.
Methodology: This applied study employed a descriptive—correlational design with a
predictive approach. The statistical population consisted of all employed female
teachers working in Tehran Department of Education during the 2024—-2025 academic
year, from whom 384 participants were selected using multistage cluster sampling.
Research instruments included the Fairburn and Beglin Bulimia Nervosa
Questionnaire (2008), the Perfectionism Scale developed by Bieling et al. (2004), and
the Toronto Alexithymia Scale (TAS-20). Data were analyzed using Pearson
correlation coefficient and simultaneous multiple regression analysis in SPSS version
26 with a significance level set at 0.05.

Findings: Results indicated a significant positive relationship between maladaptive
perfectionism and bulimia nervosa (r = .341, p < .01), as well as between alexithymia
and bulimia nervosa (r =.298, p < .01). Multiple regression analysis demonstrated that
maladaptive perfectionism and alexithymia significantly predicted bulimia nervosa (p
< .01), jointly explaining 39% of the variance in bulimia nervosa symptoms.
Standardized beta coefficients revealed that alexithymia had a stronger predictive
contribution compared to maladaptive perfectionism.

Conclusion: The findings highlight the central role of cognitive vulnerability and
emotional processing deficits in the emergence of bulimic symptoms. Elevated
maladaptive perfectionism and impaired emotional awareness increase susceptibility
to maladaptive eating behaviors; therefore, psychological interventions targeting
perfectionistic cognitions and emotional regulation skills may contribute to prevention
and symptom reduction in bulimia nervosa.

Keywords: Bulimia nervosa, maladaptive perfectionism, alexithymia, eating disorders,
employed women
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

Eating disorders are among the most complex psychological conditions, emerging from the
interaction of cognitive vulnerabilities, emotional dysregulation, and sociocultural pressures.
Contemporary psychiatric literature conceptualizes eating disorders not merely as disturbances in eating
behavior but as multidimensional psychopathological syndromes involving distorted body perception,
maladaptive self-evaluation, and deficits in emotional processing (Treasure etal., 2020). Over recent decades,
the prevalence of eating disorders—particularly among women—has increased significantly, highlighting
the necessity of identifying psychological predictors that contribute to their onset and maintenance.

Bulimia nervosa represents one of the most clinically significant eating disorders, characterized
by recurrent binge-eating episodes accompanied by a perceived loss of control and compensatory
behaviors such as self-induced vomiting, excessive dieting, or misuse of laxatives. Current theoretical
models emphasize that bulimia nervosa cannot be explained solely through behavioral or biological
perspectives; rather, it reflects deeper disturbances in embodiment, self-representation, and emotional
regulation processes (Tarchi et al., 2023). Neuropsychological research further suggests that individuals with
bulimia nervosa experience impairments in body-based mental imagery and motor representation,
indicating disruptions in how bodily experience is cognitively constructed (Naraindas & Cooney, 2025).
Clinical findings also highlight the contribution of impulsivity, personality vulnerabilities, and comorbid
psychological conditions in sustaining bulimic symptoms (Gilsbach et al., 2025).

Recent advances in psychopathology increasingly emphasize transdiagnostic mechanisms
underlying eating disorders. Emotional dysregulation has been identified as one of the central processes
linking diverse psychological disorders. Individuals who struggle to recognize, understand, or express
emotional states often rely on maladaptive coping strategies, including disordered eating behaviors, to
regulate internal distress. Systematic reviews demonstrate that people with eating disorders exhibit
significantly higher levels of alexithymia compared with nonclinical populations (Westwood et al., 2017).
Alexithymia refers to difficulties in identifying and describing emotions, externally oriented thinking, and
reduced emotional awareness. A critical review of the literature indicates that alexithymia plays a
substantial role in both the development and persistence of eating pathology (Nowakowski et al., 2013).

Emerging evidence further demonstrates that the severity of alexithymia is associated with
impairments in both intrinsic and interpersonal emotion regulation processes (Nowicki, 2025). Meta-analytic
findings reveal that alexithymia contributes significantly to emotional vulnerability and depressive
symptomatology, suggesting its role as a broad psychological risk factor (Liu et al., 2025). Individuals with
limited emotional insight often experience difficulty engaging in reflective processing, leading to somatic
or behavioral expressions of distress rather than adaptive emotional regulation (Olgun & Zengin Eroglu, 2024).
Studies examining personality and emotional traits similarly show that alexithymia interacts with
maladaptive personality characteristics to intensify psychological stress and emotional instability
(Hornstein et al., 2025).

Therapeutic investigations also support the importance of emotional processing deficits.
Interventions targeting emotional regulation and emotional awareness have demonstrated significant
reductions in psychological symptoms, indicating that improving emotional processing capacity may
reduce maladaptive behaviors (\Vahabi etal., 2025). In the context of eating disorders, recent treatment studies



suggest that alexithymia functions as a mediating mechanism through which emotional dysregulation
influences symptom improvement, particularly in binge-eating and bulimic presentations (Zompa et al.,
2025).

Alongside emotional factors, maladaptive perfectionism has been identified as a major cognitive
vulnerability underlying psychological distress. Perfectionism involves setting excessively high standards
accompanied by critical self-evaluation and fear of failure. Cognitive models indicate that maladaptive
perfectionism is associated with attentional and memory biases toward perceived mistakes and negative
self-information (Marsh, 2022). Personality research demonstrates that perfectionism correlates with
neuroticism and emotional instability, increasing susceptibility to psychological disorders (Robinson et al.,
2021).

Systematic reviews further confirm that maladaptive perfectionism contributes to anxiety,
depression, and maladaptive coping behaviors, while therapeutic interventions frequently aim to modify
unrealistic performance standards and rigid cognitive schemas (Patterson et al., 2021). Meta-analytic
evidence also reveals strong links between perfectionism and social anxiety, highlighting the role of
negative self-evaluation in emotional distress (Ferber et al., 2024). Longitudinal studies suggest that
perfectionism may intensify psychological difficulties through repetitive negative thinking and reduced
self-compassion, thereby increasing emotional exhaustion and vulnerability (Cabagos et al., 2023).

Within eating disorder research, perfectionistic cognition is considered a central mechanism
contributing to body dissatisfaction and compulsive weight-control behaviors. Individuals high in
maladaptive perfectionism tend to equate personal worth with physical appearance or performance
outcomes, making them particularly vulnerable to binge-eating cycles when expectations are unmet (Tarchi
et al., 2023). Contemporary integrative models propose that eating disorders arise from the interaction
between cognitive vulnerabilities such as perfectionism and emotional deficits such as alexithymia.

Despite extensive theoretical development, relatively few studies have simultaneously examined
these cognitive and emotional predictors within specific occupational populations. Employed women
represent a particularly relevant group due to exposure to multiple role demands, performance
expectations, and sociocultural pressures that may amplify perfectionistic tendencies and emotional stress.
Investigating the combined role of maladaptive perfectionism and alexithymia may therefore contribute
to a more comprehensive understanding of bulimia nervosa vulnerability.

Accordingly, the present study aimed to predict bulimia nervosa based on maladaptive
perfectionism and alexithymia among employed women.

Methods and Materials

This study employed an applied descriptive-correlational design with a predictive approach. The
statistical population consisted of all female teachers working in the Tehran Department of Education
during the 20242025 academic year. Using multistage cluster sampling, 384 participants were selected
as the final sample.

Data were collected through standardized self-report questionnaires measuring bulimia nervosa
symptoms, maladaptive perfectionism, and alexithymia. Bulimia nervosa symptoms were assessed using
the Eating Disorder Examination Questionnaire. Maladaptive perfectionism was measured through a
multidimensional perfectionism scale evaluating negative perfectionistic tendencies. Alexithymia was
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assessed using the Toronto Alexithymia Scale (TAS-20), which measures difficulty identifying feelings,
difficulty describing feelings, and externally oriented thinking.

Descriptive statistics were calculated to summarize participant responses. Inferential analyses
included Pearson correlation coefficients to examine relationships among variables and simultaneous
multiple regression analysis to determine the predictive contribution of maladaptive perfectionism and
alexithymia. Statistical analyses were conducted using SPSS version 26, and the significance level was
set at 0.05. Ethical principles such as informed consent, voluntary participation, and confidentiality were
maintained throughout the research process.

Findings

Descriptive statistics indicated moderate mean scores for bulimia nervosa symptoms, maladaptive
perfectionism, and alexithymia among participants. Correlational analysis revealed significant positive
relationships between maladaptive perfectionism and bulimia nervosa, as well as between alexithymia and
bulimia nervosa. A significant positive correlation was also observed between maladaptive perfectionism
and alexithymia.

Multiple regression analysis demonstrated that both maladaptive perfectionism and alexithymia
significantly predicted bulimia nervosa symptoms. The regression model was statistically significant,
indicating that the predictor variables jointly explained approximately 39% of the variance in bulimia
nervosa.

Standardized regression coefficients showed that alexithymia contributed more strongly to the
prediction of bulimia nervosa compared with maladaptive perfectionism. Both predictors retained
statistical significance after controlling for shared variance, indicating unique predictive effects.
Assumption testing confirmed normal distribution of variables, independence of errors, and absence of
multicollinearity, supporting the validity of the regression model.

These findings confirm that cognitive and emotional variables operate simultaneously in
explaining variations in bulimic symptomatology among employed women.

Discussion and Conclusion

The present study demonstrated that maladaptive perfectionism and alexithymia significantly
predict bulimia nervosa symptoms, supporting integrative models of eating disorder psychopathology.
The results suggest that bulimic behaviors should be understood as psychological strategies emerging
from the interaction between cognitive self-evaluation processes and deficits in emotional awareness.

Maladaptive perfectionism appears to generate chronic self-criticism and unrealistic performance
expectations. When individuals perceive themselves as failing to meet internalized standards, emotional
distress increases, motivating compensatory behaviors aimed at restoring perceived control or self-worth.
Bulimic behaviors may therefore function as maladaptive attempts to manage perceived inadequacy or
regain psychological equilibrium.

Alexithymia, however, emerged as the stronger predictor, emphasizing the central role of
emotional processing deficits. Individuals who struggle to identify or express emotions may experience
emotional arousal as undifferentiated tension rather than recognizable feelings. Without adaptive
emotional regulation strategies, eating behaviors may become alternative mechanisms for regulating
distress. Binge eating can temporarily reduce emotional tension, reinforcing the behavior despite long-
term psychological and physical consequences.



The combined influence of maladaptive perfectionism and alexithymia highlights a dual-pathway
mechanism: cognitive vulnerability creates emotional pressure, while emotional processing deficits
prevent effective regulation of that pressure. This interaction may explain why individuals exposed to
similar external stressors differ in susceptibility to eating disorders.

From a clinical perspective, the findings underscore the importance of integrating cognitive
restructuring with emotion-focused interventions. Addressing perfectionistic beliefs without enhancing
emotional awareness may limit therapeutic effectiveness. Conversely, improving emotional processing
skills may reduce reliance on maladaptive coping behaviors such as binge eating.

The study also contributes to occupational mental health research by demonstrating that employed
women constitute a population vulnerable to eating disorder risk factors due to performance demands and
emotional stress. Psychological interventions within workplace settings may therefore play a preventive
role by promoting emotional literacy, self-compassion, and flexible self-evaluation standards.

In conclusion, bulimia nervosa among employed women can be meaningfully predicted through
the combined influence of maladaptive perfectionism and alexithymia. These findings support
contemporary transdiagnostic perspectives emphasizing the interaction between cognitive schemas and
emotional regulation deficits. Prevention and treatment programs targeting both perfectionistic cognition
and emotional processing capacities may substantially reduce vulnerability to bulimic symptoms and
improve psychological well-being.
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