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A consideration of the roles of smartphone addiction and depression is crucial in order to more fully understand the

association between body dissatisfaction and disordered eating behaviors among Chinese college students. The findings

indicate that interventions that target smartphone addiction and the various emotions relating to depression could be of

great value for mitigating the detrimental effects of body dissatisfaction on disordered eating behaviors.
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1. Introduction

Disordered eating behaviors (e.g., restrained eating) are highly prevalent among adolescents and young adults . In a

recent survey comprising 14,322 Americans aged between 18 and 24, 19.1% of the participants were found to have

engaged in dieting, with another 3.6% having used extreme weight loss methods . A recent national survey reported that

the age-standardized prevalence of screen-detected disordered eating in mainland China was estimated to be 7.04% in

2015 and has been increasing over the last decade . More importantly, disordered eating behaviors—even those less

severe or frequent than the disorders defined according to the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders

(DSM-5) criteria —are associated not only with increased risk of developing eating disorders, but also with other harmful

consequences, such as insufficient nutritional intake and significant weight gain over time . Therefore, it is critical to be

aware of the factors that contribute to disordered eating behaviors.

Previous studies have identified body dissatisfaction as a risk factor for the development of disordered eating behaviors

across different cultures . Body dissatisfaction refers to the perceived discrepancy between one’s actual body image

and one’s ideal body image . Body dissatisfaction is pervasive among college students, since physical appearance—

especially with regard to body shape—is a great concern of many at this particular stage of life . Previous studies have

found that individuals with higher levels of body dissatisfaction are more likely to engage in disordered eating behaviors

such as dieting, unhealthy eating and weight control practices . However, the exact pathway through which body

dissatisfaction influences disordered eating behavior is yet to be clarified.

Body dissatisfaction has been found to be a proximal factor that directly contributes to disordered eating . Specifically,

disordered eating behaviors (e.g., strict dieting and restrained eating) may serve as a means of losing weight and

eventually achieving the ideal body image. This is especially the case for female young adults, who have a tendency to

diet in pursuit of a slimmer body shape due to sociocultural influences . Meanwhile, recent reports have suggested

that restrained eating is also prevalent among males due to a growing trend for muscle building .

On the other hand, there has been an accumulation of evidence to suggest that body dissatisfaction may influence

disordered eating through certain mediating factors. Among others, negative affectivity (e.g., depression) is a potential

candidate for mediating the effect of body dissatisfaction . Negative affectivity has been repeatedly identified as a

proximal factor implicated in adolescents’ various disordered eating behaviors . For instance, it has been

speculatively suggested that both restrained eating and binge eating are triggered by depressive feelings  and are a

method of distracting oneself from negative self-perceptions or providing immediate emotional relief . Furthermore, the

degree of body dissatisfaction in different age groups has been documented as being strongly associated with the severity

of depressive symptoms . For adolescents and young adults, bodily appearance is central to one’s self-evaluation

, and individuals with high levels of body dissatisfaction may have negative feelings about their own appearance and,

accordingly, may anticipate possible negative evaluations from others in social settings . As proposed by the cognitive

theories of depression, this negative self-evaluation is central to the development of depression . Accordingly, it is

reasonable to hypothesize that depression could mediate the effect of body dissatisfaction on disordered eating

behaviors.
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Smartphone addiction has also emerged as a potential mediating factor. Recent developments in mobile devices have

enabled users to access the internet for a wide range of purposes, at a time and location of one’s own choosing . As

a result, users have become increasingly preoccupied with their smartphones, which is highly likely to have an impact on

their daily lives and health . Recent studies have begun to reveal smartphone addiction as being a predictor of various

eating disorders . Unhealthy or excessive mobile phone use may encourage a sedentary lifestyle which in turn

may lead to an insufficient intake of healthy food and a high intake of junk food or fast food . In addition, the frequent

use of social networks via mobile devices may promote the internalization of certain ideals pertaining to body image, and

may motivate an individual to take action in order to achieve these ideals . Unhealthy eating practices—such as

restricting food intake—could thus be exacerbated and eventually lead to disordered eating behaviors. Supporting this

idea are the findings of Tayhan Kartal and Yabanci Ayhan (2021) , who showed that the Smartphone Addiction Test

score is positively associated with the Eating Attitude Test-40 (r = 0.277). Furthermore, cellphone addiction has been

shown to be a risk factor for various psychological disorders, including depression. For example, A recent meta-analysis

showed that problematic smartphone usage was associated with increased likelihood of depression (odds ratio = 3.17),

anxiety (odds ratio = 3.05) and higher perceived stress (odds ratio = 1.86) . This further supports the previously stated

notion that the association between smartphone addiction and depression may in turn lead to disordered eating

behaviors.

Finally, body dissatisfaction has been suggested to have a positive correlation with smartphone addiction among

adolescents . According to the cognitive-behavioral model of internet addiction , individuals with negative self-

evaluation are more vulnerable to addiction in that these individuals aim to elicit positive responses by selectively focusing

on and presenting the positive aspects of themselves and/or by seeking reassurance from others in social interactions. As

mentioned above, body appearance is of great concern to adolescents and, accordingly, body image is central to their

self-evaluation . Similarly, the compensatory satisfaction theory  proposes that individuals with high levels of body

dissatisfaction tend to use smartphones as a compensatory approach to satisfy their psychological demands, which are

difficult to perceive in reality. Consequently, problematic mobile phone use may be repeatedly reinforced by a feeling of

satisfaction.

2. Current Insights

The current research examines the association between body dissatisfaction and disordered eating behaviors among

Chinese college students. The mediating effects of smartphone addiction and depression on this association were also

investigated. The researchers' data demonstrates that body dissatisfaction is positively associated with the disordered

eating behaviors of restrained eating, emotional eating and external eating. Consistent with previous studies , these

results confirmed this association to be mediated by depression. Additionally, the researchers were able to show for the

first time that body dissatisfaction could impact the three disordered eating behaviors through (a) the mediating effect of

smartphone addiction and (b) the serial mediating effect of smartphone addiction and depression.

The mediating role of depression in the relationship between body dissatisfaction and disordered eating behaviors has

been previously documented. For example, Cruz-Saez et al. (2020)  reported that body dissatisfaction among

adolescents was positively correlated with their EDI-2 (Eating Disorder Inventory-2) score and this effect was directly

mediated by negative affectivity, including depression. Similarly, Brechan and Kvalem (2015)  found that depression

was a significant mediator in the relationship of body dissatisfaction with both binge eating and restrained eating in

women. Following on from these previous investigations, the research illustrates that depression mediates the influence of

body dissatisfaction on restrained eating, emotional eating and external eating in Chinese college students. Specifically,

college students with high levels of body dissatisfaction are more likely to experience depression, perhaps due to the

considerable discrepancies between perceived body shapes and ideal body shapes that are usually too unrealistic to

easily achieve . Depression could, in turn, result in an increased likelihood of disordered eating behaviors, including

restrained eating, emotional eating and external eating. According to the transdiagnostic model of eating disorders,

disordered eating behaviors can be understood as maladaptive responses for coping with or distracting oneself from

distressing emotions . Therefore, it is important to note that the prevention and treatment of eating disorders as well as

disordered eating behaviors should incorporate strategies that directly target the regulation of negative emotions.

This research also examined the potential mediating role of smartphone addiction in the relationship between body

dissatisfaction and disordered eating. Due to the high prevalence of smartphone use, the etiology and consequences of

smartphone addiction have attracted considerable academic interest in recent years. Previous studies have documented

the individual associations of smartphone addiction with disordered eating behaviors , distressing emotions 

 and body dissatisfaction . For example, Liu et al. (2020)  recently reported that body dissatisfaction could

positively predict adolescent smartphone addiction. Problematic smartphone usage was associated with an increased
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likelihood of depression, anxiety and higher levels of perceived stress, according to a recent meta-analysis research . A

longitudinal research covering the period from adolescence to emerging adulthood showed that early problematic cell

phone use predicted depression later on . Tayhan Kartal and Yabanci Ayhan (2021)  showed that smartphone

addiction was positively associated with the Eating Attitude Test-40 scores of college students.

Building upon these prior studies, this research further establishes smartphone addiction as a novel mediator in the

association between body dissatisfaction and the three disordered eating behaviors. According to the compensatory

satisfaction theory, the problematic use of smartphones could be considered a compensatory strategy to satisfy

psychological demands that cannot be met in reality , because in the virtual world, an individual may temporarily be

able to mitigate dissatisfaction by selectively presenting the positive aspects of themselves  and constantly seeking

reassurance from others . Thus, habitual behaviors are reinforced and, in the long term, the risk of other detrimental

behaviors such as disordered eating may be increased.

Smartphone addiction could be directly related to disordered eating behaviors. There are important neurocognitive

similarities between addictive behavior (e.g., smartphone addiction) and eating dysregulation (e.g., restrained eating and

external eating) . For example, both smartphone addiction and disordered eating behaviors are related to

higher reward sensitivity  and impulsivity . These shared mechanisms could explain the higher correlations

observed between smartphone addiction and the disordered eating behaviors in this research.

In addition, these significant associations between smartphone addiction and disordered eating behaviors could also be a

result of an increase in lifestyles based on the adoption of new technologies. Excessive smartphone use may, for

example, bring about a reduction in physical activities and encourage a more sedentary lifestyle, which may, in turn, lead

to unhealthy eating habits such as skipping meals, excessive fast food consumption and insufficient intake of healthy

foods . To support these inferences, a systematic review has shown that there is a negative relationship between

excessive smartphone use and physical activity . Importantly, individuals with disordered eating behaviors exhibited

more sedentary behavior and less physical activity .

These data indicate that smartphone addiction could also indirectly influence eating behaviors through depression. The

researchers speculate that frequent use of the internet via smartphones may reinforce the internalization of ideal body

shapes. However, mainstream ideals are usually very difficult to achieve; thus, depression may be induced in students

through social comparison . Finally, as mentioned above, young adults tend to engage in disordered eating behaviors in

order to cope with depressive emotions .

To summarize, the research has extended the scope of previous research by revealing the novel mediating role of

smartphone addiction as well as the serial mediating role of smartphone addiction and depression in the relationship

between body dissatisfaction and disordered eating behaviors in Chinese college students. These findings have important

clinical implications for the prevention and treatment of restrained eating, emotional eating and external eating, as well as

other disordered eating behaviors. It could be proposed that smartphone addiction be included in the conceptualization of

disordered eating. Accordingly, strategies that target the management of smartphone usage should be considered and

implemented to provide a comprehensive intervention. In addition, interventions might also benefit from a particular focus

on the cognitive factors (e.g., body judgments and the internalization of unrealistic physical standards) induced by social

media and smartphone use, given that these factors have been shown to mediate the relationship between smartphone

use and body-related or eating-related outcomes .

References

1. Nagata, J.M.; Garber, A.K.; Tabler, J.L.; Murray, S.B.; Bibbins-Domingo, K. Prevalence and Correlates of Disordered Ea
ting Behaviors Among Young Adults with Overweight or Obesity. J. Gen. Intern. Med. 2018, 33, 1337–1343.

2. Liechty, J.M.; Lee, M.J. Longitudinal predictors of dieting and disordered eating among young adults in the U.S. Int. J. E
at Disord. 2013, 46, 790–800.

3. Yao, S.; Zhang, R.; Thornton, L.M.; Peat, C.M.; Qi, B.; Du, S.; Wang, H.; Zhang, B.; Bulik, C.M. Screen-detected disord
ered eating and related traits in a large population sample of females in mainland China: China Health and Nutrition Su
rvey. Int. J. Eat Disord. 2021, 54, 24–35.

4. Hilbert, A.; Pike, K.M.; Goldschmidt, A.B.; Wilfley, D.E.; Fairburn, C.G.; Dohm, F.A.; Walsh, B.T.; Striegel Weissman, R.
Risk factors across the eating disorders. Psychiatry Res. 2014, 220, 500–506.

[32]

[38] [25]

[34][41]

[42]

[43]

[44][45][46][47][48]

[47][49] [50][51]

[25][27]

[52]

[53]

[5]

[16]

[54][55]



5. Chen, X.; Luo, Y.-J.; Chen, H. Body Image Victimization Experiences and Disordered Eating Behaviors among Chinese
Female Adolescents: The Role of Body Dissatisfaction and Depression. Sex Roles 2020, 83, 442–452.

6. Cruz-Saez, S.; Pascual, A.; Wlodarczyk, A.; Echeburua, E. The effect of body dissatisfaction on disordered eating: The
mediating role of self-esteem and negative affect in male and female adolescents. J. Health Psychol. 2020, 25, 1098–1
108.

7. Stice, E.; Marti, C.N.; Durant, S. Risk factors for onset of eating disorders: Evidence of multiple risk pathways from an 8
-year prospective study. Behav. Res. Ther. 2011, 49, 622–627.

8. Liu, Q.; Sun, J.; Li, Q.; Zhou, Z. Body dissatisfaction and smartphone addiction among Chinese adolescents: A moderat
ed mediation model. Child. Youth Serv. Rev. 2020, 108, 104613.

9. Chng, S.C.; Fassnacht, D.B. Parental comments: Relationship with gender, body dissatisfaction, and disordered eating
in Asian young adults. Body Image 2016, 16, 93–99.

10. Goldfield, G.S.; Moore, C.; Henderson, K.; Buchholz, A.; Obeid, N.; Flament, M.F. Body dissatisfaction, dietary restraint,
depression, and weight status in adolescents. J. Sch. Health 2010, 80, 186–192.

11. Vogt Yuan, A.S. Gender Differences in the Relationship of Puberty with Adolescents’ Depressive Symptoms: Do Body P
erceptions Matter? Sex Roles 2007, 57, 69–80.

12. Stephen, E.M.; Rose, J.S.; Kenney, L.; Rosselli-Navarra, F.; Weissman, R.S. Prevalence and correlates of unhealthy w
eight control behaviors: Findings from the national longitudinal study of adolescent health. J. Eat Disord. 2014, 2, 16.

13. Hildebrandt, T.; Langenbucher, J.; Schlundt, D.G. Muscularity concerns among men: Development of attitudinal and per
ceptual measures. Body Image 2004, 1, 169–181.

14. Murray, S.B.; Griffiths, S.; Nagata, J.M. Community-Based Eating Disorder Research in Males: A Call to Action. J. Adol
esc. Health 2018, 62, 649–650.

15. Brechan, I.; Kvalem, I.L. Relationship between body dissatisfaction and disordered eating: Mediating role of self-estee
m and depression. Eat Behav. 2015, 17, 49–58.

16. Jackson, T.; Chen, H. Risk factors for disordered eating during early and middle adolescence: A two year longitudinal st
udy of mainland Chinese boys and girls. J. Abnorm Child Psychol. 2014, 42, 791–802.

17. Soares Filho, L.C.; Batista, R.F.L.; Cardoso, V.C.; Simoes, V.M.F.; Santos, A.M.; Coelho, S.; Silva, A.A.M. Body image
dissatisfaction and symptoms of depression disorder in adolescents. Braz. J. Med. Biol. Res. 2020, 54, e10397.

18. Heatherton, T.F.; Baumeister, R.F. Binge eating as escape from self-awareness. Psychol. Bull. 1991, 110, 86–108.

19. Laporta-Herrero, I.; Jauregui-Lobera, I.; Barajas-Iglesias, B.; Santed-German, M.A. Body dissatisfaction in adolescents
with eating disorders. Eat Weight Disord. 2018, 23, 339–347.

20. Pastore, L.M.; Patrie, J.T.; Morris, W.L.; Dalal, P.; Bray, M.J. Depression symptoms and body dissatisfaction association
among polycystic ovary syndrome women. J. Psychosom. Res. 2011, 71, 270–276.

21. Maxwell, M.A.; Cole, D.A. Development and initial validation of the Adolescent Responses to Body Dissatisfaction mea
sure. Psychol. Assess. 2012, 24, 721–737.

22. Ahadzadeh, A.S.; Rafik-Galea, S.; Alavi, M.; Amini, M. Relationship between body mass index, body image, and fear of
negative evaluation: Moderating role of self-esteem. Health Psychol. Open 2018, 5, 2055102918774251.

23. Beck, A.T. The evolution of the cognitive model of depression and its neurobiological correlates. Am. J. Psychiatry 200
8, 165, 969–977.

24. Mihajlov, M.; Vejmelka, L. Internet Addiction: A Review of the First Twenty Years. Psychiatr. Danub. 2017, 29, 260–272.

25. Tayhan Kartal, F.; Yabanci Ayhan, N. Relationship between eating disorders and internet and smartphone addiction in c
ollege students. Eat Weight Disord. 2021, 26, 1853–1862.

26. Kwon, M.; Lee, J.Y.; Won, W.Y.; Park, J.W.; Min, J.A.; Hahn, C.; Gu, X.; Choi, J.H.; Kim, D.J. Development and validatio
n of a smartphone addiction scale (SAS). PLoS ONE 2013, 8, e56936.

27. Hinojo-Lucena, F.J.; Aznar-Diaz, I.; Caceres-Reche, M.P.; Trujillo-Torres, J.M.; Romero-Rodriguez, J.M. Problematic Int
ernet Use as a Predictor of Eating Disorders in Students: A Systematic Review and Meta-Analysis Study. Nutrients 201
9, 11, 2151.

28. Tao, Z. The relationship between Internet addiction and bulimia in a sample of Chinese college students: Depression as
partial mediator between Internet addiction and bulimia. Eat Weight Disord. 2013, 18, 233–243.

29. Wu, R.; Guo, L.; Rong, H.; Shi, J.; Li, W.; Zhu, M.; He, Y.; Wang, W.; Lu, C. The Role of Problematic Smartphone Uses
and Psychological Distress in the Relationship Between Sleep Quality and Disordered Eating Behaviors among Chines
e College Students. Front. Psychiatry 2021, 12, 793506.



30. Bozkurt, H.; Ozer, S.; Sahin, S.; Sonmezgoz, E. Internet use patterns and Internet addiction in children and adolescent
s with obesity. Pediatr. Obes. 2018, 13, 301–306.

31. Chae, J. Reexamining the relationship between social media and happiness: The effects of various social media platfor
ms on reconceptualized happiness. Telemat. Inform. 2018, 35, 1656–1664.

32. Sohn, S.Y.; Rees, P.; Wildridge, B.; Kalk, N.J.; Carter, B. Prevalence of problematic smartphone usage and associated
mental health outcomes amongst children and young people: A systematic review, meta-analysis and GRADE of the ev
idence. BMC Psychiatry 2019, 19, 356.

33. Davis, R.A. A cognitive-behavioral model of pathological Internet use. Comput. Hum. Behav. 2001, 17, 187–195.

34. Liu, Q.-X.; Fang, X.-Y.; Wan, J.-J.; Zhou, Z.-K. Need satisfaction and adolescent pathological internet use: Comparison
of satisfaction perceived online and offline. Comput. Hum. Behav. 2016, 55, 695–700.

35. Lantz, E.L.; Gaspar, M.E.; DiTore, R.; Piers, A.D.; Schaumberg, K. Conceptualizing body dissatisfaction in eating disord
ers within a self-discrepancy framework: A review of evidence. Eat Weight Disord. 2018, 23, 275–291.

36. Fairburn, C.G.; Cooper, Z.; Shafran, R. Cognitive behaviour therapy for eating disorders: A “transdiagnostic” theory and
treatment. Behav. Res. Ther. 2003, 41, 509–528.

37. Tao, Z.L.; Liu, Y. Is there a relationship between Internet dependence and eating disorders? A comparison study of Inter
net dependents and non-Internet dependents. Eat Weight Disord. 2009, 14, e77–e83.

38. Coyne, S.M.; Stockdale, L.; Summers, K. Problematic cell phone use, depression, anxiety, and self-regulation: Evidenc
e from a three year longitudinal study from adolescence to emerging adulthood. Comput. Hum. Behav. 2019, 96, 78–8
4.

39. Gao, F.; Xu, J.; Ren, Y.; Han, L. The Relationship Between Internet Addiction and Aggression: Multiple Mediating Effect
s of Life Events and Social Support. J. Psychol. Res. 2016, 6, 42–49.

40. Emirtekin, E.; Balta, S.; Sural, I.; Kircaburun, K.; Griffiths, M.D.; Billieux, J. The role of childhood emotional maltreatmen
t and body image dissatisfaction in problematic smartphone use among adolescents. Psychiatry Res. 2019, 271, 634–6
39.

41. Kardefelt-Winther, D. A conceptual and methodological critique of internet addiction research: Towards a model of com
pensatory internet use. Comput. Hum. Behav. 2014, 31, 351–354.

42. Lo Coco, G.; Salerno, L.; Giordano, C.; Di Blasi, M.; Rodgers, R.F. Understanding the smartphone generation: Is proble
matic smartphone use associated with low body esteem among adolescent girls and boys? Curr. Psychol. 2020.

43. Billieux, J.; Maurage, P.; Lopez-Fernandez, O.; Kuss, D.J.; Griffiths, M.D. Can Disordered Mobile Phone Use Be Consi
dered a Behavioral Addiction? An Update on Current Evidence and a Comprehensive Model for Future Research. Curr.
Addict. Rep. 2015, 2, 156–162.

44. Garcia-Garcia, I.; Garolera, M.; Ottino-Gonzalez, J.; Prats-Soteras, X.; Prunell-Castane, A.; Jurado, M.A. Restrained Ea
ting Is Associated with Lower Cortical Thickness in the Inferior Frontal Gyrus in Adolescents. Brain Sci. 2021, 11, 978.

45. Grant, J.E.; Lust, K.; Chamberlain, S.R. Problematic smartphone use associated with greater alcohol consumption, me
ntal health issues, poorer academic performance, and impulsivity. J. Behav. Addict. 2019, 8, 335–342.

46. Hardee, J.E.; Phaneuf, C.; Cope, L.; Zucker, R.; Gearhardt, A.; Heitzeg, M. Neural correlates of inhibitory control in yout
h with symptoms of food addiction. Appetite 2020, 148, 104578.

47. Vainik, U.; Garcia-Garcia, I.; Dagher, A. Uncontrolled eating: A unifying heritable trait linked with obesity, overeating, per
sonality and the brain. Eur. J. Neurosci. 2019, 50, 2430–2445.

48. Kim, Y.; Jeong, J.E.; Cho, H.; Jung, D.J.; Kwak, M.; Rho, M.J.; Yu, H.; Kim, D.J.; Choi, I.Y. Personality Factors Predictin
g Smartphone Addiction Predisposition: Behavioral Inhibition and Activation Systems, Impulsivity, and Self-Control. PLo
S ONE 2016, 11, e0159788.

49. Deng, X.; Gao, Q.; Hu, L.; Zhang, L.; Li, Y.; Bu, X. Differences in Reward Sensitivity between High and Low Problemati
c Smartphone Use Adolescents: An ERP Study. Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2021, 18, 9603.

50. Dawe, S.; Loxton, N.J. The role of impulsivity in the development of substance use and eating disorders. Neurosci. Bio
behav. Rev. 2004, 28, 343–351.

51. Mei, S.; Chai, J.; Wang, S.B.; Ng, C.H.; Ungvari, G.S.; Xiang, Y.T. Mobile Phone Dependence, Social Support and Impu
lsivity in Chinese University Students. Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2018, 15, 504.

52. Zagalaz-Sanchez, M.L.; Cachon-Zagalaz, J.; Sanchez-Zafra, M.; Lara-Sanchez, A. Mini Review of the Use of the Mobil
e Phone and Its Repercussion in the Deficit of Physical Activity. Front. Psychol. 2019, 10, 1307.



53. Romero-Blanco, C.; Hernandez-Martinez, A.; Parra-Fernandez, M.L.; Onieva-Zafra, M.D.; Prado-Laguna, M.D.C.; Rodri
guez-Almagro, J. Food Addiction and Lifestyle Habits among University Students. Nutrients 2021, 13, 352.

54. Holland, G.; Tiggemann, M. A systematic review of the impact of the use of social networking sites on body image and
disordered eating outcomes. Body Image 2016, 17, 100–110.

55. Yang, H.; Wang, J.J.; Tng, G.Y.Q.; Yang, S. Effects of Social Media and Smartphone Use on Body Esteem in Female A
dolescents: Testing a Cognitive and Affective Model. Children 2020, 7, 148.

Retrieved from https://encyclopedia.pub/entry/history/show/49901


