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Extended Abstract
1. Introduction

besity and overweight are among the

most prevalent metabolic disorders

worldwide and have become major

public health concerns in recent decades

(De Lorenzo et al., 2020). Excessive

body weight is associated with a wide
range of non-communicable diseases, including
cardiovascular diseases, hypertension, type 2 diabetes,
metabolic disorders, osteoarthritis, and certain cancers.
The World Health Organization defines obesity
primarily based on body mass index (BMI), calculated
as weight in kilograms divided by height in meters
squared (Weatherald et al., 2018). In Iran, approximately
13.9% of children and adolescents are overweight and
13.4% are obese, indicating a growing health challenge
among youth populations (Kaveh-Farsani et al., 2019).
Despite advances in pharmacological, psychological,
and surgical interventions for obesity, relapse and weight
regain remain common. One of the core mechanisms
underlying relapse is food craving, defined as an intense
and compelling desire to consume specific foods (Kuo
et al., 2016). Although craving has traditionally been
studied within substance use disorders, recent evidence
suggests that food craving shares similar motivational
and neuropsychological processes and plays a critical
role in the etiology and maintenance of obesity (Potenza
& Grilo, 2014). Food craving involves intrusive
thoughts, urges, and emotional and physiological
responses related to food consumption, particularly
energy-dense and palatable foods high in fat and refined
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carbohydrates (Khosravi et al., 2023). Empirical findings
consistently demonstrate a positive association between
food craving and obesity-related outcomes, including
overeating and weight gain (Fasaei-Khankehdani et al.,
2024). Individuals tend to consume foods for which they
experience strong craving, making craving a powerful
driver of maladaptive eating behaviors (Foroumandi et
al., 2017). However, not all individuals experiencing
craving develop obesity, suggesting the presence of
protective psychological factors. One such protective
factor is self-control, defined as an individual’s capacity
to regulate impulses, emotions, and behaviors in pursuit
of long-term goals (Jones et al., 2008). Higher levels of
self-control have been associated with lower levels of
binge eating, overeating, and food craving (Horacek et
al., 2020). Conversely, impaired self-control is strongly
linked to increased craving and loss of control over
eating, particularly in emotionally challenging situations
(Sanders et al., 2025). Another key behavioral pathway
contributing to obesity is emotional eating, which refers
to eating in response to negative emotional states rather
than physiological hunger. According to psychosomatic
and restraint theories, emotional distress may trigger
overeating as a maladaptive emotion-regulation strategy
(Assadi-Tehrani et al., 2019). Emotional eating has been
shown to positively predict obesity, food addiction, and
dysfunctional eating patterns (Bassak-Nejad et al., 2018;
Richenberger et al., 2018). Taken together, self-control
may reduce food craving indirectly by limiting
emotional eating. However, empirical evidence
examining this mediational mechanism among obese
adolescents remains limited. Therefore, the present
study aimed to investigate whether emotional eating
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mediates the relationship between self-control and food
craving among obese high-school students.

2. Materials and Methods

This study employed an applied,descriptive-correlational
research design using structural equation modeling
(SEM). The statistical population consisted of obese
female students enrolled in the second level of high
school during the 2019-2020 academic year in Ardabil,
Iran. Due to COVID-19 restrictions and based on SEM
sample size recommendations (minimum of 200
participants), an initial sample of 400 students was
selected through cluster sampling from six high schools
across different districts of Ardabil. Data collection was
conducted online using questionnaires distributed via the
national educational platform (Shad) and social media
groups, with school administrators’ cooperation. BMI
was calculated based on self-reported height and weight.
Students with BMI values above the 95th percentile
(BMI > 28) were classified as obese (Kuczmarski et al.,
2002). After excluding incomplete questionnaires and
non-obese participants, data from 250 students were
retained for analysis. Instruments included:

e Food Craving Trait Questionnaire (Cepeda-Benito

Table 1. Mediating effect
Indirect Path

Self-Control — Emotional Eating — Food Craving
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etal., 2000; a = 0.93),
Self-Control Scale (Tangney et al., 2004; o.= 0.95),
Emotional Eating Scale (Arnow et al., 1995; a =
0.90).
Data analysis was conducted using descriptive statistics,
SEM, and Sobel tests to examine indirect effects. The
variance accounted for (VAF) index was used to assess
the strength of mediation.

3. Results

Descriptive statistics indicated acceptable normality for
all study variables, with skewness and kurtosis values
falling within the 2 range. SEM results demonstrated
that self-control had a significant negative direct effect on
food craving (B =—0.42, T =—5.78) and emotional eating
(B = —0.69, T = —14.80). Emotional eating showed a
significant positive direct effect on food craving (B =
0.25, T =2.76).

Sobel test results confirmed a significant indirect effect
of self-control on food craving through emotional eating
(T = 4.23). The VAF value indicated that 29.1% of the
total effect of self-control on food craving was mediated
by emotional eating, suggesting a partial mediating role.

Sobel T VAF
4.23 29.1%

Mediation Type ‘
Partial mediation

4. Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrated that higher self-control is
associated with lower food craving among obese
adolescents, both directly and indirectly through reduced
emotional eating. These results align with previous
studies highlighting self-control as a key protective
factor against maladaptive eating behaviors (Horacek et
al., 2020; Jacqut et al., 2020). Adolescence represents a
critical  developmental period characterized by
heightened emotional reactivity and vulnerability to
impulsive  behaviors. Food craving reflects a
motivational state that drives immediate consumption,
often overriding long-term health considerations.
Individuals with low self-control may struggle to delay
gratification and anticipate negative consequences,
leading to increased emotional eating and craving-driven
consumption. The significant association between
self-control and emotional eating supports the notion
that self-control functions as a regulatory mechanism
that buffers emotional distress and reduces reliance on
maladaptive coping strategies such as overeating.
Moreover, emotional eating emerged as a significant
predictor of food craving, reinforcing its role as a
proximal mechanism linking negative affect to excessive
food intake (Lopez-Cepero et al., 2020; Smith et al.,

2020). Overall, the results suggest that self-control is a
key psychological resource in preventing food craving
by limiting emotional eating behaviors. Interventions
aimed at enhancing self-control and emotional
regulation skills may be effective strategies for obesity
prevention among adolescents.
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