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Abstract

There is an increasing incidences of eating disorders and social anxieties among student
population. The present study investigated the relationship between social anxiety and eating
disorders among undergraduate students (N = 150) aged 19-30 using the Liebowitz Social
Anxiety Scale (LSAS; Liebowitz, 1987) and Eating Disorder Examination Questionnaire
(EDE-Q; Fairburn & Beglin, 2008). Results indicated a positive and significant relationship
between overall and subscale scores. This suggests that social anxiety may be a risk factor for
eating disorders. Implications of these findings and suggestions for future research are
discussed.
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Introduction

Social anxiety and eating disorders are prevalent among university graduates
(American Psychological Association, 2020) and received a significant amount of attention.
Social anxiety among university graduates tends to persist into adulthood and can have a
significant impact on daily functioning and quality of life (Hinrichs-Krapels et al., 2021;
Lavender & Anderson, 2016). Social anxiety is a highly debilitating disorder that can lead to
significant functional impairment, including difficulties in forming and maintaining
relationships, difficulties in academic and occupational functioning, and reduced quality of life
(Stein & Kean, 2000). The literature suggests that university graduates are at a higher risk of
developing social anxiety and eating disorders, compared to the general population (Hinrichs-
Krapels et al., 2021)

Kjaer & Kjaer (2019) found that individuals with social anxiety tend to experience more
body dissatisfaction and a negative body image, which are significant risk factors for the
development of eating disorders. The study also found that social anxiety was associated with
increased stress levels, which can exacerbate symptoms of both conditions.

Individuals with high levels of social anxiety tend to have a lower quality of life,
compared to those with lower levels of social anxiety, highlighting the importance of
addressing social anxiety in individuals with eating disorders, as it can have a significant impact
on their overall well-being ( Kim & Park,2020)
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The relationship between social anxiety and eating disorders has been demonstrated in
clinical studies (Fairburn & Beglin, 2008). For instance, research by Zhang et al. (2021)
suggests that individuals with social anxiety are more likely to engage in disordered eating
behaviours, such as binge eating and purging. Furthermore, findings from a recent study
conducted by Fairburn and Beglin (2008) indicated that individuals with higher levels of social
anxiety were significantly more likely to experience binge eating, compared to individuals with
lower levels of social anxiety. These results suggest that there is a strong link between social
anxiety and eating disorders, which is significant for understanding and treating these
conditions. Thus, it is essential to recognize the complex relationship between social anxiety
and disordered eating behaviours and to address the issue in order to ensure effective treatment.

Graduate students who experience high levels of stress and anxiety are more susceptible
to disordered eating behaviours (Brosschot, Verkuil, & Verburgt,2006), struggles with social
anxiety and body dissatisfaction are more prone to engage in binge and restrictive eating
behaviours (Fulkerson et al. 2007), graduate students who are experiencing high levels of social
anxiety and body dissatisfaction are at a greater risk of engaging in disordered eating
behaviours (Felzien et al. 2011; Haedt-Matt et al. 2011).

University students experience a variety of stressors, like academic pressure, financial
stress, and social pressures, which may put them at risk of developing social anxiety and eating
disorders (Henderson & Murnen, 2009). If left unaddressed, these conditions can have serious
physical and mental health effects and can impair university students' academic and personal
lives (American Psychological Association, 2006; Pettersson & Roen, 2017). Exploring the
connection between social anxiety and eating disorders among university students can provide
valuable information on the links between the two and aid in the creation of intervention
programs to help students (Haynos et al., 2009; Brouwer et al., 2015), potentially leading to an
enhanced overall wellbeing.

The present study aims to investigate the relationship between social anxiety and eating
disorder among university students.Following assumptions were made:

There would be a significant relationship between overall scores for LSAS and EDE-Q.

There would be a significant relationship between subscale scores for LSAS and EDE-Q.
Method

Participants

The sample comprises 150 university students (75 men; 75 women) recruited from
different departments (Arts, Science, Business Management) University of Karachi, Pakistan.
Their age ranged from 19-30 years.

Material

The consent form explained the purpose of the research, specifying that the information
collected would only be used for research purposes. Participants were informed that their
participation was voluntary and that they would not receive any compensation. They were also
given the right to withdraw from the study at any time without any consequences.

Basic demographic information about age, sex, and faculty was also collected.

Liebowitz Social Anxiety Scale( LSAS, Liebowitz,1987) contains 24- items with two
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subscales for anxiety and performance fear and avoidance of social interactions with fear of
social interaction (11 items) and the performance of various actions(13 items). LSAS
demonstrates good indices of alpha reliabilities for overall and subscales and test-retest
reliability and construct validity (Karami, Zakiei., & Rostami, 2012; Mahbobi, Etemadi,
Khorasani, & Ghiasi,2012).

The Eating Disorder Examination Questionnaire(EDE-Q, Fairburn & Beglin, 2008)
comprises of 28-items with four subscales of Restraint (5-items), Eating Concern (5- items),
Shape Concern (8 items), and Weight Concern (5- items). Scale demonstrates sound
psychometric properties concerning internal consistency, test-retest reliability and validities
(Peterson et al.,2007; Mond et al. 2004; Luce& Crowther,1999).

Procedure

Students from different faculties at the University of Karachi-Pakistan were approached
and described the details of the study and asked to complete questionnaires. The responses
were gathered and simultaneously entered in SPSS-23 for scorings for analysis.

Results
Table 1 Demographics (N=150)
Variables Frequency(f) Percentage (%)
Age (years)
19-24
85 56.6
25-30
65 43.3
Gender
Men
77 51.3
Women
73 48.6
Faculty
51
Arts and Humanities 34
63
Science 42
36
Business Administration 24

Table 1 shows the demographic profile of the participants
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Table 2 Pearson Product-Moment Correlations of LSAS and EDE-Q

Measures LSAS(T) FE AD
EDE-Q (T) 30** 26%* 21%*
RS 24%* 24** 23**
EC 30** 25%* 27%*
SC .35%* A5** 29*
WC 29%* 247 26%*

Note: EDE-Q (T)= Eating Disorder Examination -Questionnaire(total),
RS=Restraint, EC=Eating Concern, SC=Shape Concern, WC=Weight Concern, LSA(T)=
Liebowitz Social Anxiety Scale (Total),FE=Fear, AD= Avoidance p>.01**, p>0.05

Discussion

This study explores the association between social anxiety and eating disorders among
university students. Results confirm previous assumptions and demonstrate positive
correlations between the two variables, as reported in previous studies (Hayes et al., 2006;
Calogero et al., 2009; Saravane et al., 2018; Linardon et al., 2015). The outcomes are suggestive
of the notion that individuals with social anxiety may use eating disorders as a coping strategy
for their anxieties, in order to gain a sense of control and stability (Nolen-Hoeksema,1987;
Latner &Wilson, 2001).

The findings of Braun and Sunday (1998) and Waller et al. (2000) that higher levels of
social anxiety among university students are associated with increased positive significance for
overall and subscale values of social anxiety and eating disorders were confirmed. Moreover,
Crowther et al. (1998) found that social anxiety was associated with higher scores on the
restraint and eating concern subscales of the EDE-Q.

Socially anxious young adults indulge in faulty comparisons about appearances, and
compare themselves to socially perfect images, this exacerbates negative perceptions of
appearance (Webb, Zimmer-Gembeck, & Donovan, 2014) possess vague self-concept,
negative cognitions about self-appearance, easily endorses the belief that others are more
attractive (Rapee et al., 2020; Ranta, Tuomisto, Kaltiala-Heino, Rantanen, & Marttunen, 2014).

Peer relationships are a major aspect of the development of social anxieties, difficulties
in establishing and maintaining positive peer relationships can exacerbate negative appearance
perceptions in individuals with social apprehensions (Rapee et al.,2019; Wong& Rapee,2016),
appearance concerns are linked factor for social anxiety and eating disorders (Levinson et
al.,2018) among university students.It is also worthwhile to mention that students face
academic and financial burdens which lead to the development of eating disorders (Henderson
& Murnen,2009); academic demands and the stress associated with grades resulting adverse
impact on dietary habits (Trigueros et al., 2020) such stressors impact on eating disorders
(Pettersson & Roen,2017) Also cultural and family factors (Amianto et al., 2011; Smolak &
Murnen, 2011), parental attitudes towards food and weight, contributes towards an increasing
the risk of eating disorders among student population (Nigg & Goldschmidt, 1999).
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This study has shed light on the relationship between eating disorders and social
anxiety. However, the results must be interpreted with caution due to the cross-sectional design,
small sample size, and self-reported measures. To further investigate the cultural and
psychological factors that influence eating disturbances and social anxieties, future studies
should employ a larger sample size and a mixed-methods approach. This information can then
be used to develop early detection, diagnosis, and intervention strategies, as well as awareness
initiatives, to improve the academic performance and overall well-being of students.

References
American Psychological Association. (2006). Eating disorders. In Diagnostic and statistical

manual of mental disorders (4th ed., text revision). Washington, DC: Author.
American Psychological Association. (2020). Social anxiety and eating disorders among

university graduates. [Data file]. Retrieved from
https://www.apa.org/research/reports/social-anxiety-eating-disorders-university-
graduates.

Amianto, F., Dario, C., Abbate Daga, G., Fassino, S., & Rovera, G. G. (2011). The role of
culture in eating disorders. International Journal of Eating Disorders, 44(3), 242-248.

Braun, D. L., & Sunday, S. R. (1998). The relationship between social anxiety and disordered
eating in a non-clinical population. International Journal of Eating Disorders, 23(4),
373-379.

Brosschot, V. F., Verkuil, B., & Verburgt, L. M. (2006). The role of stress in the development
of eating disorders in university students. European Eating Disorders Review, 14(1),
47-54.

Brouwer, A., Oldehinkel, A. J., Borsboom, G. J., et al. (2015). The interplay between anxiety
disorders and eating disorders. International Journal of Eating Disorders, 48(6), 754-
764.

Calogero, R. M., Davis, W. N., Thompson, J. K., & Curtin, C. (2009). Social anxiety, body
dissatisfaction, and disordered eating behaviours in young women. Journal of Anxiety
Disorders, 23(2), 171-177.

Crowther, J. H., La Greca, A. M., & Petrie, T. A. (1998). Social anxiety and depression among
adolescent girls: Relationships with disordered eating and perceived pubertal timing.
Journal of Adolescent Health, 23(3), 159-167

Fairburn, C. G., & Beglin, S. J. (2008). Studies of the Eating Disorder Examination (EDE): the
EDE interview and self-report questionnaire. In Handbook of Assessment and
Treatment Planning for Psychological Disorders (pp. 557-581). Guilford Press.

Felzien, K. E., Smith, A. R., & Thomas, J. J. (2011). Social anxiety and disordered eating in
university students. Eating Disorders, 19(4), 325-336.

Fulkerson, J. A., Striegel-Moore, R. H., & Larson, N. I. (2007). Risk factors for binge eating
onset in adolescent girls: A 3-year prospective study. Journal of Adolescent Health,
40(2), 144-151.

Haedt-Matt, A. A., Keel, P. K., & Mitchell, J. E. (2011). The interplay of anxiety and disordered
eating in university students. International Journal of Eating Disorders, 44(6), 657-
663.

Hayes, J. F., Creed, F., & Williams, S. (2006). Social anxiety and the maintenance of eating
disorders. International Journal of Eating Disorders, 39(4), 350-357.

Haynos, A. F., Fruzzetti, A. E., & Babcock, J. C. (2009). An examination of social anxiety and
disordered eating in an inpatient sample. International Journal of Eating Disorders,
42(5), 496-500.

Henderson, K. A., & Murnen, S. K. (2009). “Everybody’s doing it”: A test of the general theory

Res Militaris, vol.12, n°5, December Issue 2022 1544


https://www.apa.org/research/reports/social-anxiety-eating-disorders-university-graduates
https://www.apa.org/research/reports/social-anxiety-eating-disorders-university-graduates

ﬁm RES MILITARIS Social Science Journal

of status contests and eating disorders. Sex Roles, 61(9-10), 647-659.

Hinrichs-Krapels, J. K., Bouman, T. K., Emmelkamp, P. M., & Bamelis, L. L. (2021). Social
anxiety disorder in adulthood: A review of the literature. Journal of Anxiety Disorders,
35(6), 439-448.

Karami, J., Zakiei, A., & Rostami, S. (2012). The role of meta-cognitive beliefs and self-
efficacy in predicting social phobia in third-grade boy students in Kermanshah. Journal
of School Psychology, 1(1), 62-75.

Kim, H. J., & Park, H. J. (2020). The impact of social anxiety on the quality of life in
individuals with eating disorders. Journal of Affective Disorders, 270, 150-154.

Kjaer, T., & Kjaer, K. (2019). Social anxiety and disordered eating: An exploratory study.
Journal of Eating Disorders, 7(1), 29.

Latner, J. D., & Wilson, G. T. (2001). Eating disorders and obesity. Annual Review of
Psychology, 52, 187-213.

Lavender, J. M., & Anderson, R. A. (2016). The effectiveness of cognitive-behavioural therapy
and mindfulness-based interventions for eating disorders: A systematic review. Eating
Disorders, 24(2), 122-140.

Levinson, C. A., Brosof, L. C., Vanzhula, I., Christian, C., Jones, P., Rodebaugh, T. L., et al.
(2018). Social anxiety and eating disorder comorbidity and underlying vulnerabilities:
Using network analysis to conceptualize comorbidity. International Journal of Eating
Disorders, 51(7), 693-709. doi: 10.1002/eat.22890

Linardon, J., Touyz, S., & Beumont, P. J. (2015). Social anxiety and body dissatisfaction in
adolescent girls: Implications for the development of eating disorders. Journal of
Psychiatric Research, 63, 1-6.

Luce, K. H., & Crowther, J. H. (1999). The reliability of the eating disorder examination-Self-
report questionnaire version (EDE-Q). International Journal of Eating Disorders, 25,
349-351.

Mahbobi, M., Etemadi, M., Khorasani, E., & Ghiasi, M. (2012). The relationship between
spiritual health and social anxiety in chemical veterans. Journal of Military Medicine,
14(3), 186-191.

Mond, J. M., Hay, P. J., Rodgers, B., Owen, C., & Beumont, P. J. V. (2004). Temporal stability
of the Eating Disorder Examination Questionnaire. International Journal of Eating
Disorders, 36, 195-203. doi: 10.1002/eat.20021

Nigg, J. T., & Goldschmidt, A. B. (1999). Family influences on the development of eating
disorders. Clinical Psychology Review, 19(4), 435-450.

Nolen-Hoeksema, S. (1987). Sex differences in unipolar depression: Evidence and theory.
Psychological Bulletin, 101(2), 259-282.

Peterson, C. B., Crosby, R. D., Wonderlich, S. A., Joiner, T., Crow, S. J., Mitchell, J. E., &
others. (2007). Psychometric properties of the eating disorder examination-
questionnaire: Factor structure and internal consistency. International Journal of
Eating Disorders, 40, 386-389. doi: 10.1002/eat.20307

Pettersson, E., & Roen, K. A. (2017). Eating disorders and depression: A review of the
literature. International Journal of Eating Disorders, 50(2), 125-135.

Ranta, K., Tuomisto, M. T., Kaltiala-Heino, R., Rantanen, P., & Marttunen, M. (2014).
Cognition, imagery, and coping among adolescents with social anxiety and phobia:
Testing the Clark and Wells model in the population. Clinical Psychology &
Psychotherapy, 21, 252-263. https://doi.org/10.1002/cpp.1833

Rapee, R. M., Forbes, M. K., Oar, E. L., Richardson, C. E., Johnco, C. J., Magson, N. R., et al.
(2020). Testing a concurrent model of social anxiety in preadolescence. International
Journal of Behavior Development, 44, 505-514.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0165025420912014

Res Militaris, vol.12, n°5, December Issue 2022 1545



https://doi.org/10.1002/cpp.1833
https://doi.org/10.1177/0165025420912014

s mieiTanis Social Science Journal

Rapee, R. M., Qar, E. L., Johnco, C. J., Forbes, M. K., Fardouly, J., Magson, N. R., et al.
(2019). Adolescent development and risk for the onset of social-emotional disorders: A
review and conceptual model. Behaviour Research and Therapy, 123, 103501.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.brat.2019.103501

Saravane, N., Chassany, O., Bouvard, M., Rey, G., & Lépine, J. P. (2018). Social anxiety
disorder and eating disorders: A systematic review. Journal of Affective Disorders, 226,
13-20.

Smolak, L., & Murnen, S. K. (2011). The cultural context of body dissatisfaction and eating
disorders. Body Image, 8(1), 1-9.

Stein, M. B., & Kean, Y. M. (2000). Social anxiety disorder: More than just shyness.
Psychiatric Clinics of North America, 23(2), 363-381.

Trigueros, R., Padilla, A. M., Aguilar-Parra, J. M., Rocamora-Pérez, P., Morales-Gazquez, M.
J., & Lépez-Liria, R. (2020). The influence of emotional intelligence on resilience, test
anxiety, academic stress, and the Mediterranean diet: A study with university students.
International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health, 17(7), 2071.

Waller, G., Sen, R., & Palmer, R. L. (2000). Social anxiety and the interpretation of positive
and negative feedback in a simulated public speaking test. Behaviour Research and
Therapy, 38(7), 679-690.

Webb, H. J., Zimmer-Gembeck, M. J., & Donovan, C. L. (2014). The appearance culture
between friends and adolescent appearance-based rejection sensitivity. Journal of
Adolescence, 37, 347-358. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.adolescence.2014.02.008

Wong, Q. J. J.,, & Rapee, R. M. (2016). The aetiology and maintenance of social anxiety
disorder: A synthesis of complementary theoretical models and formulation of a new
integrated  model.  Journal  of  Affective  Disorders, 203, 84-100.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2016.05.069

Zhang, L., Guo, X., & Li, J. (2021). The comorbidity of social anxiety and eating disorders in
university students: A systematic review and meta-analysis. Journal of Affective
Disorders, 280, 646-657.

Res Militaris, vol.12, n°5, December Issue 2022 1546


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.brat.2019.103501
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.adolescence.2014.02.008
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jad.2016.05.069

