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Background: Eating behavior is a fundamental behavior for human survival, but it is not solely determined by
biological stimuli such as satiety and hunger. Psychological and social factors play a significant role in shaping
and regulating eating behavior. However, limited research has explored the role of psychological variables in
relation to eating behavior in adolescents. This study aimed to address this research gap by investigating these
relationships.

Aims: The present study aimed to predict eating behavior based on perceived social support and self-esteem
with the mediating role of self-efficacy.

Methods: Based on its objective, the present study is an applied research and methodologically a descriptive-
correlational study. The statistical population included adolescents aged 15 to 18 in Tehran city, from which 250
adolescents were selected using multi-stage cluster sampling. Data were collected using the Dutch Eating
Behavior Questionnaire (van Strien, 1986), the Multidimensional Scale of Perceived Social Support (Zimet et
al., 1988), the Coopersmith Self-Esteem Inventory (Coopersmith, 1986), and the Self-Efficacy Scale (Scherer,
1982). Data were analyzed using statistical methods including Pearson correlation coefficient, multiple
regression using SPSS v22 software, and structural equation modeling using LISREL v8.5.

Results: The results indicated that perceived social support, mediated by self-efficacy, had a significant effect
on eating behavior. The indirect effect was 0.15, and the total effect was 0.68. Furthermore, self-esteem,
mediated by self-efficacy, also had a significant effect on eating behavior. The indirect effect was 0.21, and the
total effect was 0.61.

Conclusion: The findings of the present study suggest that perceived social support and self-esteem, through
the mediating role of self-efficacy, significantly contribute to improved eating behavior. Therefore, it is
recommended that educational programs and interventions related to healthy nutrition in adolescents focus on
strengthening self-efficacy by enhancing social support (such as family and peer support) and promoting self-
esteem. This approach can contribute to the improvement of healthy eating behaviors in adolescents and the
prevention of nutrition-related problems.
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Introduction

Eating behavior is a multifaceted construct
encompassing a wide range of patterns, choices, and
consumption-related motivations, influenced by a
complex interplay of physiological, psychological,
socio-cultural, and genetic factors (Latzer & Stein,
2024). A deep understanding of this behavior is
highly important due to its association with the global
prevalence of epidemics such as obesity, diabetes,
and cardiovascular diseases (Apitz et al., 2025).
Although eating behavior is distinct from eating
disorders, chronic unhealthy eating patterns can
predispose individuals to these serious psychiatric
conditions with significant clinical consequences
(Bulik et al., 2019; Moti et al., 2023; Feng et al.,
2023), which require specialized interventions
(Hambleton et al., 2022).

Adolescence, as a critical developmental stage
characterized by rapid changes, can place adolescents
at higher risk for experiencing mental health
problems like depression and anxiety (Pfeiffer &
Allen, 2021), and their mental health is considered a
public health priority (Santric, 2022). During this
period, key psychological constructs such as self-
esteem (as the evaluative aspect of self-concept)
(Morris & Attgar, 2023) and perceived social support
(including tangible and emotional support from one’s
social network) (Akuba, 2024) play a crucial role in
adolescent well-being and adaptation, and are
associated with reduced psychological distress and
enhanced overall mental health (Gao et al., 2024).
Previous research has also indicated a link between
these individual and interpersonal characteristics and
eating behavior patterns; specifically, social support,
particularly from friends, has been associated with
healthy eating behaviors (Kim et al., 2023,
Fathnejadkazemi et al., 2023; Douri et al., 2022),
while poor relationships and negative aspects of
friendships correlate with unhealthy habits and body
dissatisfaction (Chuang et al., 2021; Zheng et al.,
2021; Tanet al., 2024).

Given the observed associations, it is essential to
examine the underlying mechanisms through which
social support and self-esteem influence eating
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behavior. Self-efficacy, particularly eating self-
efficacy (belief in the ability to regulate eating
behavior) (Tan et al., 2024; Oikarinen et al., 2023), is
proposed as a potential mediating mechanism linked
to better self-regulation and engagement in healthy
eating behaviors (Oikarinen et al., 2023), and can act
as a barrier against using unhealthy eating for
managing negative emotions (Lin et al., 2025).
Theoretical evidence (such as the Theory of Planned
Behavior) and empirical findings (such as the study
by Ali et al., 2021) support the mediating role of self-
efficacy in the pathway from social support and self-
esteem to eating behavior (Relenti & Capistrano,
2025). However, despite numerous related studies,
integrated models examining the simultaneous
mediating role of self-efficacy in the relationship
between perceived social support and self-esteem
with eating behavior, especially in adolescent
populations, are limited. Therefore, the present study
was conducted with the aim of investigating this
model and filling this research gap.

Method

The present study employed a causal-correlational
design based on structural equation modeling. The
statistical population comprised all 15-18 year old
second-grade high school students studying in
schools in Tehran city during the 2024-2025
academic year. Multi-stage cluster sampling was
used, whereby educational districts, schools, and
subsequently students were selected. The sample size
was determined based on Loehlin’s (2004)
recommendation for models involving 4 latent
variables (requiring 200 participants) and was
increased to 250 to account for potential attrition.
Data were analyzed using structural equation
modeling via LISREL version 8.5 software.

Results

A total of 247 students participated in this study. The
age distribution of the participants was as follows:
20.2% were 15 years old, 29.6% were 16, 25.9% were
17, and 24.3% were 18 years old. In terms of grade
level, 30% were in the tenth grade, 33.6% in the
eleventh, and 36.4% in the twelfth. Table 1 presents
the correlation matrix of the study variables.



Journal of

Vol. 24, No. 153, 2025

Table 1. Correlation Matrix of Study Variables

Variable 1 2 . 2
Eating Behavior 1
Social Support ggﬁ 1
Self-Esteem 8;38? 8;831 !
Self-Efficacy 8;(2)3? 8538‘11 85381 !

The correlation coefficient between eating behavior
and social support was 0.372, with self-esteem was
0.482, and with self-efficacy was 0.243. The
correlation coefficient between social support and
self-esteem was found to be 0.631, and with self-
efficacy was 0.394. The correlation coefficient

between self-esteem and self-efficacy was found to be
0.431. Given the obtained significance levels (p <
.001 for all correlations), the hypothesis of a
significant relationship among self-efficacy, self-
esteem, perceived social support, and eating behavior
is confirmed with 95% confidence.

Table 2. Mediation Analysis Results: Indirect Effects on Eating Behavior

Path

Indirect Effect

Total Effect  Sobel Test Statistic Standard Error

Perceived Social Support -> Self-Efficacy -> Eating Behavior

Self-Esteem -> Self-Efficacy -> Eating Behavior

0/15
0/21

0/68 4/5
0/61 2/4

0/11
0/22

To examine the effect of perceived social support on
eating behavior mediated by self-efficacy, the Sobel
test statistic was calculated as 4.5, which indicated a
significant indirect relationship between perceived
social support and eating behavior through the
mediating role of self-efficacy. Based on
unstandardized coefficients, the indirect effect via
self-efficacy was 0.15, and the total effect of
perceived social support on eating behavior was
found to be 0.68.

Similarly, to investigate the effect of self-esteem on
eating behavior mediated by self-efficacy, the Sobel
test statistic was calculated as 2.4, which indicated a
significant indirect relationship between self-esteem
and eating behavior through the mediating role of
self-efficacy. Based on unstandardized coefficients,
the indirect effect via self-efficacy was 0.21, and the
total effect of self-esteem on eating behavior was
found to be 0.61.

Conclusion

The present study aimed to investigate the model
predicting eating behavior with the mediating role of
self-efficacy in adolescents, and the main hypothesis
was confirmed. Findings indicated that perceived
social support significantly predicted self-efficacy in

adolescents, such that higher social support was
associated with higher self-efficacy (Zhang et al.,
2024; Wang et al., 2024). This relationship can be
explained based on Bandura’s (1990) social cognitive
theory, which posits that social support acts as a
factor that strengthens verbal persuasion and mastery
experiences, thereby enhancing self-efficacy (Akuba,
2024; Gao et al., 2024; Santric, 2022; Pfeiffer &
Allen, 2021). Furthermore, self-esteem also
significantly  predicted self-efficacy; meaning
adolescents with higher self-esteem reported greater
self-efficacy, consistent with previous research
findings (Malverno et al., 2021). This finding
suggests that an individual’s positive overall
evaluation of themselves (Morris & Attgar, 2023)
provides a foundation for developing beliefs in
specific abilities across different domains (Chuang et
al., 2021).

The study results indicated that self-efficacy was
significantly related to eating behavior in adolescents,
with higher self-efficacy associated with healthier
eating patterns. This finding is consistent with the
research literature which considers eating self-
efficacy a strong predictor of healthy eating behaviors
(Oikarinen et al., 2023; Lin et al., 2025). According
to Bandura’s theory (1990) and health behavior
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models (Relenti & Capistrano, 2025), self-efficacy, as
the belief in one’s ability to perform a behavior, is a
key factor in self-regulation and persistence in
healthy behaviors. The most significant finding of the
study was the confirmation of the mediating role of
self-efficacy in the relationship between perceived
social support and self-esteem with eating behavior.
This means that social support and self-esteem
indirectly influence adolescent eating behavior by
impacting self-efficacy, which aligns with theoretical
models (Relenti & Capistrano, 2025; Ali etal., 2021).
In adolescence, this mechanism suggests that support
and self-esteem, by increasing the overall sense of
competence, strengthen the adolescent’s belief in
their ability to manage eating-related situations
(Pfeiffer & Allen, 2021; Gao et al., 2024; Akuba,
2024) and enable them to make healthier choices
(Koucka et al., 2023; Salles, 2017; Nazemi et al.,
2016).

The present study faced several limitations, including
its cross-sectional nature, reliance on self-report
measures, sample limited to adolescents in one city,
and the exclusion of other relevant variables. Based
on these limitations, it is suggested that future
research utilize longitudinal designs, investigate
moderating  variables (such as gender and
socioeconomic status), and employ mixed methods.
From a practical standpoint, the findings of this study
underscore the necessity for designing multi-
component interventions in educational and clinical
settings aimed at promoting healthy eating behavior
in adolescents. These interventions should not only
focus on strengthening social support resources and
increasing self-esteem but also specifically target and
enhance self-efficacy related to regulating eating
behaviors to achieve greater effectiveness in
improving adolescent dietary patterns.
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