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The role of body dissatisfaction as a key factor in the development of eating disorders has
been continuously attracting the attention of researchers in the field of Psychology.
Preliminary research has shown that some existential factors have significant impact on
body dissatisfaction. This study investigated whether and in which way Body
Dissatisfaction is associated with Existential Anxiety, Meaning in Life, and Satisfaction
with Life. Hypotheses developed concern the significance of relation between Body
Dissatisfaction and Existential factors, differences between sexes regarding body image,
predictive models for Body Dissatisfaction including the interactive effect of Age and Sex.
Empirical results have been derived from a sample of 799 adolescent and adult
participants from the general population in Greece, reporting on five well-known
questionnaires - Body Shape Questionnaire - 8C, Multidimensional Body-Self Relations
Questionnaire-Appearance Scales, Existential Anxiety Questionnaire, Meaning in Life
Questionnaire and Satisfaction with Life Scale. Results indicated significant relations of
Body Dissatisfaction variables with Existential Anxiety and Search for Meaning in Life.
Explanatory models predicting Body Dissatisfaction were identified, which also showed
that changes in Body Shape Dissatisfaction over Age were not differentiated by Sex, while
changes in Overweight Preoccupation over Age were affected by Sex. The current study
provides evidence that existential issues have an impact on Body Dissatisfaction;
revealing a new perspective that could be integrated in counselling practice for better
understanding of eating disorders, and consequently enrich and deepen the counselling

process.
Highlights

» Body Shape Dissatisfaction and Overweight Preoccu-
pation were found to be positively correlated with Ex-
istential Anxiety and Search for Meaning in Life.

» Satisfaction with Life was positively related to Ap-
pearance Evaluation, whereas negatively to Body
Shape Dissatisfaction.

» Presence of Meaning in Life was identified as a sig-
nificant predictive factor for Body Areas Satisfaction,
and Search for Meaning in Life for Overweight Preoc-
cupation.

+ Existential Anxiety, BMI and Sex were the three com-
mon variables explaining the predictability of Body
Shape Dissatisfaction, Body Areas Satisfaction and
Overweight Preoccupation.

» Changes in Body Shape Dissatisfaction over Age were
not differentiated by Sex, while changes in Over-
weight preoccupation over Age were affected by Sex.

Introduction

Body image is defined as a mental image of the size,
shape, and contour of our own bodies, as well as of our feel-
ings regarding these characteristics and parts of our bodies

(Slade, 1988). Although, body image is a complex and mul-
tifaceted construct (Cash & Pruzinsky, 1990), in contempo-
rary Western society the major focus has been concentrated
on the body’s appearance (Tiggemann, 2004). Historically,
body image research has focused on females, whereas re-
cent studies have paid increased attention to men’s body
image issues (Edwards et al., 2014). Thus, body dissatisfac-
tion, which manifests as a negative subjective evaluation
of one’s physical body (American Psychiatric Association,
2013), seems to be common among men and women in the
developed world (Karazsia et al., 2017) with prevalence es-
timates ranging from 11 to 72% among women and 8 to
61% among men (Fiske et al., 2014). People with higher lev-
els of body dissatisfaction are at greater risk of eating disor-
ders (Rohde et al., 2015), thus making body dissatisfaction,
a key variable in the development of eating disorders (Stice
etal., 2011).

Body dissatisfaction: report on the case of Greece

The Greek population could not be differentiated; recent
epidemiological data show that, children and adolescents
present an increased risk for developing eating disorders
(Tsekoura et al., 2021). Thus, investigating body dissatis-
faction is considered necessary, especially, if we take into
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account the sociocultural context of the last years and the
period, which the research, was conducted; characterized
mainly by Greece being part of European Union for over 40
years, during which it enjoyed an unprecedented continu-
ous growth in standard of living for 30 years, until 2009
when it was faced by a major economic crisis.

Factors that could have a significant impact on eating
disorder incidence in Greece (Janicic & Bairaktari, 2014)
are: i) the impact of economic crisis on mental health (i.e.
the stress related to crisis), ii) the repercussions of these
dramatic socioeconomic changes and ii) the fact that coun-
tries and cultures in transition tend to display increased
rates of disturbed eating or fully-fleged eating disorders
(Nasser et al., 2001; Schneider-Sliwa, 2006).

Moreover, stark contrasts emerged between the tradi-
tional and contemporary Greek views of health, beauty, and
eating attitudes (Yannakoulia et al., 2003). It is interesting
to consider the drastic changes that have occurred within
Greek culture in light of the fact that today the ideal for
women is thin and waif-like (Janicic & Bairaktari, 2014).

Also, the Mediterranean diet, typically referenced for
its health and salutary benefits, no longer characterizes
the contemporary Greek nutritional intake (Yannakoulia et
al., 2003). Due to the influences of rapid modernization
and societal evolution, dietary habits have significantly al-
tered eating behavior and food quality (Janicic & Bairaktari,
2014); there is evidence of abnormal eating, or increased
BMI (Bilali et al., 2010; Kostopoulou et al., 2021).

Although, there are not sufficient epidemiological data
and it is difficult to make accurate evaluations about eating
disorder rates, the influential role of urbanization and glob-
alization on Greece’s societal values, eating patterns, body
image and beauty ideals cannot be denied (Janicic &
Bairaktari, 2014).

There is not much published work on body dissatisfac-
tion in Greece, with some studies concentrating mainly on
abnormal eating or overweight risk factors for children and
adolescents (i.e. Bilali et al., 2010; Tsekoura et al., 2021).
Some important information could be drawn from inves-
tigations on Greek-Cypriot samples, which address predic-
tive factors of disordered eating and body image satisfac-
tion (Argyrides & Kkeli, 2015), and examine body image
differences across different ages (Mousoulidou et al., 2019).

Associations between Body Dissatisfaction and
Existential Anxiety, Meaning in Life, Satisfaction
with Life

A bundle of research indicates preliminary evidence on
the connection between eating pathology or body dissatis-
faction and existential anxiety, meaning in life and satisfac-
tion with life.

Existential anxiety is hypothesized to be a core human
issue in a great deal of theoretical and philosophical writing
(e.g., Tillich, 1952; Yalom, 1980). The present study em-
ployed Tillich’s (1952) theory of existential anxiety, revolv-
ing around three related domains of apprehension: a) fate
- death, b) emptiness - meaninglessness, c) guilt - condem-
nation (Weems et al., 2004). Yalom (1980) suggests that
as there is no way of dealing with existential issues other

than by confronting them, many individuals develop convo-
luted ways of avoiding them. From literature review, there
is preliminary evidence that anorexia nervosa may serve as
a maladaptive attempt to distract attention away from exis-
tential concerns (Fox & Leung, 2009); suggesting that peo-
ple with vulnerability to eating disorders may have limited
skills for dealing with existential anxiety and that anorexia
nervosa may be one way of imposing meaning on their
world (Fox & Leung, 2009).

Several recent studies have revealed a correlation be-
tween meaning in life and body dissatisfaction or eating
pathology, showing that meaning in life constitutes a pro-
tective factor against eating disorders or body dissatisfac-
tion (Géngora, 2014; Marco et al., 2017, 2019). Although,
meaning in life seems to be an inherent construct of exis-
tential anxiety, it is often studied as an independent con-
cept (Goéngora, 2014) and was considered as such in our re-
search.

Furthermore, satisfaction with life, which refers to the
cognitive evaluation of subjective well-being (Lucas & Di-
ener, 2009) seems to be a predictor of eating related symp-
toms and body dissatisfaction (Gongora, 2014).

The Present Study

Body dissatisfaction, which often precedes or omens the
onset of eating disorders, has not been adequately studied
in relation to existential anxiety, meaning in life, and satis-
faction with life. The purpose of our research was twofold:
i) to examine the role of existential issues on body dissatis-
faction and provide empirical results, at a specific national
setting for the first time, thus expanding existing literature,
and ii) to identify aspects that could be employed in coun-
selling practice with individuals confronting body image or
eating problems. Our empirical study population included
all age groups (adolescents, adults, elderly) of both sexes,
enabling results not to be limited to one population cate-
gory, but be applied rather widely.

Based on the aims of the study, the following research
hypotheses were developed:

H1: Body Dissatisfaction will be positively related to
Existential Anxiety and negatively to Presence of
Meaning in Life and Satisfaction with Life.

H2: There will be no differences between female and
male participants concerning Body Dissatisfaction
variables when BMI and Age are controlled.

H3: Existential Anxiety, Search for Meaning in Life, and
BMI will be significant predictors of Body Dissatisfac-
tion factors.

H4: Interaction between Age and Sex will affect the
predictive power of Body Dissatisfaction factors.

Method
Participants

A total of 799 individuals in Greece participated in the
study. Specifically, respondents comprised 239 adolescent
high school students (Myge = 16.16, SDage = .77, Range
15-17), and 560 adults (Mge = 42.55, SDage = 15.76, Range

18-93). The sample included 529 (66.2%) females (Myge =
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Table 1. Socio-demographic characteristics of the sample (N, 4,1ts = 560, N, golescents=299)
Age 15-17 18-29 30-39 40-49 50-59 60+
% sample
Adolescent 100
% sample 228 30.4 19.4 14.9 125
Adults ) . ’ ) ’
0,
% sample 29.9 16.0 213 13.6 104 88
total
BMI Underweight Normal 18.5 - Overweight Obesity E;(tt);:?e
<18.5 24.9 25.0-29.9 30.0-39.9 20 O+y
% sample
Adolescent 13.7 53.2 11.7 1.3
% sample
Adults 3.9 58.9 271 9.2 0.9
0,
% sample 6.8 57.2 225 6.8 0.6
total
Marital Single Married Divorced Widower
Status
% sample
Adolescent 100
% sample
Adults 46.8 41.6 7 4.6
0,
% sample 62.7 29.2 4.9 3.2
total
Educational Primary Junior high Senior high Vocational Universit Postgraduate
Level school school school school Y studies
% sample 100
Adolescent
% sample 5 2 12.5 8.5 42 30
Adults
% sample 3.5 14 38.7 6.0 29.4 21.0
total
Professional No Occasional Partial Full Retiree Student
Status employment employment employment employment
% sample 100
Adolescent
% sample 10.9 7.7 3.1 61.1 10.9 6.3
Adults
% sample 7.6 54 2.2 42.8 7.6 34.3
total

34.37, SDyge = 17.20, Mgy = 22.94, SDpyp = 4.28) and 270
(33.8%) males (Mg, = 35.22, SDyqp = 19.16, Mpyp = 24.94,
SDgyr = 4.02). Out of the 799 participants, 6.8% were con-
sidered’ underweight (BMI <18.5, Myge = 22.39, SDgg,
10.79), 60.8% of normal weight (BMI 18.5 - 24.9, Mige
30.35, SDq, = 14.31), 23.3% of overweight (BMI 25.0 - 29.9,
Mg, = 43.85, SD,g, = 20.29), 7.1% of obesity (BMI 30.0 -
39.9, Myg, = 50.14, SD o, = 18.85) and 0.6% of extreme obe-
sity (BMI 40+, M, = 45.00, SD,,¢, = 13.62). Detailed char-
acteristics of the sample are presented in Table 1.

Measures

Participants reported their gender, age, current height
and weight and completed the following five question-
naires:

Body Shape Questionnaire - 8C (BSQ-8C)

Body Shape Questionnaire - 8C (Evans & Dollan, 1993) is
a short version of the BSQ (Cooper et al., 1986) measuring
the extent of psychopathology of concerns about body

1 BMI Classification according to National, Heart, Lung and Blood Institute. U.S. Department of Health & Human Services.

The European Journal of Counselling Psychology 3



Existential Factors’ Impact on Body Dissatisfaction: An Empirical Study of Greek Adolescents and Adults

shape. The questions refer to the subject’s state over the
past four weeks. Higher values on the BSQ indicate more
body dissatisfaction. It is a one-dimensional instrument,
with results of reliability analyses showing high internal
consistency (.93), excellent test-retest reliability (r=.95),
and high convergent validity. The internal consistency, for
our sample, measured by Cronbach’s a, was a = .89.

Multidimensional Body-Self Relations
Questionnaire-Appearance Scales (MBSRQ-AS)

The Multidimensional Body-Self Relations Question-
naire-Appearance Scales (MBSRQ-AS; Cash, 2000) is a self-
report inventory comprising five subscales with good psy-
chometric properties for males and females: (a) Appearance
Evaluation assesses feelings of satisfaction or dissatisfac-
tion with one’s appearance and higher scores indicate
greater feelings of satisfaction; (b) Appearance Orientation
assesses the degree of investment in one’s appearance; (c)
Body Areas Satisfaction assesses satisfaction or dissatisfac-
tion with specific body areas, weight, height, and muscle
tone and higher scores indicate greater body satisfaction;
(d) Overweight Preoccupation assesses fat anxiety, weight
vigilance, dieting, and eating restraint; and (e) Self-Clas-
sified Weight assesses how the person perceives his or her
weight, from very underweight to very overweight. The MB-
SRQ has strong convergent, discriminant, and construct va-
lidities (Cash, 2000). Internal consistencies for our sample
were a = .86 for Appearance Evaluation, a = .78 for Appear-
ance Orientation, a =.79 for Body Areas Satisfaction, a=.72
for Overweight Preoccupation and a = .86 for Self-classified
Weight.

Existential Anxiety Questionnaire (EAQ)

The Existential Anxiety Questionnaire (EAQ; Weems et
al., 2004) assess the critical domains and sub-concepts
(death - fate, meaninglessness - emptiness, condemnation
- guilt) outlined in Tillich’s (1952) work. Results of relia-
bility analyses indicate that the EAQ has adequate internal
consistency (a = .71), a two-week test-retest reliability (r =
.72, p < .001) and a factor structure consistent with theory
(Weems et al., 2004). In this study, the internal consistency
wasa=.71.

Meaning in Life Questionnaire (MLQ)

The Meaning in Life Questionnaire (MLQ; Steger et al.,
2006) assesses two dimensions of meaning in life —Presence
and Search for Meaning in Life. The Presence of Meaning
subscale measures how full respondents feel their lives are
of meaning. The Search for Meaning subscale measures
how engaged and motivated respondents are in efforts to
find meaning or deepen their understanding of meaning
in their lives. The MLQ has excellent reliability, test-retest
stability, stable factor structure, and convergence among
informants. Internal consistencies for our sample, were a =
.84 for presence and a = .84 for search.

Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS)

The Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS; Diener et al.,
1985) assesses an individual’s global judgment of life sat-
isfaction as a whole, providing an integrated judgment of
how a person’s life is going. It is one of the most widely
used wellbeing measures, demonstrating good psychomet-
ric properties (Pavot & Diener, 2008). In this sample, the
internal consistency was a = .83.

Procedure

In translating the questionnaires, a forward and back-
ward translation method was used. The English versions of
the questionnaires were translated to Greek by a profes-
sional translator, followed by a back translation by another
professional translator, and finally an evaluation and cor-
rection of discrepancies by a bilingual speaker. The ques-
tionnaires were administered in a pilot sample and feed-
back to ensure clarity of the questionnaires was asked. No
major changes were made after this. We should note that,
Meaning in Life Questionnaire (MLQ; Pezirkianidis et al.,
2016) and Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS; Galanakis et
al., 2017), were validated when our study was already well
in progress. It is worth noticing that in our case, Cronbach
alpha index for the MLQ and SwLS was very close to that
obtained by Pezirkianidis et al. (2016) and Galanakis et al.
(2017), respectively.

Adolescent participants were recruited from three high
schools in Central Greece, chosen after deliberation and
consent from the National Institute of Educational Policy
and Ministry of Education -all of them located in urban
area, the socioeconomic characteristics of which are similar
to the country’s average. All students enrolled were asked
to participate on a voluntary basis and after parental con-
sent. Questionnaires were completed during class time and
supervised by the project’s researchers in collaboration
with teachers. Response rate was 39% among all students
of the same age in the chosen schools.

The adult sample was drawn from the general Greek
population, in major cities, administrating snowball sam-
pling. Participants were informed about the purpose of the
study, the profile of the researchers, and the university con-
ducting it through an explanatory note preceding the ques-
tionnaire.

Design of the research started in early 2016 and collec-
tion of sample data was completed in 2020, at the end of
the economic crisis in Greece and before any pandemic ef-
fects took place.

Results
Data Analysis

To address the research hypotheses of this study, corre-
lations, means testing, and multiple linear regression, in-
cluding stepwise and ANCOVA analysis, were conducted to
identify which of the variables corresponding to BSQ and
the five dimensions of MBSRQ were valid predictors of Body
Dissatisfaction, and how covariates like BMI, and factors as
sex and age affected their predictability. Assessing the de-
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Table 2. Pearson correlations Between BSQ and the Five Dimensions of MBSRQ-AS with Existential Anxiety,

Satisfaction with Life and Meaning in Life.

EAQ SWLS MLQ-S MLQ-P
Body shape dissatisfaction 317 -22"™" 18™ -22™
Appearance evaluation -09" 24" .03 217"
Appearance orientation 04 09" 16™ 02
Body areas satisfaction -25" 39" -09” 29™
Overweight preoccupation .18™ -12" 16™ -09™
Self-classified weight .01 -03 -01 -03

*p <.05; **p < .01; ***p < .001.

Note. BSQ, Body Shape Questionnaire; MBSRQ-AS, Multidimensional Body-Self Relations Questionnaire-Appearance Scales; EAQ, Existential Anxiety Questionnaire; SWLS, Satisfac-
tion with Life Scale; MLQ-S, Meaning in Life Questionnaire-Search; MLQ-P, Meaning in Life Questionnaire-Presence.

gree to which data met normality assumptions, all variables
used in analyses conformed to normality conditions criteria
suggested by Hair et al. (2010) and Byrne (2010). There was
no evidence of multicollinearity since all cross correlations
were lower than .55, indicating that no predictors were ex-
plaining the same construct.

Correlations

Pearson Product Moment correlations were carried out
to assess the relationship of BSQ and the five dimensions
of MBSRQ with Existential Anxiety (EA), Satisfaction with
Life (SwL), Search for, and Presence of Meaning in Life
(SfMiL, PoMiL) and BMI. As can be seen in Table 2 a) Body
Shape Dissatisfaction and Overweight Preoccupation are
positively correlated with i) EA and ii) SfMiL, and b) Ap-
pearance Evaluation and Body Areas Satisfaction with i)
SwL and ii) PoMiL. The magnitudes of the significant corre-
lations were small to moderate.

Importance of BMI and Age in making
comparisons between genders

To test previously reported research results which show
that body image and eating disorder psychopathology are
influenced by Age and BMI (Runfola et al., 2013; Stevens et
al., 2016), T-Test and ANCOVA were employed to examine
differences in BSQ and MBSRQ variables between female
and male participants, revealing that BMI and Age are con-
founding variables and should be taken into consideration.
Specifically, without controlling for BMI and Age, statis-
tically significant differences between genders were found
for Body Dissatisfaction dimensions; female participants
presented higher mean scores in Body Shape Dissatisfac-
tion, Appearance Orientation, and Overweight Preoccupa-
tion, whereas males presented higher mean scores in Body
Areas Satisfaction and BMI. When BMI and Age were con-
trolled, Appearance Evaluation and Self-Classified Weight
were added to the variables that show statistically signifi-
cant differences between female and male participants. De-
tailed results, including effect sizes evaluated by Cohen’s d
and eta-squared (Cohen, 1988), are presented in Table 3.

Explanatory models of BSQ and MBSRQ

Explanatory models to interpret the effect of EA, SwL,
SfMiL, PoMiL, BMI, Age and Sex on Body Shape Dissatisfac-
tion (BSQ) and the five dimensions of MBSRQ, were devel-
oped applying a two-step process.

In the first step, significant explanatory variables for
each case were identified, through stepwise regressions.
Concerning our hypothesis that EA, SfMiL and BMI predict
Body Dissatisfaction, results differentiated for each depen-
dent body image variable. Regarding Body Shape Dissatis-
faction, the following variables were significant: EA, BMI,
Sex, Age, SWL (R? = .34, F 5 793) = 81.56,p < .001). For the
rest of the dependent variables the corresponding explana-
tory variables and model’s explanatory power were as fol-
lows: Body Areas Satisfaction: SwL, BMI, Sex, EA, BMI,
PoMiL (R? = .34, F 4 795) = 80.44,p < .001), Overweight

Preoccupation: BMI, Sex, SfMiL, Age and EA
(R? = .24, F (5 193) = 50.41,p < .001), Self-Classified
Weight: BMI, Sex and Age

(R? = .49, F(3 795 = 255.69,p < .001). Regarding Appear-
ance Evaluation and Appearance Orientation, the resulting
models were statistically significant but showed low pre-
dlCtablllty 17% (F(g, 792) = 26.75,p < 001) and 5%
(F(y, 794) = 12.15,p < .001) respectively.

In the second step, the models derived from step 1 were
run through ANCOVA analysis to test significance of inter-
action between Age and Sex with the variables identified in
step 1 taken as covariates. At this step, only models with
rather large or large predictability over 24% (Cohen, 1988)
in step 1 of the analysis were considered.

As can be seen in Table 4, results showed that: i) Re-
garding the first model (Body Shape Dissatisfaction), we ob-
served that after controlling for the rest of the independent
variables, the difference in Body Shape Dissatisfaction be-
tween female and male participants did not vary across age
groups. The model explained 35% of the variance; ii) Con-
cerning the second model (Body Areas Satisfaction), we no-
ticed that the difference between female and male partic-
ipants, also did not vary across age groups (R? = .34); iii)
In the third model (Overweight Preoccupation), there was a
significant interaction between sex and age groups, show-
ing that differences in Overweight Preoccupation between
female and male participants varied across age groups (RZ =
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Table 3. Comparison of Means (M) and Standard Deviations (SD) Between Females and Males Before and After Controlling for BMI and age (N = 799).

No variables controlled

Controlling for BMI and Age

(Independent sample T-test) (ANCOVA models)

Eirgazlg nT:;l;o t(797) 95%ELCL' SE]MD Cohen'sd F(6,792) B %ffl_cbi? B 0

M (SD) M (SD) ' ’
Body shape dissatisfaction 22.47 (8.34) 18.81(8.38) 585" [2.43,4.88] 44 4556™ 572" [4.59, 6.85] A1
Appearance evaluation 3.07(.36) 3.11(.38) -1.31 [-.09,.02] -11 16.66™" -09" [-.14,-32] 01
Appearance orientation 3.29(.38) 3.23(.39) 2.19° [01,.11] .16 17.73™ 09" [.03,.14] 01
Body areas satisfaction 3.52(.57) 3.64(.62) -2.65" [-.19,-03] -19 25.09" -23™ [-.32,-15] 04
Overweight preoccupation 2.54(.93) 2.15(.89) 573" [.26,.53] 43 34.62™ 617 1.48,.74] 09
Self-classified weight 3.18 (.62 ) 3.17 (.64) 22 [-.80,.09] 02 127.85™" 237 [.16,.30] .05
BMI 22.94(4.28 24.94(4.02) -6.38"" [-2.62, 1.39] -48

wnk

p<.05, "p<.01, "p<.001;

Note. LL, Lower Limit of Confidence Interval (CI); UL, Upper Limit of Confidence Interval (CI); MD, Mean Difference between males and females; B, unstandardized regression coefficient; BMI, Body Mass Index

Cohens’ d: Measures for effect size; small = .20, medium = .50 and large = .80.

Eta-squared (n?): Measures for effect size; small = .01, medium = .06 and large = .14.
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.25); iv) Significant interaction was also observed regarding
differences in model four (Self-Classified Weight) between
sex and age groups (RZ = .51).

The magnitude of the statistically significant interaction
of Age and Sex was small, regarding Overweight Preoccu-
pation and Self-Classified weight with n2 = .01 and n% = .03
respectively.

Discussion

The purpose of the present study was to investigate the
degree of association between Body Dissatisfaction and Ex-
istential Anxiety, Meaning in Life, and Satisfaction with
Life. Results of the study provide significant evidence of the
connection between these factors. A structured discussion
of the findings is valuable in providing insight and guidance
to practitioners in the field.

Our empirical results add to the study of issues con-
cerning Existential Anxiety, which, despite the ample the-
oretical background available, is not often encountered in
research literature regarding effects on eating disorders.
Our first hypothesis was confirmed; Existential anxiety was
found to be positively related to Body Dissatisfaction. The
current study provides preliminary evidence that Existen-
tial Anxiety is linked to Body Shape Dissatisfaction (BSQ),
and fat anxiety, weight vigilance, dieting, and restraint eat-
ing (Overweight Preoccupation), which are in accordance to
previous findings that relate anorexia nervosa with existen-
tial concerns (Fox & Leung, 2009).

Traditional existential theory (i.e., Yalom, 1980), states
that all individuals develop some form of existential anxiety
at some point in their lives. Engaging with the fundamental
questions of existence is a universal human experience and
most people have formed beliefs around existential issues
(Allan & Shearer, 2012). Therefore, considering existential
issues and making sense of one’s existence may be im-
portant for optimal human functioning (Allan & Shearer,
2012). Taking into consideration Existential theory and our
findings, we suggest that existential issues should be in-
tegrated in counselling practice related to body image or
eating issues, by including fundamental questions such as
those studied in our research -fate or death, emptiness or
meaninglessness, guilt or condemnation- that can be raised
at any stage of human life. If such questions remain unre-
solved, they could lead to pathological responses (i.e., body
shape dissatisfaction, eating disorder). Thus, counselling
practice could focus on addressing existential anxiety, since
according to Yalom (1980), the only way of dealing with ex-
istential issues, is by confronting them.

Another concept that may add value to the counselling
experience concerns Meaning in Life. Our results complied
with previous findings (Marco et al., 2017), showing posi-
tive correlation between Meaning in Life and Appearance
Evaluation, and Body Areas Satisfaction. Also, a significant
correlation was detected between Body Shape Dissatisfac-
tion and a) Presence of and b) Search for Meaning in Life,
showing that as Body Dissatisfaction increases, Search for
Meaning increases, while Presence of Meaning in Life de-
creases; a finding that supports our first hypothesis that
Presence of Meaning in Life will be negatively related to

Body Dissatisfaction. In addition, it is important to report
that Presence of Meaning in Life predicted Body Areas Sat-
isfaction, whereas Search for Meaning in Life predicted
Overweight Preoccupation. Following claims that meaning
in life constitutes a protective factor against eating disor-
ders or body dissatisfaction (Gongora, 2014; Marco et al.,
2017, 2019), and other studies that refer to the importance
of considering meaning in life as a variable in the onset
and maintenance of eating disorders (Marco et al., 2021),
we suggest that the absence or low presence of Meaning
in Life may be an important agent in formatting eating
pathology. Since low meaning in life seems to be associated
with psychopathology (Psarra & Kleftaras, 2013) and the
most important human motivation involves perceiving and
experiencing that one’s life is meaningful (Frankl, 1988),
psychotherapeutic interventions should aim at developing
meaning in life in individuals with eating pathology (Fava,
2016), or add meaning-centered therapy for eating disorder
participants with low meaning in life (Marco et al., 2021).

Life satisfaction, which was also investigated in our
study, can be affected by many different interconnected di-
mensions of wellness, and as a result, dissatisfaction in one
dimension, can lead to dissatisfaction in another dimen-
sion (Myers & Sweeney, 2005). In the present study, Sat-
isfaction with Life was found to be positively related to
feelings of satisfaction with appearance (Appearance Eval-
uation) and specific body areas, weight, height, and muscle
tone (Body Areas Satisfaction), whereas negatively related
to Body Shape Dissatisfaction as stated in our initial hy-
pothesis. Furthermore, our results were enhanced by the
predictive role of Satisfaction with Life on Body Shape Dis-
satisfaction and Body Areas Satisfaction. Literature associ-
ates lower body dissatisfaction with a high level of satisfac-
tion with life, indicating a protective role of the mentioned
variable in predicting eating related symptoms or body dis-
satisfaction (Gongora, 2014). Also, recent studies reported
lower satisfaction with life in participants with anorexia
nervosa compared to individuals without eating disorders
(van Doornik et al., 2021). Therefore, it would be important
for counsellors to examine the influence of low satisfaction
with life on the presence and/or persistence of eating dis-
order symptoms, in individuals confronting body image is-
sues, as a relevant target for psychotherapy.

According to literature, experiencing body image dis-
satisfaction and/or engaging in harmful eating and body
shape/weight regulation strategies is not limited only to
females, as they appear in male adolescents and men as
well (Burlew & Shurts, 2013; Cohn & Lemberg, 2013). In
this study, female participants presented higher scores in
Body Shape Dissatisfaction, Appearance Orientation, Over-
weight Preoccupation, and Self-Classified Weight after con-
trolling for BMI and Age. Large effect sizes regarding Body
Shape Dissatisfaction and Overweight Preoccupation solid-
ify our findings that women were more dissatisfied with
their body shape, or they were more preoccupied with di-
eting, weight vigilance, and eating restraint. On the other
hand, male participants presented higher Appearance Eval-
uation and Body Areas Satisfaction, after controlling for
BMI and Age, although size effects were small and medium
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Table 4. Multiple Regression Analysis Including Interaction of Age.Sex

Dependent variables

Body shape dissatisfaction

Body areas satisfaction

Overweight preoccupation

Self-classified weight

2

Independent variables F p n F p n F p n F p n
Existential anxiety 46.54 <.001 056 10.58 .001 013 14.34 <.001 018 - - -
Satisfaction with life 15.73 <.001 .020 72.10 <.001 .084 - - - - - -
Search for meaning - - - - - - 10.42 .001 013 - - -
Presence of meaning - - - 7.44 .007 .009 - - - - - -
BMI 223.25 <.001 221 151.86 <.001 162 164.04 <.001 173 737.56 <.001 483
Sex 65.72 <.001 077 24.51 <.001 .030 50.88 <.001 061 21.19 <.001 026
Age 2151 <.001 099 .64 635 .003 341 .009 017 4.99 .001 025
Age.Sex 211 078 011 1.87 114 .009 2.58 .036 013 5.69 <.001 028
R? .35 .34 25 51

Adj.R? .34 .33 24 .50

Note. BMI, Body Mass Index

- Variables not included in each model
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respectively. The role of the BMI and Age is crucial in our
study, because without controlling for these two factors,
differences between sexes regarding Appearance Evaluation
and Self-Classified Weight did not appear as statistically
significant. Our hypothesis that there will be no statistically
significant differences between sexes, concerning body dis-
satisfaction variables, was partially confirmed.

Results from regression models shed more light on our
hypothesis about the relationship between Existential Anx-
iety, Meaning in Life, Satisfaction with Life, and Body Dis-
satisfaction. Although we hypothesized that Existential
Anxiety, Search for Meaning in Life, and BMI will be sig-
nificant in predicting all Body Dissatisfaction variables, re-
sults varied among dependent body variables; one possible
explanation may be that they address different aspects of
Body Dissatisfaction. Thus, based on our models we suggest
that a) Presence of Meaning in Life is a predictor for satis-
faction with specific body parts, while Search for Meaning
in Life for preoccupation with weight b) Existential Anxiety,
BMI and Sex consist the three common prediction variables
for body satisfaction or dissatisfaction or fat anxiety —as
measured by Body Shape Dissatisfaction, Body Areas Satis-
faction and Overweight Preoccupation- and ¢) BMI and Sex
are also prediction variables for Self-Classified Weight.

Previous research reports differences between males and
females regarding body image satisfaction, with women
seeming to be more dissatisfied than men (Keating et al.,
2016). Although disordered eating can occur even to older
men (Mangweth-Matzek et al., 2016), women seem to be
more dissatisfied, even in older ages (McGuiness & Taylor,
2016). Our results differentiated from our initial hypothe-
sis, showing that differences between sexes in Body Shape
Dissatisfaction and Body Areas Satisfaction were not sig-
nificantly different across age groups, while differences in
Overweight Preoccupation and Self-Classified Weight did
vary with age, making interaction of age and sex a signif-
icant predictor. That is, age affected differences between
sexes, regarding factors related to fat anxiety, weight vigi-
lance, dieting, eating restraint and how one perceives their
weight.

Overall, our results enhance existing knowledge about
body dissatisfaction in Greece. Published work on the field
is rather limited. Certain studies mainly report findings re-
garding young ages (i.e. Costarelli et al., 2010; Tsekoura
et al., 2021), raising concerns that Greek adolescents are
likely to experience high levels of body dissatisfaction (Mc-
Cabe et al., 2011). Conclusions from our investigation sup-
port those concerns, especially if we take into consideration
body dissatisfaction or eating pathology worldwide.

Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research

Some limitations, that do not affect the contribution of
the study should be mentioned: a) sampling is not stratified
regarding any demographics/factors, although the overall
sample size is adequate and all age categories are repre-
sented, b) the sample is drawn from the general population,
so results cannot be generalized to a clinical population, c)
cultural aspects may affect the results, since the study was
carried out with Greek participants, thus limiting the abil-

ity to make generalizations to other ethnicities, d) partici-
pants were drawn through two different procedures which
may affected the reliability or the scores derived from scales
as it may be the case of lower reliability score in the EAQ,
e) measures used, though adapted into the Greek language
bearing good internal consistency, are all self-reports and,
therefore, effects of “social desirability” cannot be ruled
out, and f) results have a correlational nature.

Despite the above limitations, it seems that the current
study provides preliminary evidence that Body Dissatisfac-
tion and Existential Anxiety are linked —an interesting find-
ing for the prevention of eating disorders. Therefore, new
studies, concerning the understanding of eating pathology,
could focus on including existential variables in longitudi-
nal quantitative and/or qualitative studies, employing clin-
ical populations diagnosed with eating disorders of both
sexes and all age ranges. Also, new research should focus on
existential issues (e.g., search for or presence of meaning in
life, existential anxiety, etc.) during counselling people di-
agnosed with an eating disorder, in order to observe the as-
sociations between body dissatisfaction and existential di-
mensions and identify changes occurring before and after
counselling sessions. Moreover, counseling practice could
integrate all these aspects and new studies be repeated af-
ter pandemic COVID-19 effects, in order to identify shifts.

Implications for Practice

Body image is a multidimensional concept, which re-
flects how people see, think, feel and act towards their bod-
ies (Cash & Pruzinsky, 2002). These perceptions, thoughts,
feelings, and behaviors can be positive or negative, and af-
fect many aspects of psychosocial wellbeing and quality of
life (Cash & Smolak, 2011). Considering all the socio-eco-
nomic changes that Greece has undergone the last years, as
discussed in the introduction, it may not be surprising that
our findings on body image, are related to existential vari-
ables. Contemporary literature suggests that, an existential
crisis may be different for people at different stages of de-
velopment and different age groups. Existential issues exist
within a society as well; an existential crisis is an internal-
ized by-product of societal problems (Andrews, 2016).

Overall, we could say that our findings have important
implications for Counselling Psychology. We showed that
existential factors (i.e., existential anxiety, meaning in life)
have significant impact on body dissatisfaction, enabling
counsellors or mental health professionals, to integrate
these factors in sessions with people confronting body im-
age issues or eating problems and therefore enrich and
deepen the counselling process. By focusing on these as-
pects, and taking into consideration the socio-cultural con-
text of a person’s life, counselling could support people
improve overall life satisfaction. Therefore, although the
existential theory, as well as the associated terminology
have strong roots decades ago, their application on body
image theory, provide a novel perspective on understanding
and confronting related problems. Our sample was drawn
from Greek population in the southern part of Europe, so
results could be applicable in other European regions with
similar sociocultural characteristics.
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Summary and Conclusion

Body Dissatisfaction, which seems to be a key variable
in the development of eating disorders, tends to be a com-
mon issue in Western population. Through this study, new
variables emerged as important in the understanding of
Body Dissatisfaction. A significant positive relation of Body
Shape Dissatisfaction and Overweight Preoccupation with
Existential Anxiety and Search for Meaning in Life became
apparent. Satisfaction with Life was positively related to
Appearance Evaluation, whereas negatively to Body Shape
Dissatisfaction. Presence of Meaning in Life was identified
as a predictive factor for Body Areas Satisfaction, and

Search for Meaning in Life for Overweight Preoccupation.
Moreover, differences between sexes in Body Shape Dis-
satisfaction were not affected by age, while differences in
Overweight Preoccupation were influenced by age. There-
fore, counsellors could explore new perspectives by incor-
porating Existential Anxiety, Meaning in Life, and Satisfac-
tion with Life dimensions in clinical practice, adding to the
richness and depth of the counselling process.
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