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Abstract

The present study aimed to determine the relationship between sleep quality
and psychological resilience with emotional eating among students of Islamic
Azad University, Rasht Branch. This study employed a descriptive-
correlational design using path analysis. The statistical population consisted
of all students of Islamic Azad University, Rasht Branch, during the 2024—
2025 academic year, from whom 400 participants were selected through
convenience sampling. Data collection instruments included the Salzburg
Emotional Eating Scale, the Connor—Davidson Resilience Scale, and the
Pittsburgh Sleep Quality Index. Data were analyzed using Pearson correlation
coefficients and stepwise multiple regression analysis. The findings indicated
a significant negative relationship between sleep quality and emotional eating
(p<0.01, r=-0.380). Significant negative correlations were also observed
between all components of psychological resilience and emotional eating.
Stepwise regression analysis demonstrated that personal
competence/personal strength explained 19.1% of the variance in emotional
eating in the first step, while the addition of sleep quality increased the
explained variance to 20.1% in the second step. The results suggested that
poorer sleep quality and lower personal competence were associated with
higher levels of emotional eating among students. The findings demonstrated
that sleep quality and psychological resilience, particularly the component of
personal competence/personal strength, play an important role in predicting
emotional eating among university students. Therefore, improving sleep
quality and strengthening psychological resilience may serve as effective
strategies for reducing maladaptive emotional eating behaviors and
promoting students’ mental health.
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University students experience a wide range of psychological, social, and academic stressors that may
negatively influence their physical and mental health. Academic pressure, uncertainty regarding future career
opportunities, financial concerns, interpersonal challenges, and adaptation to university life are among the most
important stressors experienced during the student years (Restrepo et al., 2023). Exposure to these stressors
may lead students to adopt maladaptive coping strategies, one of the most common of which is emotional
eating. Emotional eating refers to the tendency to consume food in response to negative emotions such as
stress, anxiety, sadness, and anger rather than physiological hunger (Dakanalis et al., 2023). This maladaptive
behavior has been associated with obesity, binge eating, depression, anxiety, body dissatisfaction, and reduced
quality of life (Coleman & Caswell, 2020; Stewart et al., 2022). Research has also demonstrated that
emotional eating is highly prevalent among university students and young adults (Amoako et al., 2023;
Rahme et al., 2021).

In recent years, scholars have increasingly focused on identifying psychological and behavioral factors
associated with emotional eating. One of the variables that has received substantial attention is sleep quality.
Sleep is considered one of the most fundamental biological and psychological needs and plays a critical role
in emotional regulation, cognitive functioning, and overall well-being. Poor sleep quality has been linked to
mood instability, impaired executive functioning, heightened emotional reactivity, and reduced self-control
(Palmer & Alfano, 2017). Consequently, individuals with inadequate sleep may become more vulnerable to
maladaptive eating behaviors as a way to regulate negative emotions. Several studies have reported a
significant relationship between poor sleep quality and emotional eating (Miskulin et al., 2024; White et al.,
2024). Zhou and colleagues found that poor sleep quality among college students was positively associated
with emotional eating and that depression mediated this relationship (Zhou et al., 2024). Similarly, Lopez-
Cepero and colleagues demonstrated that negative emotions mediated the association between poor sleep
quality and emotional eating among adults (Lopez-Cepero et al., 2023).

Another important psychological factor associated with emotional eating is psychological resilience.
Resilience refers to the ability to adapt successfully to stressful and adverse circumstances and maintain
psychological well-being despite challenges (Besharat, 2007). Individuals with high resilience are generally
more capable of managing stress, regulating emotions, and using adaptive coping strategies. Therefore,
resilience may function as a protective factor against maladaptive eating behaviors and emotional
dysregulation (Backhaus et al., 2021). Previous studies have demonstrated that resilience is positively
associated with healthy lifestyles and psychological well-being (Nishimi et al., 2022). In the context of eating
behaviors, resilience has been identified as an important predictor of reduced emotional eating and eating
disorder symptoms (Bazo Perez & Frazier, 2024). Imani and colleagues also reported that resilience was
negatively associated with emotional eating among female university students (Imani et al., 2024).
Furthermore, Milligan and colleagues found that psychological resilience played a protective role against loss-
of-control eating behaviors among emerging adults (Milligan et al., 2024).

Theoretical perspectives on emotional regulation suggest that both poor sleep quality and low resilience may
impair individuals’ ability to regulate emotions effectively, thereby increasing susceptibility to emotional
eating (Arbinaga et al., 2024). In addition, poor sleep may influence hormonal mechanisms associated with
appetite regulation, such as leptin and ghrelin secretion, increasing cravings for high-calorie foods (LeMay-
Russell et al., 2019). Individuals with lower resilience may also be less capable of coping adaptively with
stress and negative emotions and may therefore use food consumption as a temporary coping strategy. Despite
the growing literature on emotional eating, relatively few studies have simultaneously examined the roles of
sleep quality and psychological resilience in predicting emotional eating among university students,
particularly in Iranian populations. Therefore, the present study aimed to investigate the relationship between
sleep quality and psychological resilience with emotional eating among university students.
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Methods and Materials

The present study employed a descriptive-correlational design using path analysis. The statistical population
included all students of Islamic Azad University, Rasht Branch, during the 20242025 academic year. Based
on Krejcie and Morgan’s sampling table, the minimum required sample size was estimated at 377 participants.
Considering possible attrition and incomplete questionnaires, 400 students were selected using convenience
sampling.

Data collection was conducted using three standardized questionnaires. Emotional eating was assessed using
the Salzburg Emotional Eating Scale developed by Meule and colleagues. The scale consists of 20 items
measuring emotional eating across different emotional states. Responses are scored on a five-point Likert scale,
and higher scores indicate greater emotional eating tendencies. Psychological resilience was measured using
the Connor—Davidson Resilience Scale, which consists of 25 items assessing dimensions such as personal
competence, trust in instincts, tolerance of negative affect, positive acceptance of change, control, and
spirituality. Sleep quality was measured using the Pittsburgh Sleep Quality Index, which evaluates subjective
sleep quality, sleep latency, sleep duration, sleep disturbances, use of sleep medication, and daytime
dysfunction.

To examine the assumptions of regression analysis, missing data, normality, and multicollinearity were
assessed. Missing data were managed using mean substitution. Skewness and kurtosis values for all variables
ranged between +2 and —2, indicating normal distribution of the data. Multicollinearity was assessed using
tolerance statistics and variance inflation factors, and the obtained values confirmed that multicollinearity
assumptions were satisfied. Data were analyzed using descriptive statistics, Pearson correlation coefficients,
and stepwise multiple regression analysis in SPSS-27.

Findings

The descriptive findings indicated that among the 400 participants, 62.25% were female and 37.75% were
male. Regarding educational level, 52.75% were undergraduate students, 28.50% were master’s students, and
18.75% were doctoral students. The mean score for sleep quality was 12.43 (SD = 2.09), while the mean score
for emotional eating was 35.80.

Pearson correlation analysis demonstrated significant negative relationships between emotional eating and all
study variables. Sleep quality was negatively correlated with emotional eating (r =—0.380, p <0.01). Similarly,
personal competence/personal strength showed a significant negative relationship with emotional eating (r =
—0.436, p <0.01). Other resilience components, including trust in instincts/tolerance of negative affect, positive
acceptance of change/secure relationships, control, and spirituality, were also negatively associated with
emotional eating.

The results of stepwise multiple regression analysis indicated that personal competence/personal strength
entered the regression model in the first step and significantly predicted emotional eating (F = 93.663, p <
0.001). In the second step, sleep quality entered the model alongside personal competence/personal strength,
resulting in a significant increase in the explained variance (F = 49.783, p < 0.001). Personal
competence/personal strength accounted for 19.1% of the variance in emotional eating in the first step, while
the addition of sleep quality increased the explained variance to 20.1%. The regression coefficients indicated
that both lower resilience and poorer sleep quality significantly predicted higher emotional eating among
university students.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study demonstrated that sleep quality and psychological resilience were
significantly associated with emotional eating among university students. Students with poorer sleep quality
reported higher levels of emotional eating, whereas students with greater resilience, particularly higher
personal competence and psychological strength, reported lower emotional eating tendencies. These findings
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suggest that both sleep-related and psychological factors contribute substantially to maladaptive eating
behaviors among university students.

The relationship between poor sleep quality and emotional eating may be explained through emotional
regulation and neurocognitive mechanisms. Inadequate sleep is associated with impaired executive
functioning, reduced inhibitory control, increased emotional sensitivity, and heightened stress reactivity.
Consequently, individuals experiencing poor sleep may become more vulnerable to emotional dysregulation
and may use food consumption as a maladaptive coping strategy to reduce psychological distress. Sleep
deprivation may also alter appetite-regulating hormones and increase cravings for highly palatable foods rich
in sugar and fat.

The findings regarding resilience suggest that resilient individuals possess more adaptive coping strategies and
greater emotional regulation abilities, which may protect them from engaging in emotional eating behaviors.
Individuals with high resilience are more capable of tolerating stress, managing negative emotions, and
maintaining psychological balance under challenging conditions. Therefore, they are less likely to use food as
a means of emotional comfort or stress reduction. The significant predictive role of personal
competence/personal strength further highlights the importance of self-efficacy, confidence, and adaptive
coping abilities in reducing maladaptive eating behaviors.

Overall, the results of this study emphasize the importance of considering both psychological resilience and
sleep quality in understanding emotional eating among university students. Improving sleep hygiene and
strengthening resilience-related skills may help reduce emotional eating and improve students’ psychological
well-being. Interventions focusing on stress management, emotional regulation, resilience enhancement, and
sleep improvement may therefore be beneficial in preventing maladaptive eating behaviors among university
populations.
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