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Abstract

Introduction and Aim: Irritable bowel syndrome (IBS) is not only associated with physical
symptoms but also accompanied by various psychological difficulties that may negatively affect
patients’ quality of life and psychological adjustment. The present study aimed to compare ego
strength, alexithymia, and body image between patients with IBS and healthy individuals.

Methodology: This study employed a causal-comparative design. The statistical population
consisted of patients diagnosed with IBS who were referred to gastroenterology specialty clinics in
Lahijan during 2025, as well as healthy individuals. The sample included 180 participants (90 IBS
patients and 90 healthy individuals) selected through purposive sampling. Research instruments
included the DSM-5-TR-based Psychiatric Symptoms Screening Form, Psychological Inventory of
Ego Strength (PIES), Toronto Alexithymia Scale (TAS-20), Multidimensional Body-Self Relations
Questionnaire (MBSRQ), and the Frequency and Severity of Bowel Symptoms Scale. Data were
analyzed using multivariate analysis of variance (MANOVA) in SPSS version 26.

Findings: The findings of multivariate analysis revealed significant differences between healthy

individuals and patients with IBS in ego strength, alexithymia, and body image. Patients with IBS
How to Cite: Ghorbani, A & demonstrated lower levels of ego strength and body image, as well as higher levels of alexithymia
Roshandel, A. (2026). A Comparison ~ compared to healthy individuals. The group effect was significant for ego strength (F=32.59),
of Ego Strength, Alexithymia, and alexithymia (F=33.44), and body image (F=17.04) at P<0.001. Partial eta squared values also
Body Image in Patients with Irritable  indicated that group membership explained a substantial proportion of variance in the dependent
Bowel Syndrome and Healthy variables.

Individuals. Psycholo, [?) L. . . . .
Motivation Behavié)r anﬁly Healthf Conclusion: The results indicated that patients with IBS experience greater psychological

4(4), 1-16. vulnerability than healthy individuals. These findings emphasize the importance of incorporating
psychological interventions focused on emotional regulation, strengthening ego functions, and
improving body image into the treatment and management of IBS patients.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

Irritable bowel syndrome (IBS) is one of the most
prevalent functional gastrointestinal  disorders
characterized by chronic abdominal pain, bloating,
constipation, diarrhea, and changes in bowel habits in
the absence of identifiable structural abnormalities
(Black & Ford, 2020). Due to its chronic and recurrent
nature, IBS significantly affects individuals’
psychological well-being, social functioning, and
quality of life (Alexandru et al., 2022). Recent evidence
suggests that IBS should not be considered merely a
gastrointestinal disorder; rather, it is a multifactorial
condition involving complex interactions among
biological, psychological, and social factors (Camilleri,
2021). Studies on the brain—gut axis indicate that
emotional stress and psychological vulnerability may
influence gastrointestinal functioning through neural,
endocrine, and immune pathways (Ceulemans et al.,
2022; Shen et al, 2023). Likewise, persistent
gastrointestinal symptoms may intensify emotional
distress and impair psychological adaptation (Hu et al.,
2022).

Research has consistently demonstrated that
psychological variables play a crucial role in the
onset, maintenance, and exacerbation of IBS
symptoms (Borjian Boroujeni et al., 2021). Anxiety,
depression, emotional dysregulation, catastrophizing,
and maladaptive coping strategies are frequently
observed among patients with IBS (Erfan et al., 2021).
Consequently, there has been growing interest in
identifying deeper personality-related and emotional
factors associated with this disorder. Among these
variables, ego strength has emerged as an important
psychological construct. Ego strength refers to an
individual’s capacity for emotional regulation,
impulse control, adaptation to reality, and resilience in
stressful situations (Shojaei & Dehghani, 2023).
Individuals with higher ego strength are generally
more capable of coping with stress and maintaining
psychological balance, whereas those with lower ego
strength are more vulnerable to emotional
disturbances  and  psychosomatic  conditions
(Bahmaninia & Sohrabi Shegefti, 2024). Previous studies
have shown that patients with IBS tend to
demonstrate weaker ego functioning and maladaptive
defense styles compared to healthy individuals (Jafari
& Joharifard, 2023; Koochaki Ravandi et al., 2015).

Another important construct associated with
psychosomatic disorders is alexithymia. Alexithymia
is characterized by difficulties in identifying,

describing, and expressing emotions, as well as an
externally oriented cognitive style (Silvestro et al,
2023). Individuals with high alexithymia often
experience emotional tension through bodily
symptoms rather than verbal emotional expression
(Barchetta et al., 2021). This construct has been linked
to several chronic medical conditions, including
asthma, chronic pain, and gastrointestinal disorders
(Silvestro et al., 2023). Studies have reported
significantly higher levels of alexithymia among
patients with IBS, suggesting that impaired emotional
processing may contribute to symptom severity and
poor psychological adjustment (Dana et al., 2024; Kano
et al., 2020). Moreover, emotional suppression and
limited awareness of internal emotional states may
intensify stress responses and visceral sensitivity in
IBS patients (Bi-Riaei Najafabadi et al., 2023).

Body image is another psychological variable that
may be associated with chronic gastrointestinal
disorders. Body image refers to an individual’s
perceptions, attitudes, and emotional experiences
regarding their physical appearance and bodily
functioning  (Rajabi et al, 2024). Chronic
gastrointestinal symptoms such as abdominal pain,
bloating, and digestive dysfunction may negatively
influence individuals’ satisfaction with their bodies
and increase self-consciousness in social situations
(Farrokhi Moghadam et al., 2025). Negative body image
has been associated with lower self-esteem,
interpersonal difficulties, emotional dysregulation,
and psychological distress (Couper et al, 2021).
Previous findings suggest that individuals with
chronic illnesses often report poorer body image and
lower body satisfaction compared to healthy
populations (Aini et al., 2018).

Despite the growing body of literature on
psychological aspects of IBS, limited research has
simultaneously examined ego strength, alexithymia,
and body image among patients with IBS and healthy
individuals. Most previous studies have focused on
therapeutic interventions or investigated these
constructs separately (Nouri et al., 2023a, 2023b).
Therefore, the present study aimed to compare ego
strength, alexithymia, and body image between
patients with IBS and healthy individuals.

Methodology

The present study employed a causal-comparative
research design. The statistical population consisted
of all patients diagnosed with irritable bowel
syndrome who were referred to gastroenterology
specialty and subspecialty clinics in Lahijan, Iran,




during 2025. The healthy comparison group included
individuals without gastrointestinal or severe
psychiatric disorders. A total of 180 participants were
selected through purposive sampling, including 90
patients with IBS and 90 healthy individuals.

Inclusion criteria for the IBS group included a
confirmed diagnosis of irritable bowel syndrome by a
gastroenterologist, willingness to participate in the
study, and the absence of severe psychiatric disorders.
Inclusion criteria for the healthy group included the
absence of gastrointestinal disorders, no history of
major psychiatric conditions, and willingness to
participate. Participants who failed to complete the
questionnaires or withdrew from the study were
excluded. Ethical considerations, including informed
consent, confidentiality, voluntary participation, and
the right to withdraw, were fully observed throughout
the study.

Data  collection  instruments included  the
Psychological Inventory of Ego Strength (PIES), the
Toronto  Alexithymia  Scale (TAS-20), the
Multidimensional Body-Self Relations Questionnaire
(MBSRQ), the Frequency and Severity of Bowel
Symptoms Scale (FS-BSS), and a researcher-made
psychiatric screening form based on DSM-5-TR
criteria. The Psychological Inventory of Ego Strength
assessed various dimensions of ego functioning and
psychosocial adaptation. The Toronto Alexithymia
Scale measured difficulty identifying feelings,
difficulty describing feelings, and externally oriented
thinking. The Multidimensional Body-Self Relations
Questionnaire evaluated participants’ body image
attitudes and satisfaction with appearance and body
functioning.

Data were analyzed using SPSS version 26.
Descriptive statistics including means and standard
deviations were calculated for all wvariables.
Assumptions of normality and homogeneity of
variance-covariance matrices were examined prior to
inferential analyses. Multivariate analysis of variance
(MANOVA) was employed to compare the two
groups on ego strength, alexithymia, and body image.
Follow-up univariate analyses were subsequently
conducted to identify significant differences between
groups on each dependent variable.

Findings

Descriptive findings indicated that healthy individuals
demonstrated higher mean scores on ego strength and
body image, whereas patients with IBS obtained
higher scores on alexithymia. In the healthy group, the
mean score of ego strength was substantially higher
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compared to the IBS group. Conversely, alexithymia
scores were markedly elevated among patients with
IBS. Body image scores were also lower in the IBS
group, indicating greater dissatisfaction with bodily
appearance and functioning,.

Preliminary analyses confirmed that the assumptions
for multivariate analysis of variance were adequately
met. Results of Wilks” Lambda indicated a
statistically significant multivariate effect for group
membership on the combined dependent variables.
The findings demonstrated that healthy individuals
and patients with IBS significantly differed in the
overall pattern of ego strength, alexithymia, and body
image.

Follow-up univariate analyses revealed significant
differences between the two groups across all three
psychological variables. Patients with IBS reported
significantly lower ego strength compared to healthy
individuals. They also demonstrated significantly
higher levels of alexithymia. In addition, body image
scores were significantly lower among patients with
IBS, suggesting more negative perceptions and
attitudes toward their bodies. Effect size estimates
indicated that group membership accounted for a
meaningful proportion of variance in all three
variables, with particularly strong effects observed for
ego strength and alexithymia. Statistical power for all
analyses was satisfactory, indicating adequate
sensitivity for detecting group differences.

Discussion and Conclusion

The present study aimed to compare ego strength,
alexithymia, and body image between patients with
irritable bowel syndrome and healthy individuals. The
findings revealed that patients with IBS experienced
significantly lower ego strength, higher alexithymia,
and poorer body image than healthy participants.
These findings support the notion that IBS is closely
associated with psychological vulnerability and
emotional dysfunction.

Lower ego strength among IBS patients suggests that
these individuals may experience greater difficulty
coping with stress, regulating emotions, and adapting
to challenging situations. Chronic gastrointestinal
symptoms, persistent pain, and uncertainty regarding
symptom recurrence may gradually weaken
psychological resilience and adaptive functioning.
Reduced ego strength may also contribute to

maladaptive coping strategies and emotional
instability, thereby intensifying psychosomatic
symptoms.
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The significantly higher levels of alexithymia
observed among patients with IBS highlight the
importance of emotional processing difficulties in this
disorder. Individuals with alexithymia often struggle
to recognize and verbalize emotional experiences,
leading them to express emotional distress through
bodily symptoms. Such emotional dysregulation may
increase physiological stress responses and visceral
hypersensitivity, both of which are implicated in the
pathophysiology of IBS. The findings suggest that
alexithymia may function as both a vulnerability
factor and a maintaining factor in gastrointestinal
symptom severity.

The results also indicated that IBS patients reported
poorer body image than healthy individuals. Chronic
abdominal discomfort, bloating, and digestive
disturbances may negatively affect individuals’
perceptions of their physical appearance and bodily
functioning. Negative body image can contribute to

lower self-esteem, social withdrawal, and heightened
self-consciousness, thereby exacerbating
psychological distress. Since body image is closely
related to emotional well-being and interpersonal
functioning, dissatisfaction with one’s body may
further intensify the psychosocial burden of IBS.

Overall, the findings of the present study emphasize
the interconnectedness of emotional, personality-
related, and bodily self-perception factors in patients
with IBS. Ego weakness, alexithymia, and negative
body image may interact in a reciprocal manner,
creating a cycle of psychological distress and physical
symptom exacerbation. These findings underscore the
importance of integrating psychological interventions
into the treatment of IBS. Approaches focusing on
emotional awareness, emotion regulation,
strengthening ego functions, and improving body
image may help reduce symptom severity and
improve quality of life among patients with IBS.
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4. Rome III Diagnostic Criteria for Irritable Bowel
Syndrome(IBS; Drossman et al., 2006)
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