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Abstract

Introduction and Aim: Body image concern among women seeking cosmetic surgery may be
associated with deep cognitive structures, negative self-evaluation, and dependence on external
approval. This study aimed to determine the relationships between early maladaptive schema
domains and body image concern, with self-esteem as a mediator, among women seeking cosmetic
surgery in Tehran.

Methodology: This descriptive-correlational study was conducted using structural equation
modeling. The statistical population included all women seeking cosmetic surgery who attended
cosmetic surgery clinics in Tehran during the autumn and winter of 2025-2026, from whom 540
participants were selected through convenience sampling. Data were collected using the Body
Image Concern Inventory, the Young Schema Questionnaire—Short Form, Third Edition, and the
Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale. The five schema domains of disconnection and rejection, impaired
autonomy and performance, impaired limits, other-directedness, and overvigilance and inhibition
were entered separately into the model. Data were analyzed using Pearson correlation coefficients,
confirmatory factor analysis, structural equation modeling, and bootstrapping with 5,000
resamples.

Findings: The results showed that all five early maladaptive schema domains were positively and
significantly associated with body image concern and negatively and significantly associated with
self-esteem. Self-esteem also negatively and significantly predicted body image concern. The
structural model demonstrated acceptable fit, with a chi-square to degrees-of-freedom ratio of
2.343, a comparative fit index of 0.946, an incremental fit index of 0.947, a root mean square error
of approximation of 0.050, and a standardized root mean square residual of 0.047. Bootstrap
analysis indicated that self-esteem had a significant partial mediating role in the relationships
between all five schema domains and body image concern. The schema domains collectively
explained 42.1% of the variance in self-esteem, while the schema domains together with self-
esteem explained 63.2% of the variance in body image concern.

Conclusion: Early maladaptive schema domains may increase body image concern both directly
and indirectly through reduced self-esteem among women seeking cosmetic surgery. Therefore,
preoperative psychological screening and interventions aimed at modifying maladaptive schemas
and strengthening self-esteem may help reduce excessive appearance concerns and improve
decision-making among cosmetic surgery applicants.

Keywords: Early maladaptive schemas, body image concern, self-esteem, cosmetic surgery,
women.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

Cosmetic surgery has increasingly become a
multidimensional psychological, social, and cultural
phenomenon rather than a solely medical procedure
intended to modify physical appearance. Women
seeking cosmetic surgery may differ considerably in
their  motivations, expectations,  psychological
characteristics, and degree of concern about
appearance. For some applicants, cosmetic surgery
represents a deliberate and realistic attempt to modify
a specific physical feature, whereas for others it may
function as a strategy for compensating for a broader
sense of inadequacy, shame, rejection, or low personal
worth. Research has shown that willingness to
undergo cosmetic procedures is associated with body
dissatisfaction, social comparison, internalization of
cultural beauty standards, perceived social pressure,
media exposure, self-evaluation, and beliefs about the
expected psychological and interpersonal benefits of
surgery (Pearlman et al., 2022; Richetin et al., 2020).

Body image is a multidimensional construct
encompassing  perceptions,  beliefs, emotions,
attitudes, and behaviors related to one’s physical
appearance. Body image concern emerges when
individuals become excessively preoccupied with
perceived  physical imperfections, experience
persistent dissatisfaction with their appearance,
repeatedly compare themselves with others, or attach
a disproportionate degree of personal worth to
physical attractiveness. Body image difficulties are
now regarded as a global mental health concern
because they are associated with psychological
distress, social impairment, disordered eating,
depressive and anxiety symptoms, and potentially
unnecessary appearance-related interventions (Rodgers
et al., 2023). Although body image concern may occur
in the general population, it is particularly relevant
among cosmetic surgery applicants because the
decision to undergo surgery is often directly related to
negative evaluations of one or more physical
characteristics.

A clinically important issue in cosmetic and plastic
surgery settings is the presence of body dysmorphic
symptoms. Some applicants may experience
persistent and disproportionate concern regarding
minor or unobservable physical defects, and surgery
may not produce stable psychological satisfaction in
such cases. Recent evidence indicates that symptoms
of body dysmorphic disorder are relatively common
among plastic surgery patients (Boccara et al., 2025).

Consequently, psychological screening has been
recommended to identify applicants whose concerns
may reflect severe or pathological appearance
preoccupation rather than realistic dissatisfaction with
a clearly defined physical feature (Thomson et al.,
2024). Body dysmorphic symptoms have also been
associated with depression, anxiety, obsessive
features, perfectionism, interpersonal sensitivity, and
impairment in social functioning (Cerea et al., 2018).

Contemporary social and media environments may
intensify body image concerns. Image-based social
media platforms continuously expose users to edited,
idealized, and selectively presented bodies and faces.
These environments promote appearance comparison
and may encourage individuals to evaluate their social
value through visual self-presentation. Research has
demonstrated that Instagram self-presentation may be
indirectly associated with greater acceptance of
cosmetic surgery and stronger intentions to change
one’s appearance (Galeotti et al., 2024). Moreover,
systematic evidence on body image interventions
suggests that appearance pressures are not limited to
women, although the form, intensity, and social
meaning of these pressures may vary across
demographic groups (Ahuja et al., 2025). These
findings indicate that social pressures interact with
individual psychological vulnerabilities rather than
affecting all individuals equally.

Early maladaptive schemas provide a useful
theoretical framework for explaining such individual
differences. Early maladaptive schemas are pervasive
and relatively stable patterns involving memories,
emotions, cognitions, and bodily sensations regarding
the self and relationships with others. They generally
develop when core emotional needs are not
adequately met during childhood or adolescence and
may subsequently influence self-evaluation, emotion
regulation, interpersonal behavior, and interpretation
of social experiences. Schema theory identifies five
broad domains: disconnection and rejection, impaired
autonomy and performance, impaired limits, other-
directedness, and overvigilance and inhibition (Young
et al, 2003). These domains should be considered
separately because each represents a distinct
configuration of beliefs and unmet emotional needs.

The disconnection and rejection domain includes
emotional deprivation, abandonment, mistrust or
abuse, social isolation, and defectiveness or shame.
Women with stronger schemas in this domain may
believe that they are fundamentally flawed, unlovable,
different, or unlikely to receive stable emotional
support. Physical appearance may consequently




become a symbolic representation of broader personal
defectiveness. The impaired autonomy and
performance domain includes failure, dependence or
incompetence, vulnerability, and enmeshment.
Individuals with elevated scores in this domain may
perceive themselves as incapable, unsuccessful, or
unable to function independently, potentially
increasing their reliance on physical attractiveness as
an alternative source of social competence or
approval. The impaired limits domain includes
entitlement and insufficient self-control, which may
contribute to limited tolerance of dissatisfaction and a
preference for rapid external solutions. Other-
directedness reflects excessive attention to others’
expectations and approval, whereas overvigilance and
inhibition involve rigid standards, emotional
suppression, and perfectionistic self-evaluation.

Empirical studies have supported the association
between early maladaptive schemas and body image
problems. Early maladaptive schemas have been
linked to negative body image attitudes through social
comparison among women with obesity (Pourhossein
et al., 2023). Structural research has also shown that
body dysmorphic symptoms are associated with early
maladaptive schemas and perceived emotional
invalidation, with body image, metacognition, and
distress tolerance contributing to these relationships
(Khoshini et al., 2021). Among cosmetic surgery
applicants, early maladaptive schemas have similarly
been related to body dysmorphic symptoms, with
rumination and cognitive emotion regulation
functioning as explanatory mechanisms (Rashidifar &
Karami, 2025).

Self-esteem may be another central mechanism
linking schema domains to body image concern. Self-
esteem refers to an individual’s global evaluation of
personal worth, competence, and acceptability.
Individuals with stable self-esteem are less likely to
define their overall value exclusively through
appearance, whereas those with low self-esteem may
depend more heavily on external validation and social
judgments. Self-esteem and perceived body image
have been associated with the acceptance of cosmetic
surgery (Al Ghadeer et al., 2021). However, the
relationship between cosmetic surgery and self-
esteem is complex, and surgery does not necessarily
produce enduring improvement in global self-worth
(Yoon & Kim, 2020). Studies of cosmetic surgery among
women also indicate that surgery-seeking behavior is
embedded within a broader network of psychological,
bodily, and social factors (Kvalem et al., 2025).
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From a schema perspective, the five schema domains
may reduce self-esteem through different processes.
Disconnection and rejection may produce feelings of
defectiveness and unlovability; impaired autonomy
and performance may reinforce incompetence and
failure; other-directedness may make personal worth
contingent on approval; and overvigilance may
maintain  chronic  dissatisfaction through rigid
standards. Lower self-esteem may then intensify
appearance-related concern by increasing sensitivity
to criticism, comparison, rejection, and perceived
physical imperfections. Accordingly, self-esteem may
partially mediate the relationships between each
schema domain and body image concern. The present
study therefore aimed to determine the relationships
between the five domains of early maladaptive
schemas and body image concern, with self-esteem as
a mediating variable, among women seeking cosmetic
surgery in Tehran.

Methodology

The study employed a descriptive-correlational design
using structural equation modeling. The statistical
population consisted of all women seeking cosmetic
surgery who attended cosmetic surgery clinics in
Tehran during the autumn and winter of 2025-2026.
Participants were selected through convenience
sampling after coordination with participating clinics.
Eligibility criteria included being female, being at
least 18 years old, applying for a cosmetic surgical
procedure, being able to read and complete Persian-
language questionnaires, providing informed consent,
and completing the research instruments. Withdrawal
from participation, incomplete questionnaires, invalid
response patterns, or the presence of conditions
preventing reliable questionnaire completion were
considered exclusion criteria.

Based on sample-size recommendations for structural
equation modeling and the number of observed
variables and structural paths, a final sample of 540
women was included. Participants completed the
Body Image Concern Inventory, the Young Schema
Questionnaire-Short Form, Third Edition, and the
Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale. The five schema
domains were analyzed separately, and no total score
for early maladaptive schemas was calculated. The
schema domains consisted of disconnection and
rejection, impaired autonomy and performance,
impaired limits, other-directedness, and overvigilance
and inhibition. Body image concern was represented
by dissatisfaction with appearance, concern about
appearance, and the overall body image concern
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score. Self-esteem was entered into the model as the
mediating variable.

Data screening included examination of missing
responses, univariate and multivariate outliers,
normality, linearity, and multicollinearity. Descriptive
statistics, Pearson correlation coefficients, tolerance
values, and variance inflation factors were calculated.
Confirmatory factor analysis was performed to
evaluate the measurement model. Structural equation
modeling was then used to estimate direct and indirect
relationships. Model fit was assessed using the chi-
square to degrees-of-freedom ratio, goodness-of-fit
index, adjusted goodness-of-fit index, comparative fit
index, incremental fit index, Tucker—Lewis index,
root mean square error of approximation, and
standardized root mean square residual. Indirect
effects were evaluated through bootstrapping with
5,000 resamples and 95% confidence intervals. The
statistical significance level was set at 0.05.

Findings

The participants had a mean age of 32.68 years with a
standard deviation of 7.41, and their ages ranged from
18 to 54 years. The largest age group consisted of
women aged 26 to 35 years. Most participants were
either single or married, and the largest educational
group held a bachelor’s degree. A majority were first-
time cosmetic surgery applicants, and rhinoplasty was
the most frequently requested procedure.

The mean scores were 62.83 for disconnection and
rejection, 45.23 for impaired autonomy and
performance, 27.65 for impaired limits, 29.07 for
other-directedness, and 31.45 for overvigilance and
inhibition. The mean self-esteem score was 22.61.
The mean scores for appearance dissatisfaction and
appearance concern were 29.38 and 25.74,
respectively, while the mean total body image concern
score was 55.12. Skewness values ranged from -0.827
to 0.359, and kurtosis values ranged from -0.050 to
1.234, supporting acceptable univariate normality.

All five schema domains were positively and
significantly correlated with body image concern. The
strongest  correlation was observed between
disconnection and rejection and body image concern,
followed by overvigilance and inhibition, impaired
autonomy and performance, other-directedness, and
impaired limits. All five domains were negatively and
significantly associated with self-esteem. Self-esteem
also showed a significant negative correlation with
body image concern.

The structural model demonstrated acceptable fit. The
chi-square to degrees-of-freedom ratio was 2.343, the

goodness-of-fit index was 0.907, the comparative fit
index was 0.946, the incremental fit index was 0.947,
and the Tucker-Lewis index was 0.939. The root
mean square error of approximation was 0.050, and
the standardized root mean square residual was 0.047.

Disconnection and rejection had a significant negative
direct effect on self-esteem and a significant positive
direct effect on body image concern. Impaired
autonomy and performance also negatively predicted
self-esteem and positively predicted body image
concern. Impaired limits, other-directedness, and
overvigilance and inhibition each showed significant
negative effects on self-esteem and significant
positive effects on body image concern. Self-esteem
significantly and negatively predicted body image
concern.

Bootstrapping indicated that self-esteem significantly
mediated the relationship between each schema
domain and body image concern. The indirect
standardized effects were 0.086 for disconnection and
rejection, 0.056 for impaired autonomy and
performance, 0.023 for impaired limits, 0.027 for
other-directedness, and 0.049 for overvigilance and
inhibition. None of the confidence intervals included
zero. Because the direct effects of all five schema
domains remained significant after self-esteem was
entered into the model, the mediation effects were
partial. The five schema domains collectively
explained 42.1% of the variance in self-esteem, while
the schema domains together with self-esteem
explained 63.2% of the variance in body image
concern.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrated that the five domains of
early maladaptive schemas were independently
related to body image concern among women seeking
cosmetic surgery. Disconnection and rejection
emerged as the strongest predictor, indicating that
beliefs involving defectiveness, shame, emotional
deprivation, abandonment, mistrust, and social
isolation may be especially important in
understanding appearance-related distress. Women
who  perceive themselves as fundamentally
unacceptable or unlovable may interpret physical
characteristics as visible evidence of a broader
personal defect. Cosmetic modification may therefore
be viewed as a means of obtaining acceptance or
reducing shame rather than merely changing a
specific physical feature.

Impaired autonomy and performance also contributed
to body image concern. Feelings of incompetence,




failure, dependence, and vulnerability may encourage
individuals to rely on appearance as a compensatory
source of confidence and social value. In this context,
cosmetic surgery may be expected to improve not
only appearance but also perceived competence,
success, or interpersonal security.

Other-directedness predicted body image concern,
suggesting that women who define themselves
primarily through the expectations and approval of
others may evaluate their bodies from an external
perspective. Their satisfaction with appearance may
depend strongly on perceived social acceptance,
comparison, and anticipated judgment. Overvigilance
and inhibition were also important, likely because
rigid standards and perfectionistic expectations make
natural physical variation difficult to accept. Even
minor imperfections may be interpreted as
unacceptable when the individual applies excessively
demanding appearance standards.

Although impaired limits showed the weakest effects,
its direct and indirect relationships remained
statistically significant. Limited tolerance for
dissatisfaction and a preference for immediate change
may contribute to cosmetic surgery seeking when
appearance-related discomfort is experienced as
intolerable. However, this domain appears to be less
central than defectiveness, rejection, incompetence,
approval dependence, and perfectionistic standards.

Self-esteem played a partial mediating role in all five
relationships. This finding indicates that schema
domains increase body image concern partly by
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weakening global self-worth. When individuals
experience themselves as inadequate, unsuccessful,
unacceptable, or dependent on external approval, their
bodies may become central to personal evaluation.
Physical dissatisfaction can then affect not merely one
aspect of self-perception but the individual’s entire
sense of worth. Nevertheless, the persistence of
significant direct effects shows that self-esteem is not
the only explanatory mechanism. Other processes,
such as social comparison, rumination, perfectionism,
emotional dysregulation, rejection sensitivity, and
distress intolerance, may also transmit the effects of
schemas to body image concern.

Overall, the findings support a multidimensional
psychological understanding of cosmetic surgery
seeking. Body image concern among applicants
appears to be associated with enduring cognitive-
emotional patterns rather than with objective
appearance alone. Psychological assessment before
surgery should therefore consider each schema
domain separately and evaluate the extent to which
self-worth is dependent on appearance. The results
suggest that interventions targeting defectiveness and
shame, feelings of incompetence, excessive approval
seeking, rigid appearance standards, and low self-
esteem may reduce excessive body image concern and
promote more realistic decision-making. The study
concludes that all five domains of early maladaptive
schemas are directly and indirectly associated with
body image concern, and that self-esteem functions as
a significant partial mediator among women seeking
cosmetic surgery in Tehran.
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