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The current study examined the relationship between parenting styles, eating and dieting behav-
iors, and self-esteem in undergraduate psychology students. Standardized assessments of eating and
dieting behaviors, parent care and control, and self-esteem were collected from 99 undergraduate
psychology students in November 2012. Expected associations of parent care and control with un-
dergraduate students’ eating and dieting habits and self-esteem were not found; however, results
indicating the influence of mother care and father control on potential eating disorder diagnosis and
self-esteem were discovered. Together, these results suggest that more research is needed to explore
other characteristics of parenting that may be more related to unhealthy eating and dieting behaviours
and self-esteem.

PARENT INFLUENCE DURING CHILDHOOD AND
ADOLESCENCE

Parent interactions have a substantial impact on a
child’s development (Bartholomow, 1990; Bowlby, 1982;
Brofenbrenner, 1979; Scaglioni, Salvioni, & Galimberti,
2008). The way parents interact with their children
may influence the development of a child’s physical,
emotional and mental well-being, which may lead to
negative repercussions in adolescence and adulthood.
Specifically, family dynamics can powerfully influence
the development and maintenance of unhealthy eat-
ing/dieting behaviors and lowered self-esteem and in
extreme forms, initiate the development of eating disor-
ders (Minuchin, Rosman, & Baker, 1978; Rodriguez, No-
valbos Ruiz, Martinez Nieto, Escobar Jimenez, & Cas-
tro de Haro, 2004; Sira & White, 2010). Minuchin et
al. (1978) proposed a familial model to explain the de-
velopment of anorexia nervosa. They claimed that the
interaction between enmeshment, overprotectiveness,
rigidity and lack of conflict resolution within psycho-
somatic families ultimately contributes to the develop-
ment of an eating disorder. Researchers have continued
to support the link between families characterized by
overprotection and excessive control, and anorexia ner-
vosa (Cordero and Israel, 2009; Galloway, Farrow and
Martz, 2010; Perry et al., 2006; Shoebridge & Gower,
2000; Sim et al., 2009; Sira & White, 2010). Research indi-
cates that eating disturbances are often accompanied by
lowered self-esteem (Button, Loan, Davies, & Sonuga-
Barke, 1998).

Anorexia Nervosa, Bulimia Nervosa, and Eating Disorder
Not Otherwise Specified

According to the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual,
Fourth Edition Text-Revised (DSM-IV-TR) (American
Psychiatric Association, 2000), an individual meeting
the criteria for anorexia nervosa displays behaviours
such as refusal to maintain a healthy body weight at or
above a minimally normal weight for age and height,
amenorrhea, an intense fear of gaining weight, and dis-

turbances in self and body image. Individuals with
anorexia may be typed as either restricting or binge-
eating/purging. Individuals diagnosed with bulimia
nervosa may exhibit recurrent episodes of binge eat-
ing accompanied by a sense of lack of control over eat-
ing, recurrent inappropriate compensatory behaviours
to prevent weight gain, and disturbance in self and body
image. The binge eating and compensatory behaviours
occur, on average, twice a week for 3 months. Bulimia
may be classified as either purging or non-purging type.
Individuals exhibiting symptoms but not meeting the
criteria for any specific eating disorder may be classified
as eating disorder not otherwise specified.

Theory on Adolescent Eating and Dieting Behaviours, and
Self-Esteem

The model on psychosomatic families presented by
Minuchin et al. (1978) is consistent with Brofenbrenner’s
ecological systems theory (1979), which theorizes that
child development is powerfully influenced by parental
behaviors, peer relationships, and societal interactions.
The environmental context in which children are raised,
most importantly the home setting, helps predict devel-
opmental patterns and later emotional development in
adolescents (Brofenbrenner, 1979). Parents create envi-
ronments for children that may foster the development
of healthy eating/dieting behaviors, or promote obe-
sity and disordered eating (Scaglioni, Salvioni, & Gal-
imberti, 2008).

Attachment theorists argue that children develop per-
sonal implicit attitudes and beliefs about the self on
the basis of parental interactions, specifically based on
the responsiveness and sensitivity of primary caregivers
(Bartholomow, 1990; Bowlby, 1982). Repeated parent-
child interactions thus form the basis for child mental
representations of the self in relation to others. Over
time and with repeated exposure, how parents respond
to children leads to the development of a schema that
determines how a child forms and organizes informa-
tion about the self in relation to other people.

Parenting style can also have a powerful influence on
the formation of both explicit and implicit self-esteem
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(Baumrind, 1971; Steinberg & Morris, 2001). Accord-
ing to Baumrind (1971, p. 22-23), (1) authoritarian
parent-child interactions characterized by a lack of nur-
turance and warmth or (2) permissive parent-child in-
teractions characterized by a lack of control and guid-
ance may lead to lower levels of self-esteem in adoles-
cence. Authoritative parent-child interactions, in com-
parison, which are characterized with warmth and emo-
tional acceptance, in addition to clearly outlined expec-
tations for acceptable behavior, have been consistently
linked with greater adolescent adjustment compared to
the two former parenting styles. DeHart, Pelham, and
Tennen (2006) further argue that young adults whose
parents were consistently nurturing and affectionate re-
ported higher levels of self-esteem compared to parent-
ing styles characterized with lower levels of nurturance
and cold behavior.

As healthy self-esteem and eating/dieting behaviors
in childhood and adolescence have been found to be
crucial indicators of later emotional well-being and
mental health, understanding the ways in which parent
care and control influences these areas of child develop-
ment continues to be a crucial area of study. In particu-
lar, determining the extent that parents influence eating
and dieting behaviours and self-esteem in adolescence
is an area of particular importance. In the current study,
the effect parent care and control has on undergraduate
student’s eating/dieting behaviours and self-esteem is
investigated.

Research on Parent Care and Control, Adolescent
Eating/Dieting Behaviours, and Self-Esteem

The impact of parent care and control on adolescent
eating/dieting behaviours and self-esteem has been in-
vestigated in a variety of studies. For example, Renk,
McKinney, Klein and Oliveros (2006) conducted a study
examining the impact of parent care (i.e., emotional
availability) and control (i.e., forms of discipline) on
female college students’ self-esteem by administering
standardized questionnaires. Results of the study sug-
gest that high levels of parent control were inversely cor-
related with low levels of self-esteem. However, there
was no relation between parent care and self-esteem in
female college students.

Studies have also investigated the influence of
parental control on eating/dieting behaviors indepen-
dent from self-esteem. For example, Galloway, Far-
row and Martz (2010) examined the influence of parent
control (i.e., controlled child feeding practices) on col-
lege students’ eating/dieting behaviours. Parents com-
pleted standardized questionnaires of personal parent-
ing styles. Significant positive correlations were found
between parent control and current disordered eating
patterns in college students.

Cordero and Israel (2009) examined whether percep-
tions of parent care (i.e., parental acceptance and emo-

tional availability) and parent control (i.e., verbal mes-
sages relating to eating and exercise regulation) are
related to risk factors pertaining to eating pathology
(i.e., low self-esteem, body mass index (BMI)) in col-
lege women. Expected negative relations between par-
ent care and daughters’ eating patterns were not found;
however, an element of parent control (i.e., verbal mes-
sages relating to eating and exercise regulation) was re-
lated to eating pathology. In addition, Cordero and Is-
rael found a negative correlation between self-esteem
and unhealthy eating.

Sira & White (2010) conducted a study investigating
the influence of parent care and control on self-esteem,
eating/dieting behaviours, and body satisfaction in col-
lege students. Based on correlational analyses, high lev-
els of parent control and low levels of paternal care were
associated directly with high disordered eating attitude
scores among males. In addition, parent control was
associated with eating disturbances among males, but
not among females. A relationship was found between
parental control and other female domains (i.e., body
satisfaction), which in turn increased dieting behavior.
No direct relationship was found between parent care
and eating/dieting behaviours. Self-esteem was directly
impacted by parent care and control for both genders.

As demonstrated by the previous studies, many re-
searchers have not found direct relationships between
parent care, eating/dieting behaviours, and self-esteem
with the exception of Sira & White (2010). In addi-
tion, Perry et al. (2006) investigated the relationship be-
tween parent care (i.e., affection and warmth, or cold-
ness and rejection) and control (i.e., encouragement of
autonomy/ independence as opposed to strict control
with regulation and intrusions), self-esteem and eating
behaviours (i.e., eating disturbances) in university stu-
dents. Unlike many of the previous studies identified,
the researchers identified low levels of caring and emo-
tional support and high levels of control to be associ-
ated with distorted eating behaviours. Low levels of
self-esteem were related to unhealthy eating and dieting
behaviours.

It is evident that there are a variety of similarities and
differences in the literature investigating the relation-
ship between parent care and control, adolescent eat-
ing/dieting behaviours, and self-esteem. Firstly, all of
the studies collected data by administering standard-
ized questionnaires to adolescents only; however, Gal-
loway, Farrow and Martz (2010) obtained their results
from administering questionnaires to both student and
parent participants. Each of these studies used in-
struments examining respective measures in adolescent
or college populations, including the Eating Attitudes
Test (EAT-26) (Garner, Olmsted, Bohr, & Garfinkel,
1982) (Cordero and Israel, 2009; Galloway, Farrow and
Martz, 2010; Perry et al., 2006; Sira & White, 2010), the
Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RS-E) (Rosenberg, 1965)
(Cordero and Israel, 2009; Renk, McKinney, Klein and
Oliveros, 2006) and the Parental Bonding Instrument
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(PBI) (Hall, Peden, Rayens, & Beebe, 2004) (Perry et al.,
2006; Sira & White, 2010). In addition, all of the stud-
ies found a positive relationship between parent con-
trol and either eating/dieting behaviours or self-esteem;
however, only two found an association between levels
of parent care and eating/dieting behaviours, and self-
esteem (Perry et al., 2006; Sira & White, 2010). Over-
all, the findings of these studies suggest that high lev-
els of parent control (and in two studies, low levels of
parent care) are related to future outcomes of adoles-
cents’ eating/dieting behaviours and self-esteem. Few
studies have examined this relationship in Canadian
populations, nor taken into account participant’s eth-
nic background. Also, none of the studies examined
whether participants have received or think they could
receive an eating disorder diagnosis. As few studies
examining non-diagnosed college-age populations have
discovered a relationship between parent care and eat-
ing/dieting behaviours, this area merits further investi-
gation to explore what extent parent-child interactions
influence the development of healthy or disturbed eat-
ing and dieting behaviours and self-esteem in university
students.

Current Study

In the current study, parent care and control were as-
sessed by behavioral interactions youth and adolescents
have or had with their mother and father, for example,
being spoken to in a warm and friendly voice, smiled
at frequently, or feeling as if their problems and wor-
ries were understood by their parents (parent care). Par-
ent control may be characterized by a lack of auton-
omy to make personal decisions, feeling babied, or over-
protected. Parent care and control was assessed retro-
spectively, meaning that participants of this study were
asked to reflect on their experience during the first 16
years of their life. The purpose of the current study
was to examine whether parent care and control re-
late to eating/dieting behaviours and self-esteem in un-
dergraduate university students. High levels of parent
care were expected to positively relate to adolescents’
self-esteem, and negatively relate to disordered eating
and dieting behaviours. High levels of parent control
or overprotection were expected to negatively relate to
adolescents’ self-esteem, and positively relate to disor-
dered eating/dieting behaviours.

METHOD

Participants

Participants included 99 undergraduate students
(69% female) in Psychology 104 and 105 from the Uni-
versity of Alberta in Edmonton, Alberta.

Students studied in a range of faculties with 42% from
the Faculty of Science and 30% from the Faculty of Arts.
Participants represented a range of ethnicities with 60%
being an ethnic minority and 39% Caucasian/ Cana-
dian/ European. Eighty-seven percent of students iden-
tified their parents as having a “married” marital status.
Two students indicated that they had received a diagno-
sis for an eating disorder, and 4 students indicated that
in their opinion they could be diagnosed with an eating
disorder (compared to 16 indicating they were not sure,
and 79 indicating that they could not be diagnosed).

Measures

Eating and Dieting Behaviours

Students’ eating and dieting behaviors were assessed
using Part B and C of the EAT-26 (Garner et al.,
1982). The EAT-26 is a standardized, self-report 26-item
measure that assesses a broad range of symptoms of
anorexia and bulimia nervosa. Although initially vali-
dated with anorexia patients, the EAT-26 may be used in
a non-clinical setting with adolescents and adults to as-
sess risks for disordered eating. Questions on the EAT-
26 assess potential concerns about dieting, food intake
and body weight (i.e., “I eat diet foods,” “I am aware
of the calorie content of foods that I eat,” and “I am oc-
cupied with the desire to be thinner”). Each was rated
on a 6-point Likert-scale (1 = always to 6 = never). Re-
spondents were asked to rate frequency of behavior as-
sociated with disordered eating and unhealthy diet be-
haviours (i.e., “In the past 6 months have you gone
on binges where you feel that you may not be able to
stop?” and “Exercised more than 60 minutes a day to
lose or to control your weight?”). Each was rated on
a 6-point Likert-scale (0 = never to 5 = once a day or
more). Twenty-five of the items were reverse-coded to
create a composite score of disordered eating and diet-
ing behaviors with higher scores indicating higher lev-
els of disordered eating. Multiple psychometric studies
have found high internal consistency of the EAT-26 (α =
.79 - .94 across studies) (Furnham & Husain, 1999).

Self-Esteem

The Rosenberg Self-Esteem Scale (RS-E) was used to
assess participant’s self-esteem (Rosenberg, 1965). The
RS-E is a 10-item questionnaire with items answered on
a 4-point Likert-scale (0 = strongly agree to 3 = strongly
disagree). Examples of items include, “I feel like I have
a number of good qualities,” and “I wish I could have
more respect for myself.” The scale was originally de-
veloped with a sample of high school students; how-
ever, multiple studies demonstrated good convergent
and discriminant validity when used with college stu-
dents (Hall, Peden, Rayens, & Beebe, 2004). Five items
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are reverse-coded to create a composite score of self-
esteem, with higher scores indicating higher levels of
self-esteem.

Parent Care and Control

Students’ retrospective perceptions of parent care and
control were measured using the Parental Bonding In-
strument (PBI) (Parker, Tuplig, & Brown, 1979). The
PBI is a self-report questionnaire measuring fundamen-
tal parental styles as perceived by the participant. Items
are answered on a 4-point Likert-scale (0 = very unlike
to 3 = very like) and twelve items are reverse-coded (3 =
very unlike to 0 = very like). Twenty-five questions as-
sessed both maternal and paternal care (i.e., “Mother/
father spoke to me in a warm and friendly voice” and
“Mother/father appeared to understand my problems
and worries”) and control (i.e., “Mother/father tended
to baby me” and “Let me go out as often as I wanted”).
Results were tallied for both mother and father sec-
tions to produce a score for each parent on both dimen-
sions (i.e., mother/father care and mother/father con-
trol). Previous studies have confirmed high reliability
for each of the scales (paternal care scale α = .89; pater-
nal control scale α = .73; maternal care scale α = .86 and
maternal control scale α = .74) (Sira & White, 2010).

Procedure

Students were recruited to the study via the uni-
versity psychology research pool and received partial
course credit for participating in the study. Participants
completed 3 structured questionnaires assessing eat-
ing/dieting behaviours, levels of self-esteem, and par-
ent care and control. In addition to other measures, the
questionnaire package included demographic informa-
tion of birth month/ year, faculty of study, sex, ethnic-
ity (by continent), and parent marital status. This ad-
ditional questionnaire included a self-report of whether
participants had been diagnosed with an eating disor-
der, or whether in their opinion they could be diagnosed
with an eating disorder. No research was found to sup-
port the use of self-reported measures; researchers in-
cluded the questions out of interest. The researchers
guaranteed participants that participation was volun-
tary, anonymous and confidential. The participants
were given an hour to complete the 4 questionnaires.

RESULTS

Descriptive Analyses

EAT-26

As shown in Table 1.1, on average, students indicating
that they had received a diagnosis for an eating disorder
demonstrated higher scores on the EAT-26 (M = 17.00,
SD = 14.07) in comparison to students who indicated
that they were not sure whether they could receive a
diagnosis (M = 16.75, SD = 13.20) and receiving no
diagnosis (M = 6.66, SD = 5.05).

These results varied according to ethnic background
and gender. Students indicating a European back-
ground reported the highest scores on the EAT-26 (M =
11.75, SD = 12.81), followed by students of North
American background (M = 8.23, SD = 9.28), Asian
background (M = 8.70, SD = 7.11) and African (M =
8.00, SD = 1.41). Females reported higher EAT-26
scores (M = 9.43, SD = 9.16) compared to males
(M = 7.13, SD = 6.09).

Self-Esteem

Students indicating that they had received a diagno-
sis for an eating disorder reported lower self-esteem
scores (M = 17.00, SD = 5.72) in comparison to stu-
dents who indicated they were not sure whether they
could be diagnosed (M = 17.69, SD = 4.06) and those
who indicated they could not be diagnosed (M = 20.59,
SD = 4.44).

These results varied according to ethnic background
and gender. Students with an Asian background re-
ported lowest levels of self-esteem (M = 19.46, SD =
4.38) followed by students of North American back-
ground (M = 20.46, SD = 5.01), European background
(M = 20.62, SD = 4.03) and African background
(M = 23.00, SD = 1.41). Females reported lower self-
esteem scores (M = 19.63, SD = 4.75) compared to
males (M = 20.74, SD = 4.05). Results are shown in
Table 1.2.

Variables N Mean SD Range
Diagnosed Eating Disorder Opinion
No 79 6.66 5.05 0.00 – 22.00
Yes 4 17 7.04 9.00 – 38.00
Not sure 16 16.75 3.3 4.00 – 45.00
Ethnicity by Continent
North American 35 8.23 9.28 1.00 – 45.00
European 8 11.75 12.81 2.00 – 39.00
Asian 54 8.7 7.11 0.00 – 39.00
African 2 8 1.41 7.00 – 9.00

TABLE 1.1. Descriptive Statistics of EAT-26 Scores, Diagnosed
Eating Disorder Opinion, and Ethnicity by Continent
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Variables N Mean SD Range
Diagnosed Eating Disorder Opinion
No 79 20.59 4.44 3.00 – 29.00
Yes 4 17 5.72 10.00 – 24.00
Not sure 16 17.69 4.06 8.00 – 26.00
Ethnicity by Continent
North American 35 20.46 5.01 3.00 – 28.00
European 8 20.62 4.03 14.00 – 27.00
Asian 54 19.46 4.38 22.00 – 24.00
African 2 23 1.41 3.00 – 29.00

TABLE 1.2. Descriptive Statistics of Self-Esteem, Diagnosed
Eating Disorder Opinion, and Ethnicity by Continent, and
Gender

Parent Care and Control

Students indicating that they had received a diagno-
sis for an eating disorder reported lower mother care
(M = 19.75, SD = 5.52) and higher mother control
(M = 19.00, SD = 9.06). Students diagnosed with
an eating disorder reported lower levels of father care
(M = 18.25, SD = 7.37) as well as higher levels of father
control (M = 17.75, SD = 6.24). Participants indicating
no eating disorder diagnosis reported highest levels of
mother care (M = 29.33, SD = 5.52) and lowest lev-
els of mother control (M = 14.08, SD = 6.49). Levels
of father control were lowest for participants indicating
that they had not been diagnosed with an eating disor-
der (M = 10.17, SD = 5.77). Levels of father care were
similar for participants indicating that they were unsure
whether they could receive a diagnosis (M = 26.56,
SD = 5.07) or no diagnosis (M = 26.32, SD = 6.99).
Results are indicated in Table 1.3. Males reported higher
levels of mother care (M = 29.03, SD = 5.40) than
females (M = 28.72, SD = 5.48); however, females
reported higher levels of mother control (M = 14.75,
SD = 6.61), father care (M = 26.18, SD = 7.10) and fa-
ther control (M = 11.61, SD = 6.81). Variation in scores
by gender is outlined in Table 1.4.

ANOVA

EAT-26 and Eating Disorder Diagnosis Opinion

A 3x1 (opinion of eating disorder diagnosis x EAT-26
score) between-groups ANOVA design was used to an-
alyze the interaction between whether students felt they
could receive a diagnosis of an eating disorder and their
reported EAT-26 score. Significant effects were further
analyzed using Tukey’s HSD (p < .05). A between-
subjects factor analysis revealed a statistically signifi-
cant interaction between opinion of eating disorder di-
agnosis and EAT-26 scores, F (2, 96) = 15.15, p < .001.

Participants believing they could be diagnosed with
an eating disorder (M = 17.00, SEM = 7.04, n = 4) and
participants unsure as to whether they could be diag-

Variable I Variable II N Mean SD Range
Parental Bonding Diagnosed Eating Disorder Opinion
Mother Care No 78 29.33 5.52 15.00 – 36.00

Yes 4 19.75 3.3 16.00 – 23.00
Not sure 16 28.56 2.99 26.00 – 35.00

Mother Control No 78 14.08 6.49 3.00 – 28.00
Yes 4 19 9.06 12.00 – 31.00
Not sure 16 15.75 5.52 3.00 – 27.00

Father Care No 78 26.32 6.99 8.00 – 36.00
Yes 4 18.25 7.37 9.00 – 27.00
Not sure 16 26.56 5.07 18.00 – 36.00

Father Control No 78 10.17 5.78 0.00 – 30.00
Yes 4 17.25 6.24 9.00 – 24.00
Not sure 16 12.44 7.96 3.00 – 33.00

TABLE 1.3. Descriptive Statistics of Parent Care and Control
and Diagnosed Eating Disorder Opinion

Variable I Variable II N Mean SD
Gender

EAT-26 Male 31 7.13 6.09
Female 68 9.43 9.16

Self-Esteem Male 31 20.74 4.05
Female 68 19.63 4.75

Mother Care Male 31 29.03 5.4
Female 68 28.72 5.48

Mother Control Male 31 14.13 6.26
Female 68 14.75 6.61

Father Care Male 31 25.68 6.41
Female 68 25.18 7.1

Father Control Male 31 9.13 4.77
Female 68 11.61 6.81

TABLE 1.4. Descriptive Statistics of EAT-26, Self-Esteem,
Parental Care and Control and Gender

nosed with an eating disorder (M = 16.75, SEM = 3.30,
n = 16) had significantly higher EAT-26 scores than par-
ticipants not receiving a diagnosis (M = 6.66, SEM =
.57, n = 79).

A between-subjects factor analysis of EAT-26 scores
and ethnicity indicated no significant differences be-
tween ethnicity and EAT-26 score.

Self-Esteem and Eating Disorder Diagnosis Opinion

A 3x1 (opinion of eating disorder diagnosis x self-
esteem) between-groups ANOVA design was used to
analyze the interaction between whether students felt
they could receive a diagnosis of an eating disorder and
their reported self-esteem score. Significant effects were
further analyzed using Tukey’s HSD (p < .05).
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A between-subjects factor analysis revealed opinion
of eating disorder diagnosis interacted to affect self-
esteem scores, F (2, 96) = 3.82, p < .05. Participants be-
lieving they could not be diagnosed with an eating dis-
order (M = 20.59, SEM = .50, n = 79) had significantly
higher self-esteem scores than participants unsure as to
whether they could receive a diagnosis (M = 17.69,
SEM = 1.02, n = 16). However, no significant differ-
ences were found between participants believing they
could be diagnosed with an eating disorder and self-
esteem scores (M = 17.00, SEM = 2.86, n = 4).

A between-subjects factor analysis of self-esteem
scores and ethnicity indicated no significant differences
between the two variables, F (3, 95) = .70, p > .05.

Parent Care and Control and Eating Disorder Diagnosis Opinion

A 3x4 (opinion of eating disorder diagnosis x
mother/father care and control) between-groups
ANOVA design was used to analyze the interaction
between whether students felt they could receive a
diagnosis of an eating disorder and their reported
parent care and control score. Significant effects were
further analyzed using Tukey’s HSD (p < .05).

Analysis revealed opinion of eating disorder diagno-
sis interacted to affect mother care scores, F (2, 95) =
6.63, p < .01 and father control scores, F (2, 95) = 3.14,
p < .05. Participants believing they could be diagnosed
with an eating disorder (M = 19.75, SEM = 1.65,
n = 4) reported significantly lower mother care scores
than participants not believing they could be diagnosed
(M = 29.33, SEM = .63, n = 78) and students unsure as
to whether they could receive a diagnosis (M = 28.56,
SEM = .75, n = 16). Further analyses found no sig-
nificant differences in means of reported father control
scores and opinions of eating disorder diagnosis.

Independent Sample T-Test

Gender Differences in EAT-26, Self-Esteem, and Parent Care and
Control Scores

A two-tailed independent samples t-test was used
to compare EAT-26, self-esteem and reported parent
care and control scores in male and female participants.
Analyses indicated no significant differences between
any of these factors and gender. Marginally signifi-
cant differences, p = .07 were found between female
(M = 11.61, SEM = .83, n = 67) and male (M = 9.13,
SEM = .86, n = 31) ratings of paternal control, with
females reporting higher levels of paternal control than
males. Results indicated in Table 2.1.

DISCUSSION

Inconsistent with previous research (Cordero and Is-
rael, 2009; Galloway, Farrow and Martz, 2010; Perry et
al., 2006; Renk, McKinney, Klein and Oliveros, 2006;
Sira & White, 2010), the expected positive relations be-
tween parent care and self-esteem, and parent control
and disordered eating and dieting behaviours were not
found in this study. In addition, expected negative rela-
tions between parent control and self-esteem, and be-
tween parent care and eating/dieting behaviors were
also not found. Rather, it was observed that a signifi-
cantly higher level of maternal care is associated with
students believing they could not be diagnosed with an
eating disorder, or not sure whether they could receive a
diagnosis. Results also indicate students believing they
could be diagnosed or were unsure as to whether they
could receive a diagnosis reported significantly higher
unhealthy eating/dieting behaviors. Students reporting
higher levels of self-esteem reported lower levels of un-
healthy eating and dieting behavior.

Association between Eating and Dieting Behaviours, Self-Esteem
and Parent Care and Control

Relations between parent care and control and self-
esteem, and eating/dieting behaviors were not found as
expected in research done by Perry et al. (2006), and Sira
and White (2010). Previous research found these asso-
ciations between high levels of control (i.e., encourage-
ment of autonomy/ independence, controlled feeding
practices during childhood, discipline and verbal mes-
sages relating to eating and exercise regulation) and ir-
regular eating/dieting behaviors, and diminished self-
esteem (Renk, McKinney, Klein and Oliveros, 2006);
Galloway, Farrow and Martz, 2010); Cordero and Israel,
2009); Sira & White, 2010; Perry et al., 2006). This chal-
lenges Minuchin et al.’s. psychosomatic familial model
(1978) that families characterized by overprotectiveness
contributes to the development of unhealthy eating and
dieting patterns symptomatic of eating disorders. It
seems plausible to expect heightened parental control
may contribute to the development of unhealthy eat-
ing and dieting patterns, and diminished self-esteem, as
meticulous behavior surrounding exercise and food are
characteristic of developing eating disorders. A possi-
ble explanation for the lack of association found may be
that participants may have had variable interpretations
of parental care and control, and depending on the fa-
milial context, the parent care and control variables out-
lined in the questionnaire may not be applicable to par-
ticipants. However, females reported marginally higher
levels of paternal control than males. This may indicate
that excessive paternal control disables the development
of autonomy and independence in adolescent females,
in turn triggering unhealthy eating and dieting behav-
ior (Sira & White, 2010). Also, as suggested by Perry et
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Male Female
Levene’s Test Samples T-Test

(Eq. variances assumed) (2-tailed)
Variable n M SD n M SD F Sig. t Sig.
Eat-26 31 7.13 6.09 68 9.43 9.15 0.87 0.35 -1.27 0.21
Self-Esteem 31 20.74 4.05 68 19.63 4.75 0.38 0.54 1.13 0.26
Mother Care 30 29.03 5.4 68 28.72 5.48 0.01 0.91 0.26 0.79
Mather Control 31 14.13 6.26 67 14.75 6.61 0.31 0.58 -0.44 0.66
Father Care 31 25.68 6.41 65 26.18 7.1 0.61 0.44 -0.34 0.74
Father Control 31 9.13 4.77 67 11.61 6.81 4.48 .04* -0.18 0.07

TABLE 2.1. Independent Samples T-Test of EAT-26, Self-Esteem and Parent Care and Control by Gender

al. (2006), a mediation model may be more effective at
explaining the relationship between parent control, eat-
ing/dieting behaviours, and self-esteem. For example,
parenting variables influence self-image, which in turn
impacts eating/dieting behaviours and self-esteem.

Eating Disorder Diagnosis Opinion and Mother Care

Although not supported by the literature, students re-
porting that they believe they could not or were not sure
whether they could be diagnosed with an eating disor-
der also reported higher levels of mother care. These
results indicate that a caring mother may act as a pro-
tective factor from developing unhealthy eating and di-
eting behaviors. Adolescents who view their mother
as a source of emotional support and warmth may in
turn adopt a healthy lifestyle characterized by regular
food intake and exercise. The lack of findings between
paternal warmth and healthy eating patterns may be
attributed to the authoritative role that a father plays
within a family. A father may take it upon himself to act
as a leader and primary provider of the family, and as
a result not exhibit as much warmth as a mother. Chil-
dren, in turn, may not feel comfortable turning to their
father as a source of emotional support. These specula-
tions, however, may vary by individual families.

Eating Disorder Diagnosis Opinion, Unhealthy Eating and Dieting
Behaviours, and Self-Esteem

Results indicate that students thinking they could be
diagnosed with an eating disorder reported higher lev-
els of unhealthy eating/dieting behavior than individu-
als thinking they could not be diagnosed. What is inter-
esting to note is that individuals reporting being unsure
as to whether they could be diagnosed also reported
high levels of unhealthy eating/dieting behavior. This
indicates that individuals unsure of deserving diagno-
sis are equivalent to those sure of deserving diagnosis,
and exhibit behaviors symptomatic of a potential eat-
ing disorder. Students indicating that they could not re-
ceive a diagnosis reported higher levels of self-esteem
than those who were not sure. This indicates that these
students engaging in normal eating/dieting behaviors

feel positively about themselves; however, once unsure
as to whether a diagnosis could be received, this in turn
may lower an individual’s perception of oneself.

Limitations

It is important to acknowledge limitations of this in-
vestigation. First, the sample size in this study in-
cluded only 99 students, of which 69% were female.
These implications may impact our ability to general-
ize our findings to a population other than an adoles-
cent post-secondary population. Other means of col-
lecting parent-child relationship data could have been
used, for example, by observing the parent’s relation-
ship with their child which would lead all researchers
to accurately gauge the dynamic of this relationship and
decrease self-report and retrospective reporting biases.
As well, a survey reporting parents’ relationships with
their children could be used in the future.

Conclusion and Future Implications

The purpose of this current study was to examine
whether parent care and control relate to eating/dieting
behaviours and self-esteem in undergraduate university
students. The expected relations between parent care
and control, eating/dieting behaviours, and self-esteem
were not found. However, results indicate that higher
levels of maternal care are associated with students be-
lieving they could not or were not sure whether they
could be diagnosed with an eating disorder. Results
also indicate students believing they could or were un-
sure as to whether they could receive a diagnosis re-
ported significantly higher unhealthy eating and diet-
ing behaviours. Finally, students reporting higher levels
of self-esteem reported lower levels of unhealthy eat-
ing/dieting behavior. These findings provide further
evidence that although parent care and control were not
associated with eating/dieting behaviors, other parent-
ing variables and attitudes more closely related to the
consumption of food and exercise behaviors, may merit
attention in research that explores the role of parenting
in the developing of eating disorders. This research will
contribute to the advancement of knowledge by a) help-
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ing to explore behaviors that parents should or should
not be engaging in to help prevent the development of
unhealthy eating/dieting behaviors; b) sparking the in-
terest in the research of familial implications in the eti-
ology and course of eating disorders, and c) reinforcing
the importance of a family-based therapy program for
eating disorders or revealing a need for change in the
treatment methods. Parenting behaviors should be con-
sidered along with other factors that may be contribut-
ing to the development of unhealthy eating and dieting
behaviors to ensure that adolescents are presented with
the best opportunity to engage in a healthy lifestyle.
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