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Abstract: Appearance anxiety is a prevalent mental health concern that has gained 

prominence in today’s rapidly evolving society, particularly among adolescents. This paper 

systematically explores the issue of appearance anxiety in adolescents, delving into its 

specific manifestations and available interventions. Examining the manifestations, it becomes 

evident that adolescents grappling with appearance anxiety often exhibit detrimental 

tendencies, including an excessive preoccupation with their physical appearance, a tendency 

to interpret judgments negatively, and a diminished sense of body esteem. Turning to 

interventions, various approaches can be employed to assist adolescents in managing their 

appearance anxiety, ranging from dietary and exercise modifications to addressing individual 

cognitive processes, engaging family members, and fostering media literacy skills. This 

comprehensive investigation into appearance anxiety among adolescents not only enhances 

the general understanding of this phenomenon but also offers practical guidance and 

strategies to help adolescents alleviate appearance anxiety. Furthermore, it serves as a 

valuable resource for future research in related fields. 
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1. Introduction 

In every social context, individuals’ appearances undergo constant scrutiny, evaluation, and 

comparison. This pervasive and often relentless appraisal of one’s appearance inevitably compels 

individuals to be acutely aware of and concerned about their physical attributes [1]. The concerns 

about whether one’s appearance aligns with socially accepted aesthetic standards and the 

apprehension of potential disapproval can elicit feelings of unease, distress, and anxiety. This form 

of anxiety, which is triggered by the evaluation of one’s appearance in social settings, is commonly 

referred to as appearance anxiety [2]. Notably, appearance anxiety is highly prevalent among 

adolescents, primarily due to factors such as their evolving self-awareness, heightened susceptibility 

to societal influences, and the rapid physical and hormonal changes characteristic of this 

developmental stage [3]. 

While appearance anxiety may ostensibly motivate individuals to strive for improvements in their 

physical appearance, a substantial body of research has demonstrated that it can also exact a toll on 

the physical and mental well-being of adolescents. Firstly, appearance anxiety is associated with 

negative personality traits. High levels of appearance anxiety in females, for instance, are often linked 

to diminished self-esteem [2], heightened shyness [4], and increased self-loathing [4]. Secondly, 
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appearance anxiety is intricately connected with neuroticism. Individuals grappling with intense 

appearance anxiety are more prone to depression [5] and are at an elevated risk of developing mental 

disorders, including bulimia nervosa, anorexia nervosa, and body dysmorphic disorder [6]. Thirdly, 

appearance anxiety is intertwined with social communication difficulties. Those burdened by social 

appearance anxiety tend to shy away from social interactions and suffer from heightened speech-

related anxieties [2]. Lastly, appearance anxiety negatively impacts an individual’s subjective well-

being, often resulting in a decrease in positive emotions and an increase in negative emotions as 

appearance anxiety levels rise [7]. 

Despite these concerning implications, existing research on appearance anxiety has several notable 

limitations. First, prior studies have often lacked a systematic review of appearance anxiety among 

adolescents, with most focusing on exploring its relationship with various variables, leaving 

comprehensive studies scarce. Second, the research on appearance anxiety has predominantly 

centered on adults, particularly undergraduate students, while investigations involving adolescents 

remain underrepresented. Furthermore, previous research has disproportionately focused on females, 

with minimal attention given to understanding appearance anxiety in males. To address these gaps 

and provide a more comprehensive understanding of adolescent appearance anxiety, this study seeks 

to summarize the specific manifestations and interventions associated with it, along with an analysis 

of the objectives of each intervention. By doing so, this research aims to lay the groundwork for future 

studies on adolescent appearance anxiety, facilitating deeper insights into the effectiveness of 

interventions and fostering a more supportive social environment for the healthy development of 

adolescents. 

2. Manifestations of Appearance Anxiety in Adolescents 

Adolescents, characterized by their egocentric tendencies, exhibit a heightened focus on and attach 

significant value to their physical appearances, setting the stage for the prevalent issue of appearance 

anxiety in this age group. For instance, in 2017, it was reported that a plastic surgery hospital 

experienced a 46% surge in medical aesthetic surgery procedures following the commencement of 

summer vacation, with students constituting over 60% of this influx [8]. Furthermore, the rapid 

physical and cognitive transformations that adolescents undergo render them particularly susceptible 

to psychological challenges. Consequently, studying appearance anxiety among adolescents is not 

only imperative for promoting positive development but also for averting the onset of severe mental 

disorders. Appearance anxiety is a form of anxiety stemming from the internalization of societal 

beauty standards—a self-evaluation anxiety triggered when individuals measure themselves against 

these internalized criteria and discern disparities between their actual appearance and the idealized, 

socially-defined standard of beauty. This emotional experience encompasses a range of worrisome 

thoughts and restless behaviors [9]. Given adolescents’ still-evolving self-concept, they are highly 

susceptible to the influence of their social environment, making them vulnerable to social appearance 

anxiety. This, in turn, can lead to a cascade of issues in adolescents, including depression, distorted 

self-perception, social maladjustment, eating disorders, and other related problems. 

Social appearance anxiety in adolescents manifests primarily through three distinctive 

characteristics: 

▪ Excessive Preoccupation with Appearance: Adolescents, driven by their competitive nature and 

a desire for recognition, exhibit an extraordinary fixation on their physical appearance. Within 

adolescent circles, it is commonplace to engage in comparisons and discussions about 

appearances [10]. Conversations often revolve around topics like “Who has the fairest skin, the 

longest limbs, the slimmest body, the tallest stature, or the most attractive nose?” Some 

teenagers even privately grade or rank their peers’ appearances, often leading to differential 
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treatment, exclusion, or even bullying of those deemed “less attractive.” Consequently, this 

obsession with appearance becomes further entrenched, elevating the significance and value 

attached to physical looks. 

▪ Overinterpretation of Others’ Evaluations Adolescents grappling with social appearance anxiety 

tend to excessively fixate on others’ opinions and comments about their physical attractiveness. 

They constantly perceive themselves under the scrutiny of others, believing that every action is 

being observed [11]. Moreover, they frequently interpret neutral or negative feedback in an 

unduly negative light. For example, when someone offers a compliment like “You look nice and 

friendly,” these individuals might interpret it as a veiled criticism, believing the compliment to 

be insincere. Consequently, individuals with social appearance anxiety often resort to social 

avoidance to circumvent potential evaluations by others. 

▪ Low Body Esteem: Body esteem, reflecting one’s perception of their own body image, holds 

considerable sway over individuals, often more so than the objective size or appearance of their 

bodies [12]. A systematic survey conducted by researcher Chen Hong on 1214 Chinese 

teenagers revealed that adolescents in China generally harbor dissatisfaction with their physical 

bodies [13]. Specifically, girls tend to be more concerned about their overall physical attributes 

and appearance, while boys often express dissatisfaction with their thinness [13].  

3. Interventions for Addressing Appearance Anxiety in Adolescents 

The cognitive abilities of adolescents are still in the process of development, rendering them highly 

susceptible to societal definitions of beauty and attractiveness. As a result, timely intervention for 

adolescents experiencing appearance anxiety is crucial for their overall physical and mental well-

being. Various intervention methods have been developed to address this issue, encompassing diet 

and exercise intervention, individual cognitive intervention, emotional intervention, family 

involvement, and media literacy intervention. 

3.1. Diet and Exercise Intervention 

Encouraging adolescents to engage in diet and exercise interventions can be particularly effective in 

addressing appearance anxiety. For instance, a study conducted by Gehrman in 2006 focused on pre-

adolescents and aimed to mitigate body dissatisfaction through exercise and dietary improvements. 

The results revealed that participants in the intervention group, who had undergone these 

interventions, experienced a more positive body image following the program [14]. This approach is 

particularly well-suited for overweight individuals as it assists in reducing their Body Mass Index 

(BMI), consequently alleviating their social appearance anxiety [14]. However, it is essential to note 

that successful implementation of this strategy requires individuals to possess strong willpower and 

effective self-management skills. Adolescence is a period marked by rapid and noticeable physical 

changes, making diet and exercise interventions not only beneficial for physical health but also 

conducive to fostering a healthier and more accepting attitude toward these transformations [14]. 

3.2. Individual Cognitive Intervention 

Intervening in adolescents’ individual cognitive processes can effectively mitigate social appearance 

anxiety. Research by Stice, involving a meta-analytic review of belief intervention, demonstrates that 

challenging an individual’s pursuit of the “ideal” body image can significantly reduce their social 

appearance anxiety. Participants who engaged in criticism of the idealized body standard exhibited a 

notable improvement in their body satisfaction compared to those in the control group [15]. 

Encouraging adolescents to critically evaluate the societal beauty ideals can promote analytical 

thinking and an appreciation of diverse appearances, contributing to a more positive body image. 
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3.3. Emotional Intervention 

Emotion-focused interventions, such as self-compassion training and positive emotion regulation, 

offer promising avenues for addressing appearance anxiety in adolescents. A 2015 study found that 

three weeks of self-compassion training led to a significant reduction in body shame and an increase 

in self-appreciation among participants. Importantly, these effects remained significant even after 

three months [16]. Enhancing self-awareness can foster positive thought patterns and help adolescents 

manage negative emotions arising from social appearance anxiety. 

3.4. Family Involvement 

Family members, particularly mothers, play a pivotal role in appearance anxiety intervention. By 

conducting workshops that educate mothers on societal beauty standards depicted in various media 

forms and encouraging discussions about these standards within the family, Corning demonstrated a 

significant reduction in body image pressure experienced by girls whose mothers had participated in 

the workshops. Adolescents often regard their mothers’ perspectives as influential, making their 

involvement indispensable in appearance anxiety intervention efforts [17]. 

3.5. Media Literacy Intervention 

Given the significant impact of media on adolescents’ perceptions of beauty, interventions aimed at 

enhancing media literacy are crucial. Irving and Berel achieved success by educating women to 

critically analyze beauty-related advertisements, fostering skepticism toward the portrayal of the thin 

ideal in media [18]. Such interventions are particularly effective in challenging unrealistic beauty 

standards perpetuated by the media. In the digital age, where adolescents are inundated with idealized 

images and beauty ideals, media literacy interventions empower them to interpret this information 

critically, thereby reducing appearance-related anxiety [18]. 

4. Conclusion 

Individuals grappling with appearance anxiety often experience excessive worries and demands 

regarding their physical appearance, with adolescents being a particularly susceptible group. 

Adolescents’ appearance anxiety typically manifests through excessive preoccupation with their 

looks, negative interpretations of judgments, and a diminished sense of body esteem. The adverse 

consequences of appearance anxiety on adolescents’ physical and mental well-being are significant 

and warrant increased attention from researchers and society at large. Mitigating appearance anxiety 

among adolescents holds the potential to cultivate a clearer self-image, boost confidence, and enhance 

their ability to adapt to both school and family life. 

This study has systematically delineated the manifestations of appearance anxiety in adolescents 

and explored various intervention approaches. These findings offer valuable insights and practical 

suggestions for adolescents seeking to alleviate their appearance-related concerns. However, it is 

important to acknowledge that the existing intervention methods may lack the necessary timeliness 

to address the dynamic challenges contemporary adolescents face. 

Future research should continue to explore more effective intervention strategies tailored to the 

evolving needs of today’s adolescents. Longitudinal studies can provide a comprehensive 

understanding of the long-term effects of these interventions. Additionally, researchers should 

consider adopting a holistic approach, encompassing individual, family, and social media dimensions, 

to comprehensively address adolescent appearance anxiety. Such multifaceted interventions have the 

potential to yield more robust and enduring results, ultimately fostering a healthier and more confident 

generation of adolescents. In doing so, researchers can contribute to the ongoing efforts to support 
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adolescents in their journey towards positive self-perception and mental well-being in an appearance-

centric society. 
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