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Adolescents and Appearance
§ Conforming to societal standards of beauty is highly valued almost 

everywhere in the world
» Children learn about physical attractiveness and its value very 

early in life
» Especially recognizable to girls, but increasingly relevant for 

boys
§ It’s not so surprising that weight and body image concerns and 

appearance-related distress are common among adolescents and 
even children
» Associated with many mental health problems
» Associated with many forms of disordered eating

§ In recent large Australian surveys, appearance concerns are often 
endorsed as a top stressor for youth



Outline

§ The development of appearance anxiety
§ Appearance-focused rejection sensitivity (RS)

» Factors related to Appearance RS
» Interrelations between Appearance RS and appearance 

anxiety
» Appearance RS as a link from social experiences to 

appearance anxiety
§ Protective factors: Emotion regulation and mindfulness
§ Social media and appearance
§ Protective factors: Support for neutrality and coping



The Widespread Impact of Appearance Concerns 

About 9-10% of Australian adolescents 10-
13 years are above the clinical cutoff for 
appearance anxiety concerns / BDD.
 About 75% are girls.

About 20% of Australian adolescents age 
15-16 are above the clinical cutoff for 
appearance anxiety concerns.



Perloff, 2014

Choukas-Bradley et al., 2025



Appearance Anxiety / BDS Measure

» The 10-item Appearance 
Anxiety Inventory (AAI; Veale 
et al., 2014)

»  “I worry about my 
appearance”, “I think about 
how to camouflage or alter my 
appearance”



Growth in Appearance Anxiety



Appearance Anxiety Patterns From 
Grade 5 to 9

Girls Boys

Higher for girls than boys in Grade 5 (about age 
10) for girls.
Still higher for girls than boys in grade 9 (about 
age 15).
Slight steeper increase for girls



Social-Relational: Peer and Parent Teasing

Puberty
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Appearance Anxiety Relates to Social Problems, Poorer Self-
Perceptions and Mental Health Problems

§ Adolescents with Very High Appearance 
Anxiety at age 10-13…
» More teased by same-sex and other-sex peers
» More teased by parents and siblings about 

appearance and weight
» Feel less liked by peers
» Focus more on appearance with their friends
» Feel worse across all self-competence 

domains: general worth, academic, athletic
» Report more binge eating, bulimic 

symptoms, excessive exercise
» More depressive and social anxiety 

symptoms Peers did not perceive this 
group as more victimized or 
disliked than others.



Appearance Anxiety Develops from 
Social Experiences…

Do Individual Social, Cognitive, and 
Affective Sensitivities Better Identify 

Youth at Risk?



Social Sensitivity specific 
to appearance: 
Appearance-focused 
Rejection Sensitivity



Appearance Rejection Sensitivity

» Sensitivity or socio-cognitive bias that 
involves anxious concerns about, heightened 
expectations of, and overreactions to 
perceived social rejection, and attributions for 
this rejection to aspects of physical 
appearance.

Park, 2007; Park et al, 2009; Webb & Zimmer-
Gembeck, 2015; Webb et al., 2014 



Appearance RS Measure
§ 10 brief vignettes
§ ”Your friend introduced you to a new friend. You had fun hanging out 

and you really like the person. However, since that day that new friend 
hasn’t called or texted you. ”

§ Each vignettes is followed by two questions about 1) concern and 2) 
expectations of rejection due to physical appearance.



ARS and Appearance Anxiety

The Social Concerns of Appearance RS and the 
Preoccupation of Appearance Anxiety: 

How do they Interrelate?

What’s the pathway?



Zimmer-Gembeck, M. J., Rudolph, J., & Pariz, J. (2022). A cascade of rejection and 
appearance preoccupation: Adolescents’ body dysmorphic symptoms and appearance 
rejection sensitivity over 4 years. British Journal of Developmental Psychology, 40(1), 17-
34. https://doi.org/10.1111/bjdp.12377 

https://doi.org/10.1111/bjdp.12377


Predictors of Appearance RS, 
Body Dissatisfaction, and 

Appearance Anxiety



Appearance RS as a Mediator 
Linking Social Experience to 
Appearance Anxiety
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Protective Factors



Protective Factors

§ It has been a challenge to find factors that can substantially protect 
against the negative impact of social experiences on appearance RS, 
appearance anxiety symptoms, and body dissatisfaction
» Stress appraisals and coping responses
» Support from others
» Emotion regulation, mindfulness, &  self-compassion
» How to avoid maladaptive responses of withdrawal, 

 rumination, helplessness, opposition, retribution



Emotion Regulation and Mindfulness 

Could emotion regulation and mindfulness 
be protective against the negative effects 

of peer appearance victimization on 
appearance anxiety?

Emotion regulation and mindfulness could allow 
for detachment from (or management of) 
maladaptive emotions and cognitions, such as 
appearance anxiety.

Current treatment for body dysmorphic 
symptoms incorporates training in mindfulness 
skills to facilitate a broader perceptual focus 
(i.e., on one’s overall appearance, rather than on 
perceived flaws), and non-judgmental language 
for describing the self.



Emotion Regulation: 5 subscales

Gratz & Roemer, 2004

vAwareness (“I pay attention to how I feel”)
vClarity (“I am clear about my feelings”)
vControl (“I experience my emotions as 

overwhelming and out of control”)
vGoals (“When I’m upset, I have difficulty 

focusing on other things”)
vAcceptance (“When I’m upset, I become very 

angry at myself for feeling that way”)
vStrategies (“When I’m upset, I know that I can 

find a way to eventually feel better”)



Mindfulness: 5 subscales

FFMQ

vObserving (“I notice the smells and aromas of 
things”) 

vDescribing (“I am good at finding words to 
describe my feelings”)

vActing with awareness (“I find myself doing 
things without paying attention

vNon-judging of inner experience (“I think 
some of my emotions are bad or inappropriate 
and I should not feel them”) 

vNon-reactivity to inner experience (“I 
perceive my feelings and emotions without 
having to react to them”)



Appearance Anxiety Symptoms at Time 2
T1 = mean age 13; T2 = mean age 14 

Mindfulness Emotion Reg





Appearance Anxiety Symptoms w/ Significant IVs

Mindfulness Emotion Reg



A significant interaction effect
also suggested being cautious…

§ Peer appearance victimization had a greater 
impact on appearance anxiety when awareness 
was high rather than low.



Mindful Observing

»Mindful observing and mindful 
awareness may facilitate 
increased attention to negative 
stimuli for adolescents.

Self-consciousness
Social anxiety



Summary
§ Biological and social risk factors work in concert with each other to 

explain patterns of appearance anxiety
§ Anxious expectations of rejection by others due to appearance are 

linked to increasing anxiety about appearance 
§ In turn, anxiety predicts negative expectations of others and 

problematic social behavior over time.
§ These experiences involve strong emotions and having strategies to 

regulate emotions is a strength.
§ Caution when studying mindfulness.
§ It’s hard to avoid feelings of appearance dissatisfaction, 

preoccupation with appearance, especially for girls.
§ Differentiating what is problematic versus “normative” or “typical” 

can be very difficult.



Social Media and 
Appearance





Social Media and Appearance
§ Online Appearance Preoccupation: Definition
» Directing attention towards cultivating a preferred visual 

appearance, engaging in appearance comparisons in 
online environments, and engaging in high levels of 
general activities that involve interacting with 
appearance-based content.

(Choukas-Bradley et al., 2022; Fardouly et al., 2018; Frison & 
Eggermont, 2016; Hawes et al., 2020; Rogers & Rosseau, 
2022; Zimmer-Gembeck et al., 2021)



Measuring Online Appearance Preoccupation

§ Social Media Appearance 
Preoccupation Scale (SMAPS; 
Zimmer-Gembeck et al., 2021)
» Three Subscales

§ Upward social 
comparisons online

§ Self-presentational 
behaviors online

§ Appearance-related 
activity



What are some early adolescent risks for later online 
appearance preoccupation?

Social Influences Eating & Body Change

Beliefs & Attitudes
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Coping Responses: self-
acceptance and compensatory 
thinking
Support From Others for 
appearance neutrality 
 

Protective Factors and Resources

“Say to yourself or think ‘I am perfect the way I am’”
“Try to get it your appearance off your mind by doing 
something else” “Important people in my life help me to see 

that there are more important things than how 
I look”

Controlling for social media use, online peer 
teasing about appearance, and appearance RS



Online Appearance Preoccupation (N = 752, age 14-21)
Results of Longitudinal Model

• Protection again early peer appearance teasing?? No

.00
.08 .03

.38
.22

.04 .07 .01

-.14-.30
-.20
-.10
.00
.10
.20
.30
.40
.50
.60

Age

Gen
de

r
BMI

T1 O
nli

ne
 App P

re

SM in
ten

sit
y

Tea
sin

g

Rejec
tio

n s
en

sit
ivi

ty

App
ea

ran
ce

 ac
ce

pta
nc

e

Pos
itiv

e c
op

ing





What Next?
§ What can we do to intervene to reduce body 

and appearance preoccupation and related 
negative views of worth and mental health 
problems ?
» Focus on social media literacy and cleansing 

feeds --- but this will probably not be enough
» Focus on understanding how adolescents find 

ways to manage and use behavioral and 
cognitive strategies to mitigate against 
appearance pressures + use coping strategies 
(body appreciation, self-compassion) --- but this 
will probably not be enough

» Provide programs that develop personal 
competencies, goals, and interests – shifting 
values and providing positive experiences of 
success for all adolescents



What Next?
§ Ongoing and New Projects

» Body Positivity and Body Neutrality 
movements: do they reduce body 
dissatisfaction and appearance concerns?

» Media and socioemotional development 
(emotional regulation skills and social skills)

» The impact of use of GLP-1 on body image 
and self-confidence (e.g., competence in 
school or work)

» Impact of peer and parenting appearance 
teasing on functioning into emerging/early 
adulthood

» Eating behaviors



Newest Work
§ Zimmer-Gembeck, M. J., Seekis, V., & Duffy, A. (2026). Keeping up appearances online: 

Linkages of adolescents' early peer status and relational aggression with online appearance 
preoccupation four years later. Merrill-Palmer Quarterly: A Peer Relations Journal. 
https://doi.org/10.1353/mpq.0.a999240

§ Brand, S., Kappelt, I., Kloberdanz, K., Zimmer-Gembeck, M. J., & Jungmann, S. M. (2026). 
Appearance-related social media behavior and eating disorder pathology: Evidence from the 
German Social Media Appearance Preoccupation Scale in nonclinical and clinical samples. 
Journal of Eating Disorders,14, Article 211. https://doi.org/10.1186/s40337-026-01762-z 

§ Seeto, C. J., Uhlmann, L. R., Zimmer-Gembeck, M. J., & Donovan, C. L. (2026). 
Vulnerability to appearance-based social media use and preoccupation: A model of young 
women’s appearance values, depression, and self-esteem via uses and gratification. Body 
Image, 56, 102034. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bodyim.2026.102034 

§ Zimmer-Gembeck, M. J., Seekis, V., & Duffy, A. L. (2026). Online appearance preoccupation 
in and beyond adolescence: A longitudinal study of social media use, anxiety, and depression 
as correlates of stability and change. Psychology of Popular Media, 15(1), 11-21. 
https://doi.org/10.1037/ppm0000587. 

§ Zimmer-Gembeck, M. J. (2026). Eating for emotion regulation: Associations with threats to 
psychological needs from adolescents' peer, family, and academic daily stress. Journal of 
Research on Adolescence, 36(2), e70214. http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/jora.70214

https://doi.org/10.1353/mpq.0.a999240
https://doi.org/10.1186/s40337-026-01762-z?urlappend=%3Futm_source%3Dresearchgate.net%26utm_medium%3Darticle
https://doi.org/10.1186/s40337-026-01762-z?urlappend=%3Futm_source%3Dresearchgate.net%26utm_medium%3Darticle
https://doi.org/10.1186/s40337-026-01762-z?urlappend=%3Futm_source%3Dresearchgate.net%26utm_medium%3Darticle
https://doi.org/10.1186/s40337-026-01762-z?urlappend=%3Futm_source%3Dresearchgate.net%26utm_medium%3Darticle
https://doi.org/10.1186/s40337-026-01762-z?urlappend=%3Futm_source%3Dresearchgate.net%26utm_medium%3Darticle
https://doi.org/10.1186/s40337-026-01762-z?urlappend=%3Futm_source%3Dresearchgate.net%26utm_medium%3Darticle
https://doi.org/10.1186/s40337-026-01762-z?urlappend=%3Futm_source%3Dresearchgate.net%26utm_medium%3Darticle


Newest Work
§ Zimmer-Gembeck, M. J., & Scott, R. A. (2027). Media and socioemotional 

development. To appear in X. Chen & L. A. Schmidt (Ed.) Research 
Handbook on Socioemotional Development. Edward Elgar Publishing Ltd

§ Zimmer-Gembeck, M. J., & Scott, R. A. (2027). The role of peers in 
academic achievement and relationship success. To appear in Laursen, B., 
Bukowski, W. M., Veenstra, R., & Rubin, K. H. (Eds.). Handbook of Peer 
Interactions, Relationships, and Groups (3rd Ed.). Guilford. 
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