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Gender differences regarding body image, stress  
and coping strategies in adolescence 

Camelia Soponaru1, Ancuta Bojian1, Magdalena Iorga2

A b s t r a c t

Introduction: The purpose of the study is to identify the level of stress 
among adolescents regarding the body image and the strategies that they 
use to cope with it. 
Material and methods: Two hundred and eighty-two adolescents in 10th 
and 11th grade completed three questionnaires: the Adolescent Stress Ques-
tionnaire (ASQ), the Body Image Coping Strategies Inventory (BICSI) and the 
Body Esteem Scale for Adolescents and Adults (BES). 
Results: In the order of results, factors generating stress in adolescents are: 
money pressure (M = 5.80 ±2.70), uncertain future (M = 3.02 ±1.00), school/
leisure conflicts (M = 2.77 ±0.96), school performance (M = 2.60 ±0.74), as-
suming adult responsibilities (M = 2.53 ±1.23), school attendance (M = 2.52 
±0.96), romantic relationships (M = 2.51 ±1.04), home life (M = 2.31 ±0.74), in-
teractions with teachers (M = 2.22 ±0.80) and peer pressure (M = 2.15 ±0.83). 
Girls are more stressed by home life, peer pressure, an uncertain future, mon-
ey pressure and adult responsibilities, while boys obtained higher values in 
the variable stress generated by school attendance. The most frequently used 
coping mechanism is positive rational acceptance (M = 2.52 ±0.64).
Conclusions: The level of stress among adolescents correlates with the level 
of satisfaction regarding the body image.

Key words: body image, coping mechanisms, stress, adolescence, boys, 
girls.

Introduction 

Adolescence is the age most strongly influenced by rapid and po-
tentially damaging changes [1, 2]. This hold true not only for biological 
development, where changes are highly obvious, but equally for cogni-
tive and psychosocial maturing. While transition through adolescence is 
inevitable, the speed and magnitude of these changes overload many 
people’s coping abilities, thus resulting in the well-known stress of ado-
lescence [3].

Experiencing stress is uncomfortable regardless of age, but what is 
extremely important is its capacity to affect the individual’s health. For 
adolescents, there is ample evidence proving that stress is connected 
with the emergence of psychiatric symptomatology, including depression 
[4, 5], suicidal ideation [2] and even the real risk of suicide [4]. But these 
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are not the only effects which stress may have on 
adolescents; it is systematically associated with 
the failure to fight obesity [6], physical inactivity 
[1] and early consumption of alcohol and tobacco. 
In any stressful situation, we have at our disposal 
various coping strategies. These coping strategies 
refer to the psychological efforts people make to 
dominate, tolerate, decrease or minimize stressful 
events [7]. The effects of coping strategies depend 
on the individual’s characteristics, on specifics of 
the stressor and on contextual demands.

The concept of body image is made of two di-
mensions, that is, the attitudinal and the perceptu-
al dimension. The attitudinal aspect is reflected by 
people’s positive or negative feelings about their 
body, in other words, by how satisfied they are 
with their physical self. The perceptual component 
is linked to the accuracy of people’s estimations 
of their body size; in other words, it represents the 
discrepancy between individuals’ real and subjec-
tively estimated body dimensions [8]. Research to 
date emphasizes the fact that disorders may occur 
in both dimensions, especially among adolescents 
and young people, these being considered vulner-
able to the emergence of body image issues [9].

When a  person encounters a  situation which 
threatens his/her body image, he/she will devel-
op and use cognitive and behavioral strategies in 
order to adapt to or face these stress-generating 
thoughts, feelings and situations. Despite the fact 
that there is an extensive literature on coping strat-
egies used by people in threatening situations, few 
studies have looked into the strategies used by in-
dividuals when their body image is under threat. 
Most studies on body image coping have been di-
rected toward people disfigured by burns [10] or 
women diagnosed with breast cancer [11, 12].

A unique aspect of body image coping may be 
its ubiquity. Some individuals resort to certain 
coping strategies after their body image has been 
threatened one single time by a  certain event, 
while others use these strategies regularly, due to 
bodily dissatisfaction. Research has highlighted 
the fact that women struggling with the stigma of 
obesity frequently use body image coping strate-
gies [13].

The three coping strategies for body image 
are: a) Fixation on appearance, consisting of the 
person’s efforts to change or hide those parts of 
the body perceived as unpleasant, simultaneously 
engaging in activities aimed at improving physical 
appearance; b) Avoidance: when this coping strat-
egy is used, the person makes efforts to avoid 
situations, thoughts or feelings deemed a  threat 
to body image. This person will overeat, will avoid 
social contacts and will not look at himself in the 
mirror; c) Positive rational acceptance: the person 
who adopts this strategy when sensing that his 

body image is under threat will perform mental 
and behavioral activities focusing on self-care and 
will accept his body and experiences in a positive 
and rational manner. In most cases, the person 
will tell himself that this negative situation will 
pass, that it is irrational and that, in reality, he 
looks better than he feels.

The effect of body image on life satisfaction 
among adolescents has been revealed by numer-
ous studies, showing that dissatisfaction with the 
image of their physical appearance can lead to 
difficulties in social integration, eating disorders, 
avoidance behaviors or suicides [14–17]. Body im-
age and self-esteem levels are frequently associ-
ated with socio-cultural factors, and correlations 
between use of the internet, preoccupation with 
self photos, parental and peers factors and the 
thin models promoted by the media have been 
identified [18–21]. Body image misperception has 
important consequences for future adult life, es-
pecially among female subjects. 

The present study identifies the level of stress 
associated with body image and the strategies 
used to cope with it among teenagers in Romania. 
Differences between boys and girls are present-
ed regarding factors of stress and coping mech-
anisms.

Material and methods

The purpose of the research was to identify the 
differences between boys and girls in the level of 
stress experienced, the coping strategies used 
and body image differences.

The group of subjects comprised 282 partici-
pants aged from 15 to 19; 114 were boys and 168 
were girls. Of the 114 boys, 41 were 10th grade 
students and 73 were 11th grade students. Of the 
168 girls, 70 were 10th grade students and 98 were 
11th grade students.

The instruments used were the following:
1.  The Adolescent Stress Questionnaire (ASQ), 

created and validated by Byrne, Davenport and 
Mazanov in 2007 [3] comprising 55 items in the 
form of statements referring to stressful situa-
tions which adolescents may experience (α = 
0.93). The questionnaire highlights the follow-
ing dimensions: stress generated by home life, 
school performance, school attendance, roman-
tic relationships, peer pressure, interactions 
with teachers, uncertain future, school/leisure 
conflicts, money pressure and assuming adult 
responsibilities.

2.  The Body Image Coping Strategies Inventory, 
validated and published by Cash, Santos and 
Williams in 2005 [22], which identifies coping 
strategies used by adolescents to deal with 
situations which threaten their body image 
(α = 0.89). The 29 items of the questionnaire 
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assess three coping strategies: fixation on 
appearance, positive rational acceptance and 
avoidance.

3.  The Body Esteem Scale for Adolescents (BES) 
by Mendelson et al., 2001 [23], evaluates the 
extent to which adolescents are satisfied with 
their body image. The 21 items of this scale mea-
sure the way in which adolescents assess their 
weight, the extent to which they consider that 
they obtain advantages from their weight and 
the way in which they assess their physical ap-
pearance. The scales of this instrument obtained 
an appropriate alpha coefficient (α = 0.89).
The research was carried out from April to 

May 2014, in colleges from North-Eastern Ro-
mania. School principals gave their consent and 
teachers who would allow the questionnaires 
to be completed during class were identified. 
All participants in this research received the 
informed consent indications, which clearly ex-
plained the concept of body image. In addition, 
information was offered on answer options, and 
the fact that data privacy is guaranteed was 
emphasized. The time to fill in the question-
naire was unlimited.

Statistical analysis

The demographic data requested of partici-
pants were: grade, age, gender and the high school 
where they were enrolled. The data obtained were 
processed by SPSS 17 software.

Results

Body image and gender differences

The data obtained from the statistical process-
ing of the Body Image Coping Strategies Invento-
ry regarding body image, using the t test for the 
comparison of means in the variable “satisfac-
tion with body image”, depending on the gender 
variable, show statistically significant differences  
(p = 0.001) between the mean obtained by male 
subjects (M = 75.01) in the variable “satisfaction 
with body image” and the mean obtained by fe-
male subjects (M = 69.20), in that male subjects 
are more satisfied with their body image than fe-
male subjects.

Stress and gender differences 

In order to identify the dimensions toward 
which adolescents feel the highest level of stress, 
we created new variables, calculating the mean 
of items for each scale of the instrument, consti-
tuting each dimension of the Adolescent Stress 
Questionnaire (ASQ).

The factor exerting the highest level of stress 
on adolescents is money pressure (M = 5.80, SD = 

2.70), followed by an uncertain future (M = 3.02,  
SD = 1.00), school/leisure conflicts (M = 2.77,  
SD = 0.96), school performance (M = 2.60, SD 
= 0.74), assuming adult responsibilities (M = 
2.53, SD = 1.23), school attendance (M = 2.52,  
SD = 0.96), romantic relationships (M = 2.51, SD = 
1.04), home life (M = 2.31, SD = 0.74), interactions 
with teachers (M = 2.22, SD = 0.80) and peer pres-
sure (M = 2.15, SD = 0.83).

In order to highlight differences related to body 
image between subjects with a  higher level of 
stress and those with a lower level, the total stress 
score was calculated and divided, by the median 
test, into two levels, namely “high” and “low”. Af-
ter applying the t test for independent samples, 
we obtained significant differences (t (280) = 2.00, 
p = 0.046), in that subjects with a  low level of 
stress had a higher level of satisfaction regarding 
the body image (M = 73.24), compared to subjects 
with a high level of stress (M = 69.79).

The research aimed at emphasizing gender 
differences regarding the stress variable and the 
coping mechanisms used.

To identify the relation between the two vari-
ables (stress and gender), the t test for indepen-
dent samples was used. The results reveal a sig-
nificant difference (T = 2.361, p = 0.019) between 
the mean obtained by male subjects (M = 130.91) 
in the stress variable and that obtained by female 
subjects (M = 140.55), in that girls tend to per-
ceive a higher level of stress, compared to boys. 
The results are presented in Table I.

The results indicate that stressors are differ-
ent depending on gender. In female subjects, the 
following were identified as stress-generating 
factors: home life, peer pressure, an uncertain fu-
ture, money pressure and adult responsibilities, 
while in male subjects, significantly higher values 
were obtained in the variable “stress generated by 
school attendance”.

Coping strategies and gender differences 

The coping mechanism most frequently used 
by the adolescents included in the study is pos-
itive rational acceptance (M = 2.52 ±0.64), fol-
lowed by fixation on appearance (M = 2.43 ±0.64) 
and by avoidance as a  coping mechanism (M = 
1.19 ±0.51). No differences were identified in the 
frequency of use of these coping mechanisms ac-
cording to gender. Female subjects predominantly  
use the following coping mechanisms: positive 
rational acceptance (M = 2.63 ±0.68), fixation 
on appearance (M = 2.56 ±0.61) and avoidance  
(M = 1.96 ±0.50), and male subjects predominant-
ly use the following coping mechanisms: positive 
rational acceptance (M = 2.36 ±0.58), followed by 
fixation on appearance (M = 0.23 ±0.65) and by 
avoidance (M = 1.90 ±0.51).
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Table I. Gender differences regarding stress factors

Stress factors N Mean SD t df P-value

Home life: –3.143 280 0.002

Male 114 27.98 8.66

Female 168 31.62 10.10

School results: –0.804 234.513 0.422

Male 114 17.96 5.34

Female 168 18.47 5.08

School attendance: 2.772 234.543 0.006

Male 114 10.86 3.91

Female 168 9.57 3.72

Romantic relationship: –1.820 280 0.070

Male 114 11.89 4.63

Female 168 13.04 5.57

Peer pressure: –2.902 262.771 0.004

Male 114 13.91 5.30

Female 168 15.89 6.06

Interaction with teachers: –1.015 263.375 0.311

Male 114 15.16 5.13

Female 168 15.83 5.90

Uncertain future: –3.962 248.374 < 0.001

Male 114 8.23 2.88

Female 168 9.64 2.98

School/leisure conflicts: 0.242 247.798 0.809

Male 114 16.72 5.67

Female 168 16.55 5.85

Money pressure: –2.149 249.592 0.033

Male 114 5.39 2.61

Female 168 6.08 2.73

Assuming adult responsibilities: –2.336 280 0.020

Male 114 2.32 1.12

Female 168 2.67 1.29

Table II. Results in the t test for comparing means in coping mechanism variables fixation on appearance, positive 
rational acceptance and avoidance, according to the gender variable

Variable N Mean SD t df P-value

Fixation on appearance: –4.293 230.359 < 0.001

Male 114 2.23 0.65

Female 168 2.56 0.61

Positive rational acceptance: –3.847 280 < 0.001

Male 114 2.25 0.45

Female 168 2.45 0.41

Avoidance: –1.361 236.433 0.175

Male 114 1.89 0.49

Female 168 1.97 0.47
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The t tests for independent samples empha-
sized the existence of statistically significant dif-
ferences between female and male subjects in 
fixation on appearance as a  coping mechanism, 
girls using it more often. The obtained results are 
presented in Table II.

The same tendency may be noted for positive 
rational acceptance as a  coping mechanism, fe-
male participants obtaining a significantly higher 
mean than male subjects in the studied depen-
dent variable. Regarding avoidance as a  coping 
mechanism, no statistically significant differences 
could be identified between means obtained by 
the two genders.

To identify the interaction effect between the 
gender variable and the stress variable on body 
image and the interaction effect between the gen-
der variable and the coping mechanisms variable 
on body image, the univariate ANOVA method 
was used. The results obtained show no inter-
action effect of the variables gender and stress 
which acts at the level of the dependent variable 
body image, F(1, 281) = 0.163, p = 0.687, just as 
there is no interaction effect of the variables gen-
der and coping mechanism which acts at the level 
of the dependent variable body image, F(2, 281) = 
2.772, p = 0.064.

Correlations between research variables: 
stress, body image and coping mechanisms

In order to find out if there is an association be-
tween the variables of this research, we calculat-
ed the Pearson correlation coefficients. We found 
that stress correlates positively and weakly with: 
fixation on appearance (r = 0.252, p < 0.001),  
positive rational acceptance (r = 0.253, p < 0.001),  
avoidance (r = 0.249, p < 0.001); and negatively  
with body image (the total score for BES) (r = 
–0.183, p = 0.002).

The coping strategy fixation on appearance 
correlates negatively with body image (the total 
score for BES) (r = –0.405, p < 0.001), and the 
avoidance coping strategy correlates negatively 
with body image (the total score obtained for BES)  
(r = –0.215, p < 0.001).

Predictive power of the model made 
of the predictors stress and the coping 
mechanisms fixation on appearance, 
positive rational acceptance and avoidance

Table III presents results regarding coping strat-
egies and stress among adolescents. 

The predictive model made of the predictors 
fixation on appearance, positive rational accep-
tance, avoidance and stress is statistically signif-
icant (p < 0.001) and explains 18.9% of the vari-
ance of the body image criteria.

Stress within this model is statistically insig-
nificant. Fixation on appearance and the avoid-
ance coping mechanism are negative predictors, 
while positive rational acceptance is a  positive 
predictor.

Identification, among the three coping 
mechanisms, of significant predictors of 
the body image criterion 

To achieve this objective, three simple linear re-
gressions were performed, identifying the follow-
ing results for the three types of coping presented 
in Table IV.

The predictor fixation on appearance explains 
16.4% of the proportion of the body image criteri-
on, this being a negative predictor. The avoidance 
coping mechanism explains 4.6% of the variance 
of the body image criterion, being a negative pre-
dictor.

Table III. Coping strategies and stress

Variable R R² β b SE b F P-value

0.434 0.189 16.105 < 0.001

Fixation on 
appearance

–0.414 –9.267 1.351 < 0.001

Positive rational 
acceptance

0.138 4.534 2.150 0.036

Avoidance –0.155 –4.672 1.861 0.013

Stress –0.029 –0.849 1.661 0.610

Table IV. Regression analysis aimed at assessing body image based on the coping mechanism variables

Coping mechanism R R² β b SE b F P-value

Fixation on appearance 0.405 0.164 –0.405 –9.066 1.223 54.979 < 0.001

Positive rational 
acceptance

0.115 0.013 –0.115 –3.787 1.955 3.753 0.054

Avoidance 0.215 0.046 –0.215 –6.514 1.764 13.632 < 0.001
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Identification of stressors which are 
significant predictors of body image

Some stressors are more significant predictors 
than others as regards body image satisfaction. 
The results are presented in Table V.

Of the 10 predictors, the following 5 are sig-
nificant for the body image criterion: home life: 
explains 2.1% of the body image variance, being 
a negative predictor; school performance: explains 
2.4% of the criterion variance, being a  negative 
predictor; peer pressure: explains 7.1% of the cri-
terion variance, being a negative predictor; uncer-
tain future: 2.0% of the criterion variance, being 
a negative predictor; money pressure: 5.1% of the 
body image variance, being a negative predictor.

Discussion

The results of the research on body image and 
gender differences correlate with the data in the 
literature. Gender is a  key moderator within re-
search aimed at studying stress and the body im-
age among adolescents. In general, women report 
a level of body dissatisfaction and stress twice as 
high as that reported by men [24]. Thus, gender 
influence on both the body image and the per-
ceived level of stress is increasingly obvious, rep-
resenting a  variable to be taken into account in 
this study as well.

Influenced by Western cultural ideals, women 
want a slim and graceful body, experiencing stress 
because of family, friends and romantic relation-
ships. At the same time, men make efforts to have 
a  muscular body, being stressed due to aspects 
relevant to themselves and due to non-interper-
sonal contexts [25].

It is important to point out that, following the 
performed research, it was found that a low level 
of stress is associated with satisfaction with the 
body image, a balanced, healthy diet and the feel-
ing of control over one’s body weight, both in girls 

and in boys. By noticing how important stress is 
in the life of adolescents and how it affects their 
body image, we can act in order to prevent the 
emergence of body image disorders and eating 
disorders, which claim more and more victims 
among adolescents.

The most stressful factors for adolescents are 
money pressure and an uncertain future, and the 
last places are taken by interactions with teach-
ers and peer pressure. Subjects with a low level of 
stress have higher satisfaction with body image, 
compared to subjects with a high level of stress.

Concerning gender differences, the study 
showed that girls tend to perceive a higher level 
of stress compared to boys, the former obtaining 
significantly higher values than male subjects in 
the following stressors: home life, peer pressure, 
uncertain future, money pressure and adult re-
sponsibilities. Boys obtained significantly higher 
values than girls in the variable stress generated 
by school attendance. Moreover, girls resort to fix-
ation on appearance and positive rational accep-
tance as coping mechanisms more frequently, as 
regards the body image. In general, male subjects 
are more satisfied with their body image than fe-
male subjects.

Stress correlates positively and weakly with 
coping strategies (the more prominent the stress, 
the more present the coping mechanisms) and 
negatively with the body image (the more prom-
inent the stress, the more dissatisfied they are 
with their body image). The coping strategies fix-
ation on appearance and avoidance correlate neg-
atively with the body image; the more dissatisfied 
they are with their body image, the greater is the 
presence of the coping strategies fixation on ap-
pearance and avoidance.

From the multitude of predictors which may 
influence adolescents’ body image, the predictive 
model consisting of the predictors fixation on ap-
pearance, positive rational acceptance, avoidance 

Table V. Regression analysis aimed at assessing body image based on stressor variables

Coping mechanism R R² β b SE b F P-value

Home life 0.145 0.021 –0.145 –0.217 0.089 6.006 0.015

School results 0.156 0.024 –0.156 –0.438 0.165 7.013 0.009

School attendance 0.005 0.000 0.005 0.018 0.226 0.007 0.935

Romantic relationship 0.082 0.007 –0.082 –0.228 0.165 1.906 0.169

Peer pressure 0.267 0.071 –0.267 –0.664 0.143 21.495 < 0.001

Interaction with 
teachers

0.090 0.008 –0.090 –0.234 0.154 2.307 0.130

Uncertain future 0.142 0.020 –0.142 –0.682 0.285 5.731 0.017

School/leisure conflicts 0.024 0.001 –0.024 –0.061 0.150 0.163 0.686

Money pressure 0.226 0.051 –0.226 –1.216 0.313 15.061 < 0.001

Assuming adult 
responsibilities

0.093 0.009 –0.093 –1.089 0.699 2.426 0.120
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and stress explain 18.9% of the body image cri-
terion variance; fixation on appearance and the 
avoidance coping mechanism are negative predic-
tors, while positive rational acceptance is a posi-
tive predictor.

In conclusion, the most stressful factors gener-
ating stress in adolescents are: money pressure, 
uncertain future, school/leisure conflicts, school 
performance, assuming adult responsibilities, 
school attendance, romantic relationships, home 
life, interactions with teachers and peer pressure. 
Girls are more stressed by home life, peer pressure, 
an uncertain future, money pressure and adult 
responsibilities, while boys are more stressed by 
school attendance. The most frequently used cop-
ing mechanism is positive rational acceptance. 
The level of stress among adolescents correlates 
with the level of satisfaction regarding the body 
image.
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