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Abstract

Identity formation is an important developmental process during adolescence. The inter-
play between adolescents’ gender identity, loneliness, and body dissatisfaction is a complex 
and multifaceted phenomenon. Adolescent gender identity issues are thought to be related to 
loneliness, and body dissatisfaction is a risk factor for greater loneliness. It can be hypothe-
sized that adolescents experiencing gender identity issues could feel lonelier when they have 
greater body dissatisfaction. The present study addresses the following two research questions: 
(1) Are adolescents’ (both girls and boys) gender identities associated with loneliness, body 
dissatisfaction, and fear of negative appearance evaluation? (2) Does body dissatisfaction 
and fear of negative appearance evaluation mediate between adolescents’ gender identity 
and loneliness, and does this differ for girls and boys? The sample consists of 211 adolescents 
(54.5% girls) aged 15–17 (Mage = 16.20) from five secondary schools in Vilnius. Adolescent 
gender identity was measured using the Gender Identity/Gender Dysphoria Questionnaire 
for Adolescents and Adults (GIDYQ-AA); body dissatisfaction was established using the Body 
Shape Questionnaire (BSQ); loneliness was established using the UCLA Loneliness Scale; and 
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apprehension regarding appearance evaluation was established using the Fear of Negative 
Appearance Evaluation Scale (FNAES). The results show that the gender identity of both girls 
and boys is negatively related to loneliness, body dissatisfaction, and fear of negative appea-
rance evaluation. The results also revealed that the association between gender identity and 
loneliness was mediated by body dissatisfaction, and that the association between body dis-
satisfaction and loneliness was stronger for boys than for girls. However, fear of negative ap-
pearance evaluation does not mediate the association between gender identity and loneliness. 
These results illustrate the importance of examining adolescents’ gender differences regarding 
body dissatisfaction, loneliness, and gender identity, especially the experiences of boys regar-
ding body dissatisfaction.

Keywords: adolescents, gender identity, loneliness, body dissatisfaction, fear of negative 
appearance evaluation. 

1. Introduction 

During adolescence, identity development is a crucial developmental process. Before 
creating a distinct identity, a young person experiments by making choices in a variety of 
areas (Becker et al., 2017; Schwartz et al., 2012). Identity development is a trial-and-error 
process. Identity can be defined as a sense of continuity and self that emerges from the in-
teraction of several contexts (such as an individual’s surroundings, including their family, 
school, or social group). One element of identity is gender identity. In addition, at this age, 
there is a growing need for gender identification in preparation for the transition to emer-
ging adulthood, and in preparation for future perspectives on the role of men and women 
and stereotypes in society (Egan & Perry, 2001). Thus, adolescents consider the issue of 
gender identity particularly intensely. Gender identity is defined as a person’s psycholo-
gical sense of their gender and the associated attribution or non-attribution of oneself to 
a particular gender (APA, 2015). Gender identity involves one’s perspective of their body, 
which is mirrored in how they show themselves and behave, or how they express themsel-
ves sexually (via dress, speech, etc.). Gender identity is further complicated by increased 
social pressure to conform to culturally prescribed gender roles. Adolescents, who are un-
dergoing a period of intense formation and notable physical and mental changes, are likely 
to have questions about gender identity. As a result, all adolescents inevitably try to figure 
out their gender identity, and some of them struggle with it at both the clinical and non-
clinical levels (Becker et al., 2017; Diamond, 2020). 

Adolescents exploring or embracing diverse gender identities may encounter unique 
challenges (e.g., stigma, prejudice, internalized homophobia) in addition to general stres-
sors and stressors in their social environments that threaten their mental health and overall 
well-being (Meyer, 2013; Pereira, Silva, & Beatriz, 2022; Russell & Fish, 2016). Adolescents 
may face discrimination, victimization, social exclusion, bullying, and harassment, which 
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can increase stress and anxiety, depression levels, and loneliness (Eres et al., 2021; Marshal 
et al., 2011; Mustanski, Andrews, & Puckett, 2016; Russell et al., 2021). Adolescents with 
gender identity issues do not feel safe in Lithuania, because the country has a well-esta-
blished heteronormativity and is regarded as one of the most homophobic countries in 
the European Union (ranked 36th out of 49 countries in the ILGA-Europe 2023 report). 
Examining the link between adolescent gender identity and psychosocial functioning (e.g., 
loneliness) is necessary in order to provide guidelines for preventive work (for example, 
counseling) with adolescents experiencing psychosocial issues in the formation of gender 
identity, to base intervention programs on ensuring better adjustment in late adolescence, 
and to help schools implement policy decisions such as those related to sexuality education.

1.1. Adolescents’ gender identity and loneliness

Adolescence is an important time to study loneliness since it is a time of rapid biologi-
cal, relational, and social network remodeling (Barreto et al., 2021; Laursen & Hartl, 2013). 
Adolescents who are unable to adapt to these changes might become lonely. According to 
the developmental neuroscience perspective, the changes occurring in adolescents’ social 
brains make them vulnerable to developing loneliness (Wong, Yeung, & Lee, 2018). The-
refore, feeling different and not fitting in is a common feeling during adolescence. Adoles-
cents who struggle with gender identity or who identify as LGBTQ+ may find loneliness to 
be particularly distressing. According to numerous studies (Allen et al., 2021; McDanal et 
al., 2023), adolescents who struggle with gender identity may be more prone to loneliness 
than their heterosexual and cisgender peers. If the adolescent does not feel pleased with 
the gender role that is expected and desired of them in the culture in which they live, the 
experience of loneliness can be very distressing. When there is a discrepancy between one’s 
internal gender identification and the outward expectations and standards set by society, it 
can cause feelings of isolation and exclusion, and can contribute to increased vulnerability 
to loneliness. Any deviation from the standard raises concern since the adolescent can ana-
lyze, reflect, and draw social comparisons because of their well-developed cognitive capa-
bilities. Gender differences have been studied for a long time, and the relationship betwe-
en gender and adolescent loneliness is controversial. Examples include girls experiencing 
more loneliness than boys and vice versa (e.g., Barreto et al., 2021), and some studies even 
suggest that there are no gender differences at all (Maes et al., 2019). However, loneliness 
and social isolation in adolescents have only recently started to be investigated alongside 
gender identity issues (Eres et al., 2021). According to some researchers (e.g., Mereish & 
Poteat, 2015), adolescents who struggle with gender identity may feel more loneliness as a 
result of stressors such as discrimination, stigma, marginalization, internalized homone-
gativity, concealment, and lack of acceptance. Thus, gender identity can have a significant 
impact on an adolescent’s experience of loneliness. 
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1.2. The role of gender identity in adolescents’ body dissatisfaction

Body image is a biopsychosocial and multidimensional construct that encompasses 
perceptions, cognitions, feelings, and behaviors regarding appearance, functions, and phy-
sical abilities (Finato et al., 2013). Adolescence is a period of development associated with 
rapid changes in body size and shape and the onset of puberty. These changes may lead to 
body dissatisfaction, as adolescents compare their altered bodies to the sociocultural ideal, 
standards of their gender, and idealized appearances (Choukas-Bradley et al., 2022; Finato 
et al., 2013). Body dissatisfaction constitutes an individual’s negative feelings or thoughts 
about their body, including unfavorable assessments of size, form, and muscular tone 
(Cash, 2012). Since adolescence is a time of natural bodily changes, there may be natural 
body dissatisfaction for both girls and boys (Calzo et al., 2012). Many studies find gender 
differences in body image issues: body dissatisfaction is more frequent among adolescent 
girls than adolescent boys, but it is also present in boys (Bucchianeri & Neumark-Sztainer, 
2014; Ferreiro, Seoane, & Senra, 2014; Flores, Cruz, & Gascón, 2017). It is commonly stated 
that body dissatisfaction tends to be normative, especially among females (Kusina & Exli-
ne, 2019). It is also well-known that body dissatisfaction can contribute to mental health 
issues, e.g., anxiety, depression, and loneliness (Forste, Potter, & Ericson, 2017; McLean et 
al., 2022; Vannucci & Ohannessian, 2018). For adolescents exploring or embracing gender 
identities beyond the traditional binary, body acceptance is significant and can become a 
central axis. For adolescents with gender identity issues, the struggle with body acceptance 
can be more difficult than for their peers, for several reasons. First, misalignment betwe-
en gender identity and body: adolescents who struggle with their gender identification 
may notice a significant difference between how they feel about themselves on the inside 
and how they look on the outside. They may believe that their body does not correspond 
to their true identity, which can cause distress (Pulice-Farrow, Cusack, & Galupo, 2020). 
Second, adolescents are particularly sensitive to social pressures, societal expectations, and 
norms, especially related to gender roles (Rogers, Nielson, & Santos, 2021). So, adolescents 
with gender identity issues may feel pressured to conform to the gender expectations of 
the sex that they were assigned at birth (Spencer et al., 2021). Third, social comparison 
to peers: when their gender identity does not match their peers’ expectations, adolescents 
may have difficulty accepting their bodies (Diamond, 2020). Therefore, adolescents’ body 
dissatisfaction may be significantly influenced by their gender identification.

1.3. The link between adolescents’ gender identity, loneliness, and body 
dissatisfaction

The interplay between adolescents’ gender identity, loneliness, and body dissatisfaction 
is a complex and multifaceted phenomenon. If their gender identity does not match what 
others see, adolescents may feel uncomfortable about the conflict between their physi-
cal body and how they feel and think about themselves. Thus, gender identity may have 
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implications for adolescents’ relationships with their body and their physical appearance, 
which in turn may have implications for body image and body acceptance. Knowing that 
body image involves a degree of body perception and satisfaction or dissatisfaction with it 
(Loland, 2000), it can be assumed that adolescents with gender identity issues are already 
dissatisfied with their bodies – that is, that they will have negative thoughts and feelings 
about their bodies. Because adolescents internalize appearance ideals based on feedback 
about related body ideals provided by various social resources, such as their peers (Jarman 
et al., 2021), fear of negative appearance evaluation, feelings of inadequacy, or otherness 
may occur (Diamond, 2020). If an adolescent does not meet (by objectively or subjecti-
vely evaluating themselves) the standard of a man/woman (or masculinity/femininity) in 
a specific culture, this may affect their body image – i.e., increasing dissatisfaction with 
one’s body can also lead to the fear that one’s body will be judged negatively by others. 
This can lead to withdrawal from social interaction, isolation, and feelings of loneliness. 
Some results demonstrate the possibility of a complicated, vicious feedback loop between 
appearance concerns and loneliness in adolescents, especially for girls (Diamond, 2020; 
Forste, Potter, & Ericson, 2017; Papapanou et al., 2023). Loneliness can be subjective due 
to the fact that the adolescent themselves avoids social situations, which is caused by body 
dissatisfaction. It can be hypothesized that adolescents experiencing gender identity issues 
would experience more loneliness when they have greater body dissatisfaction and more 
fear of negative appearance evaluation. 

1.4. The present study 

A review of the relevant literature shows that gender identity is related to loneliness 
in adolescents. This relationship is mediated and moderated by other factors. Specifically, 
body dissatisfaction and gender have been separately associated with gender identity and 
loneliness. It can be assumed that body dissatisfaction can be a mediator of gender identity 
and loneliness – i.e., it can increase the feeling of loneliness – and that gender may mode-
rate the relationships between gender identity and body dissatisfaction and fear of negative 
appearance evaluation and loneliness. This theorized relationship is presented in Figure 1. 
The research object of this study is adolescents’ gender identity, loneliness, and body dissa-
tisfaction. Due to inconsistent findings and a lack of data and knowledge, it can be consi-
dered that the notion of body dissatisfaction and fear of negative appearance evaluation as 
mediators between adolescents’ gender identity and loneliness, and the differences between 
girls and boys in this regard, are open questions. The aims of the present study are: (1) 
to determine associations among adolescents’ gender identity, loneliness, body dissatis-
faction, and fear of negative appearance evaluation; (2) to examine the possible mediating 
role of body dissatisfaction and fear of negative appearance evaluation between adoles-
cents’ gender identity and loneliness, and how this differs for girls and boys. Thus, the follo-
wing two research questions emerge: (1) Are adolescents’ gender identities associated with 
loneliness, body dissatisfaction, and fear of negative appearance evaluation? (2) Does body 
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dissatisfaction and fear of negative appearance evaluation mediate between adolescents’ 
gender identity and loneliness, and does this differ for girls and boys?

Fig. 1. The mediating role of body dissatisfaction and fear of negative appearance evaluation 
on the relationship between gender identity and loneliness, and the moderating effect of 

gender

2. Methods

2.1. Participants

The sample consisted of 211 adolescents in the 10th grade from five secondary public 
schools (gymnasiums) in Vilnius, Lithuania, 54.5% of whom were girls and 45.5% boys. 
Participants were between the ages of 15 and 17 (Mage = 16.20, SDage = 0.43). Adolescent age 
was selected because most studies on gender identity involve samples of adolescents with a 
mean age of 16 years (e.g., Pace et al., 2020; Shiffman et al., 2016), and because most older 
adolescents are just starting to comprehend their potentially non-binary gender identity. 
The responses to the inquiry “With which gender do you identify?” were dispersed as fol-
lows: 49.8% of respondents were female, 40.3% were male, 3.3% responded “other,” and 
6.6% said “I don’t want to answer.”

Analyzing the distribution of the study participants by family composition, the majori-
ty, or 62.1%, indicated that they live with both parents, 18.5% that they live only with their 
mother, 0.9% that they live only with their father, 14.7% that they live with their mother 
and her partner, 0.5% that they live with their father and his partner, 2.8% that they live 
with other relatives or guardians, and 0.5% that they live alone.

2.2. Instruments

During the study, adolescents were asked to fill out questionnaires assessing:
Gender identity. The Gender Identity/Gender Dysphoria Questionnaire for 
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Adolescents and Adults (GIDYQ-AA; Deogracias et al., 2007), which consists of 27 items 
(separate versions for boys and girls based on assigned sex), was used to measure adoles-
cent gender identity. Four indicators of gender identity are included in the questionnaire: 
Subjective (13 items), Social (9 items), Somatic (3 items), and Sociolegal (2 items). Each 
item is rated on a 5-point Likert-type scale, marking the most appropriate answer between 
1 – Always and 5 – Never in the last 12 months, with high scores indicating greater gender 
identity. Sample items (for the questionnaire distributed to girls) include: “In the past 12 
months, have you felt more like a boy than like a girl?”; “In the past 12 months, have you 
felt that you were not a real girl?” (Subjective indicator); “In the past 12 months, have you 
felt that you did not have anything in common with either boys or girls?”; “In the past 12 
months, have strangers treated you as a boy?” (Social indicator); “In the past 12 months, 
have you disliked your body because it is female (e.g., having breasts or having a vagina)?” 
(Somatic indicator); “In the past 12 months, have you made an effort to change your legal 
sex (e.g., on a driver’s license or credit card)?” (Sociolegal indicator). A total gender identity 
score was calculated by adding together the answers to the questions. The GIDYQ-AA had 
excellent internal consistency in the sample of girls, with Cronbach’s α = .931. In the sample 
of boys, Cronbach’s α = .836, indicating good internal consistency. Thus, the internal con-
sistency was good for this study, and was similar to that of the original scale (Cronbach’s 
α = .97; Deogracias et al., 2007). 

Loneliness. Adolescents’ subjective feelings of loneliness were measured using the 
UCLA Loneliness Scale (Russell, Peplau, & Ferguson, 1978). There are 20 items on the 
scale. Using a 4-point Likert-type scale, each item is rated, and the most appropriate answer 
is selected: greater loneliness is indicated by higher ratings, which range from 1 – Never 
to 4 – Often. Example items include: “How often do you feel that no one really knows you 
well?” and “How often do you feel that there are people who really understand you?” In the 
sample of girls, the Cronbach’s alpha for this scale was .946, while in the sample of boys it 
was .968. As a result, this study’s internal consistency was excellent and was similar to that 
of the original scale (Cronbach’s α = .96; Russell et al., 1978).

Body dissatisfaction. Negative feelings about one’s body size and shape were measured 
using the Body Shape Questionnaire (BSQ; Dowson & Henderson, 2001). This question-
naire is used to measure body dissatisfaction (Marzola et al., 2022). The questionnaire con-
sists of a total of 14 items. Each item is evaluated on a 6-point Likert-type scale, choosing 
the most suitable answer option from 1 – Never to 6 – Always, with higher total scores indi-
cating greater body dissatisfaction. Sample items include: “Have you felt ashamed of your 
body?”; “Have you been particularly self-conscious about your shape when in the company 
of other people?” The Cronbach’s alpha for this scale in the sample of girls was .958, and in 
the sample of boys was .920. Thus, the internal consistency was excellent for this study and 
was similar to that of the original scale (Cronbach’s α = .93; Dowson & Henderson, 2001). 

Fear of negative appearance evaluation. The Fear of Negative Appearance Evaluation 
Scale (FNAES; Thomas et al., 1998; cited by Lundgren, Anderson, & Thompson, 2004), 
which assesses apprehension about appearance, was used to measure this factor. This scale 
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consists of a total of 6 items, each of which is evaluated on a 5-point Likert-type scale by 
choosing the most suitable answer from 1 – Not at all to 6 – Extremely, with higher total 
scores indicating greater fear of negative appearance evaluation. Sample items include: “I 
worry that people will find fault with the way I look”; “It bothers me if I know someone is 
judging my physical shape.” The Cronbach’s alpha for this scale in the sample of girls was 
.921, and in the sample of boys was .874. Thus, the internal consistency was excellent (for 
the girls’ sample) and good (for the boys’ sample) for this study, and was similar to that of 
the original scale (Cronbach’s α = .94; Lundgren et al., 2004).

2.3. Procedure

This research was approved by the Mykolas Romeris University Ethics Committee (De-
cision No. 1/2022 dated February 21, 2022). A convenience sampling method was used.

According to the information provided by the Vilnius Municipality and the Ministry 
of Education, Science, and Sport, there are around 30 state secondary schools in Vilnius 
where research can be done, excluding gymnasiums where Lithuanian is not the primary 
language of instruction and some secondary state schools (such as adult or training cen-
ters). Only 5 of the 29 secondary state schools that were contacted, or 17% of all secondary 
state schools, consented to the inquiry. After this, dialogue with the administration of the 
schools took place for almost 3 months. Collaboration was requested from a large num-
ber of schools via email (sending an official letter from the university) and telephone. The 
parents/guardians of adolescents (N = 393) were informed about the ongoing study after 
school leaders had given their permission for it to be carried out. As mediated by the school 
administration, parents/guardians were given informed consent forms (electronically or 
in writing) with all necessary information regarding the study. A paper informed consent 
form was used because the response rate for the electronic consent form was poor. In total, 
54.2% of parents/guardians gave their child active permission to take the survey, 32.57% 
did not give permission, and 13.23% did not respond. Only adolescents whose parents/gu-
ardians allowed them to participate in the study (by clearly completing the consent form) 
were eligible to participate. Adolescents could decide for themselves before the study whe-
ther they agreed (or not) to participate in the study: 100% of students with active parental/
guardian consent agreed to participate in the study. The research questionnaire was placed 
on the SurveyMonkey electronic platform. The survey was carried out online, and students 
filled out the form on tablets while in class. The average time taken to complete the ques-
tionnaire was around 25 minutes, i.e., within the duration of the lesson. Data was collected 
in March–May 2022. 

The principles of voluntariness, freedom of decision, confidentiality, and other ethical 
norms were followed during the conduct of the research. Privacy protection was ensu-
red. The significance of honest responses to the questions was emphasized throughout the 
data collection process, along with the anonymity of the study and the confidential treat-
ment of the data. Additionally, brochures were created and handed to students containing 
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information offering specialized assistance, including free, remote, face-to-face, weekday, 
and 24/7 psychological help options and alternatives.

2.4. Data analysis

The processing and analysis of results was conducted using the IBM SPSS v.26.0 statis-
tical package. First, descriptive statistics were calculated for the main study variables (i.e., 
the fourth scale), which are presented as means and standard deviations. No missing data 
was observed in valid questionnaires, and comparative statistics are presented in Table 1. 
Second, Pearson’s correlation coefficient was used to test the associations between the main 
study variables. Correlation analyses are presented in Table 2. Finally, PROCESS v.4.1 for 
SPSS (Model 14) was used and moderated mediation analysis was performed, with gender 
identity as the independent variable, loneliness as the dependent variable, and body dis-
satisfaction and fear of negative appearance evaluation as the mediating variable to test its 
mediating effect. The moderator was gender. The moderated mediation model argues that 
the relationship between gender identity (independent variable) and loneliness (dependent 
variable) through body dissatisfaction and fear of negative appearance evaluation (medi-
ating variable) differs depending on gender (moderating variable). The effect of gender 
identity on the evaluation of body dissatisfaction and fear of negative appearance and the 
effect of the evaluation of body dissatisfaction and fear of negative appearance on loneli-
ness is affected by gender. The statistical significance of the moderated and mediated effects 
was calculated using the bootstrapping method. Statistical significance was determined 
when zero was not within the 95% confidence interval. The minimum level of statistical 
significance required in all tests was p < .05.

3. Results

Comparing gender identity indicators, loneliness, body dissatisfaction, and fear of ne-
gative appearance evaluation estimates according to adolescent gender, the Student’s t-test 
for independent samples was applied. The results are presented in Table 1.
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Table 1. Means (M), standard deviations (SD), Student’s t-test results, and p-values from 
the analysis of differences in scores for gender identity, loneliness, body dissatisfaction, 
and fear of negative appearance evaluation between girls (n = 115) and boys (n = 96)

Girls Boys
Variables Min 

value
Max 
value

M SD M SD t p

Gender identity 25 125 115.90 11.82 120.90 6.31 3.73 .000
Loneliness 20 80 43.15 13.60 34.19 14.60 −4.60 .000
Body dissatisfaction 14 84 46.40 18.34 27.33 11.65 −8.81 .000
Fear of negative 
appearance evaluation

6 30 18.47 6.97 13.14 5.68 −6.01 .000

Comparison by gender revealed that girls have significantly poorer gender identity 
than boys, and they feel lonelier, are more dissatisfied with their bodies and more afraid of 
the negative evaluation of their appearance than boys.

The correlations for the variables are presented in Table 2. 

Table 2. Correlation between gender identity, loneliness, body dissatisfaction, and fear of 
negative appearance evaluation in the samples of boys and girls

Gender 
identity

Loneliness Body 
dissatisfaction

Fear of negative 
appearance evaluation

Gender identity 1 −.273** −.219* −.412**
Loneliness −.407** 1 .482** .386**
Body dissatisfaction −.216* .484** 1 .431**
Fear of negative 
appearance evaluation

−.249** .525** .666** 1

Note. Correlations below the diagonal represent correlations for girls, and correlations above the diagonal 
represent correlations for boys.

*p < .05; **p < .01

Correlation analysis demonstrated that the gender identity of both girls and boys is 
negatively related to loneliness, body dissatisfaction, and fear of negative appearance eva-
luation. Thus, the better gender identity of both girls and boys, the lower their loneliness, 
body dissatisfaction, and fear of negative appearance evaluation. Based on the user’s guide 
to correlation coefficients (Akoglu, 2018), it can be argued that all correlations except girls’ 
fear of negative appearance evaluation and loneliness (r = .525, p < .01; moderate corre-
lation strength) and body dissatisfaction (r = .666, p < .01; moderate correlation strength) 
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are weak (correlation coefficient between 0.2 and 0.5). 
The analysis of body dissatisfaction and fear of negative appearance evaluation as a 

mediating variable and gender as a moderator was then performed in the total sample. 
Thus, moderated mediation analysis was performed. Two moderated mediation analyses 
were tested (the first model: gender identity → body dissatisfaction → loneliness; the second 
model: gender identity → fear of negative appearance evaluation → loneliness), but only one 
(the first model) indicated a significant effect.

Fig. 2. The results of the mediation analysis of body dissatisfaction in the relationship between 
gender identity and loneliness; *p < .05; ***p < .001

In the first model (Figure 2), statistically significant (p < .001) values of regression co-
efficients were observed between gender identity and body dissatisfaction (β = −.564), and 
between body dissatisfaction and loneliness (β = .816). After including body dissatisfaction 
as the mediator, the original value of the regression coefficient decreased from β = −.372 
to β = −.209. The direct effect of gender identity on loneliness was B(SE) = −.372 (.087) 
with a 95% CI [−.543; −.201] and the indirect effect of gender identity on loneliness was 
B(SE) = −.209 (.067) with a 95% CI [−.370; −.106], confirming that the association betwe-
en gender identity and loneliness was mediated by body dissatisfaction. The condition 
indirect effect of body dissatisfaction at the level of the gender group for girls was .305; 
SE = .062; with a 95% CI [.183; .427]. For boys, the effect was .561; SE = .105; with a 95% 
CI [.353; .768]. Specifically, the association between body dissatisfaction and loneliness was 
stronger for boys than for girls. 

In the second model, statistically significant (p <  .001) values of regression coeffici-
ents were observed between gender identity and fear of negative appearance evaluation 
(β = −.244), but statistically non-significant values were observed between fear of negative 
appearance evaluation and loneliness (β =  .798). After including fear of negative appea-
rance evaluation as the mediator, the original value of the regression coefficient decreased 
from β = −.334 (p < .001) to β = −.042 (p-value was not significant). The direct effect of 
gender identity on loneliness was B(SE) = −.334 (.091) with a 95% CI [−.512; −.155] and 
the total indirect effect of gender identity on loneliness was B(SE) = −.010 (.068) with a 95% 
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CI [−.145; .127], thus failing to confirm that the association between gender identity and 
loneliness was mediated by fear of negative appearance evaluation. The condition indirect 
effect of negative appearance evaluation at the level of the gender group was not significant. 
This fails to confirm that the mediating effect of fear of negative appearance evaluation in 
the association between gender identity and loneliness is different for girls and boys.

4. Discussion and conclusions

Given that adolescence is a time of substantial personal and social growth, the inte-
raction between loneliness, body dissatisfaction, and gender identity can be particularly 
complicated during this time. Adolescence is a time when people are developing their iden-
tities, starting relationships, and frequently dealing with pressure from the public regarding 
their appearance and gender. The results of this study reveal that the gender identities of 
both girls and boys are negatively related to loneliness, body dissatisfaction, and fear of 
negative appearance evaluation. Moreover, the association between gender identity and 
loneliness is mediated by body dissatisfaction, the association between body dissatisfaction 
and loneliness is stronger for boys than for girls, and fear of negative appearance evaluation 
does not mediate the association between gender identity and loneliness. 

As expected, the association between gender identity and loneliness is mediated by 
body dissatisfaction and moderated by gender. These results could explain how the com-
bination of societal pressure and body dissatisfaction can take a toll on emotional well-
being (Lawler & Nixon, 2011). Persistent negative emotions and feelings of inadequacy 
can contribute to a heightened sense of loneliness, as individuals may feel misunderstood 
and unable to connect with others authentically. Adolescents with gender identity issues 
may experience particularly severe increased levels of stress and pressure to conform to 
societal norms and expectations (Spencer et al., 2021). Adolescents who identify as gender 
non-conforming frequently experience prejudice, stigmatization, and a lack of empathy 
from others under minority stress (Eres et al., 2021; Pereira, Silva, & Beatriz, 2022; Russell 
et al., 2021). When adolescents feel dissatisfaction with their bodies – which often arises 
when there is a disconnect between one’s body and gender identity and when there is an 
inability to safely express one’s true gender identity in various social situations – they may 
feel particularly misunderstood, and this can increase their experience of loneliness. Some 
adolescents may cope with the challenges associated with gender identity and body dissa-
tisfaction by withdrawing from social interactions or avoiding situations that could trigger 
dysphoria, which can further strengthen feelings of loneliness (Meyer et al., 2021).

Most research results confirm that girls are more dissatisfied with their bodies than 
boys, and that this is treated as more normative in adolescence among females (Kusina & 
Exline, 2019). Only very few studies find the opposite result (Presnell, Bearman, & Stice, 
2004). The results of our study show that the association between body dissatisfaction and 
loneliness was stronger for boys than for girls. These results are interesting and can be 
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interpreted in several ways. The first possible explanation may be the stigma associated 
with boys’ body image issues. Body dissatisfaction, as already mentioned, is often seen as 
occurring more frequently among girls. Given the prevailing social and cultural norms 
related to gender roles, boys may be reluctant to reveal or talk about their body dissatis-
faction for fear of being stigmatized or not being taken seriously (e.g., O’gorman et al., 
2020). Often, cultural and societal norms discourage emotional expression in males. This 
lack of opportunities to express one’s feelings can lead to greater loneliness. It is more atypi-
cal than typical for males to talk publicly about their body dissatisfaction, which can lead to 
a desire to withdraw and avoid talking about the topic. This, consequently, can leave them 
feeling misunderstood. Second, societal and gender norms have different expectations re-
garding the appearances of boys and girls (Ward & Grower, 2020). Boys who feel that they 
do not meet these standards may experience body dissatisfaction, which can lead to fee-
lings of loneliness caused by a lack of social recognition. Third, the importance of peers, 
peer influence, and comparisons with peers who seem to meet standards (such as muscular 
and fit physiques, which are often dictated by the media) during adolescence can amplify 
body dissatisfaction (Lawler & Nixon, 2011). This dissatisfaction can contribute to loneli-
ness, as boys may feel disconnected from their peers. Boys, if they feel that they do not meet 
these idealized male standards, might experience body dissatisfaction, which can contri-
bute to feelings of loneliness due to a perceived lack of social acceptance. Fourth, different 
received or/and perceived social support networks and methods of coping with emotional 
discomfort may exist for boys and girls (Frison & Eggermont, 2016). Girls frequently place 
a greater emphasis on interpersonal interactions and emotional expression. While looking 
for intimate connections to express their emotions, they might be more likely to talk about 
body dissatisfaction with friends or family members, which can alleviate feelings of loneli-
ness. Moreover, girls might be more prone to seeking out social support when dealing with 
body dissatisfaction, while boys might be more likely to internalize their feelings such as by 
avoiding or withdrawing from social interactions. Thus, the results of this study demons-
trate the need to begin to pay more attention to the experiences of boys regarding body 
dissatisfaction.

An unexpected result indicates that the association between gender identity and lone-
liness is not mediated by fear of negative appearance evaluation, and is not moderated by 
gender. Due to changing societal norms in recent years, boys, just like girls, might feel soci-
al pressure to conform to certain appearance ideals, and may also fear negative appearance 
evaluation (Nielson et al., 2023; Xu et al., 2010). This could also indicate that fear of nega-
tive appearance evaluation is a normal experience in adolescence for both boys and girls.

Given the unique challenges that adolescents with gender identity issues face regarding 
body acceptance, they must have access to supportive environments and mental health re-
sources that can assist them in their self-discovery, self-acceptance, and overall well-being, 
e.g., by reducing loneliness given the special obstacles that adolescents encounter around 
body acceptance. Thus, it is especially important to create inclusive and affirming environ-
ments that recognize and validate diverse gender identities.
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Limitations and directions for future research

It is important to discuss the main shortcomings and limitations of this research and 
possible directions for future studies. The first limitation of this work is the research sam-
ple. The sample of the study included senior high school students in the Lithuanian capital 
– Vilnius. As such, it did not represent the Lithuanian adolescent population. It is impor-
tant to emphasize that the sample is not clinical and is very small, so the results reveal only 
possible tendencies. A greater sample size would enable more intricate calculations. Ado-
lescents from towns and cities smaller than Vilnius may enrich the sample. The fact that 
the research participants were only in the 10th grade was another limitation, as data could 
also be collected from students in higher grades. The third limitation of the study is that all 
information was collected from the adolescents themselves – that is, self-reported measu-
rement questionnaires were used. Adolescents are more likely to answer these questions in 
a socially desirable manner. The inability to inquire about adolescents’ sexual orientation 
was a fourth limitation. Indications of a wider problem in this regard can be observed in 
the fact that it was highly challenging to get into schools initially (and school administra-
tions frequently refused to accept the study out of concern for parents’ reactions or because 
the study’s topic was perceived as being improper for the school). In future research, based 
on other research findings (e.g., Hammack et al., 2022; Kiekens & Mereish, 2022; Mezza-
lira et al., 2022) it would also be interesting to examine gender expression, psychological 
resilience, and the effect of perceived or received social support on the relationship betwe-
en gender identity and loneliness. It should also be considered that factors might interact 
differently in various cultural and social contexts. To better understand what impact body 
dissatisfaction has on the relationship between adolescent gender identity and loneliness, 
further longitudinal studies are also needed.
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THE RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN GENDER IDENTITY, 
LONELINESS, AND BODY DISSATISFACTION AMONG 

ADOLESCENTS 

Dr. Oksana Malinauskienė
Mykolas Romeris University, Lithuania

Summary

Identity formation is an important developmental process during adolescence. The inte-
raction between adolescents’ gender identity, loneliness, and body dissatisfaction is a complex 
and multifaceted phenomenon. Adolescent gender identity issues are thought to be related to 
loneliness, and body dissatisfaction is a risk factor for greater loneliness. It can be hypothesi-
zed that adolescents experiencing gender identity issues could feel lonelier when experiencing 
greater body dissatisfaction. The present study aims to determine associations among ado-
lescents’ (girls and boys) gender identity, loneliness, body dissatisfaction, and fear of negative 
appearance evaluation, as well as to examine the possible mediating roles of body dissatis-
faction and fear of negative appearance evaluation between adolescents’ gender identity and 
loneliness, and how these phenomena differ for girls and boys. 

The sample consists of 211 adolescents in the 10th grade from five secondary public 
schools (gymnasiums) in Vilnius, Lithuania, 54.5% of whom were girls and 45.5% boys. 
Participants were between the ages of 15 and 17 (Mage = 16.20, SDage = 0.43). During the 
study, adolescents were asked to fill out self-reported questionnaires: gender identity was 
measured using the Gender Identity/Gender Dysphoria Questionnaire for Adolescents 
and Adults (GIDYQ-AA; Deogracias et al., 2007); subjective feelings of loneliness were 
measured using the UCLA Loneliness Scale (Russell, Peplau, & Ferguson, 1978); body dis-
satisfaction was measured using the Body Shape Questionnaire (BSQ; Dowson & Hender-
son, 2001); and the Fear of Negative Appearance Evaluation Scale (FNAES; Thomas et al., 
1998; cited by Lundgren, Anderson, & Thompson, 2004) was used to measure apprehensi-
on regarding appearance evaluation. 

The processing and analysis of results was achieved using the IBM SPSS v.26.0 statistical 
package. First, comparative and correlation analysis was performed; second, the PROCESS 
v.4.1 for SPSS (Model 14) was used, and moderated mediation analysis was performed.

The results of this study reveal that the gender identity of both girls and boys is negati-
vely related to loneliness, body dissatisfaction, and fear of negative appearance evaluation. 
The results also show that the association between gender identity and loneliness is medi-
ated by body dissatisfaction, and that the association between body dissatisfaction and lo-
neliness is stronger for boys than for girls, but fear of negative appearance evaluation does 
not mediate the association between gender identity and loneliness. This study outlines 
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the need to begin to pay more attention to the experiences of boys regarding body dissatis-
faction and illustrates the importance of examining adolescents’ gender differences in body 
dissatisfaction, loneliness, and gender identity.

Given the unique challenges that adolescents with gender identity issues face regarding 
body acceptance, they must have access to supportive environments and mental health re-
sources that can assist them in their self-discovery, self-acceptance, and overall well-being, 
e.g., by reducing loneliness given the special obstacles that adolescents encounter around 
body acceptance. Thus, it is especially important to create inclusive and affirming environ-
ments that recognize and validate diverse gender identities.

Keywords: adolescents, gender identity, loneliness, body dissatisfaction, fear of negative 
appearance evaluation. 
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