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Abstract

Puberty is a period of various challenges. Despite the importance of this period
and its physical, psychological, and social effects, puberty anxiety has been less
studied as a specific type of anxiety that students experience on the verge of
entering adolescence and adopt different strategies to cope with it. This study
aimed to investigate the perception of puberty anxiety and coping with it in
adolescent students. This study was conducted using a qualitative and content
analysis method, and data were collected through semi-structured interviews
with 16 adolescent students who were selected through purposive sampling.
Data obtained from interviews were divided into nine main themes. These
themes were organized into three general categories: factors underlying puberty
anxiety, strategies for constructively dealing with puberty anxiety, and the role
of peers in stabilizing or transitioning from puberty. Finally, the core category
of “constructive coping strategies based on underlying factors and the role of
peers” was obtained. The findings of this study indicate that increasing
awareness and education about puberty changes, empathetic and facilitative
relationships, and creating supportive environments can play an important role
in reducing puberty anxiety and helping adolescent students successfully
transition from this developmental stage.
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Introduction

Puberty is a significant developmental transition that entails
considerable biological, emotional, and social changes. While
adolescence and its accompanying challenges have been widely
studied, the specific phenomenon of “puberty anxiety” remains
conceptually and empirically underexamined. Puberty anxiety refers to
the unique psychological stress experienced by adolescents as they
encounter rapid bodily and emotional changes, often accompanied by a
lack of preparedness, inadequate information, and strained
interpersonal communication with adults and peers. This study aims to
explore the lived experiences of adolescent students regarding puberty
anxiety, to identify its underlying causes, and to determine the coping
mechanisms employed by adolescents during this transitional stage.
The investigation adopts a phenomenological approach to better capture
the depth and diversity of emotional responses tied to puberty.

Literature Review

Previous studies suggest that pubertal development and its associated
physiological changes are linked to increased levels of anxiety in
adolescents. Research has identified both individual factors, such as
self-concept and self-esteem, and environmental influences, including
family relationships and peer interactions, as important contributors to
anxiety during this developmental stage. Supportive family
environments are associated with lower levels of social anxiety,
whereas insecure attachment patterns and negative peer experiences—
particularly in cases of early or delayed maturation—may increase the
risk of anxiety and depressive symptoms. In addition, peer-related
stress and victimization have been shown to be associated with
emotional distress among adolescents. Therefore, understanding
puberty-related anxiety and its underlying factors is important for
developing appropriate supportive and preventive interventions.

Methodology

The research employed a qualitative design using thematic analysis,
which allowed for an in-depth examination of students’ subjective
experiences. Participants included sixteen secondary school students
(eight boys and eight girls) aged 13 to 18 from various educational
institutions in Qazvin, Iran. Selection was based on purposive sampling,
with emphasis on students in middle to late adolescence who had
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already begun experiencing puberty-related changes. Data were
collected via semi-structured interviews, each lasting between 45 to 56
minutes, until data saturation was reached. Interviews were transcribed
verbatim and subjected to six-step thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke,
2006), ensuring systematic coding, theme identification, and conceptual
categorization of the findings.

Results

The data obtained from the interviews were coded and then divided into

nine main themes based on common concepts and themes, all of which

fall into three general categories: 1 factors underlying puberty anxiety,

2 constructive coping strategies with puberty anxiety, 3 the role of peers

in stabilizing or transitioning from puberty. Finally, the core category

of “constructive coping strategies based on underlying factors and the
role of peers” was obtained.

1. Factors underlying puberty anxiety included a lack of
information regarding physical and sexual changes, emotional
confusion, ambiguity about future academic and career paths, and
insufficient familial and social support. Students reported feeling
unprepared for puberty-related transformations, often perceiving
these changes as abrupt and distressing. A significant number
expressed reluctance to approach parents due to generational
gaps, shame, or fear of judgment. Social comparison, distorted
digital content, and internalized negative self-image (e.g., body
dissatisfaction due to acne or growth changes) further exacerbated
anxiety.

2. Constructive Coping Strategies centered on three key elements:
anticipatory guidance from family and school, relational support
rooted in empathy and shared understanding, and normalization
of puberty changes. Participants valued proactive, nonjudgmental
dialogue with trusted adults and emphasized the importance of
learning about puberty in advance to avoid panic and confusion.
Adolescents who had access to informed, empathetic support—
either from family members or school counselors—were better
equipped to navigate emotional disturbances.

3. Role of peers in stabilizing or transitioning from puberty. On
the one hand, peers provided emotional validation, shared
experiences, and a sense of normalcy. On the other, some peer
interactions increased anxiety through misinformation, risky
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behavior modeling, or heightened social comparison. The quality
and depth of peer relationships, including the level of mutual
understanding and shared values, played a critical role in whether
peers acted as buffers or triggers of anxiety. Adolescents
increasingly relied on select peers rather than broad social groups,
highlighting a shift toward intentional and identity-affirming
friendships during puberty.

Conclusion

The study’s findings emphasize that puberty anxiety is a multifaceted
psychological response shaped by cognitive, emotional, and relational
variables. Adolescents are often unprepared to manage the complex
interplay of bodily changes and emerging social roles, especially in
environments where taboo, misinformation, or inadequate guidance
prevail. The development of constructive coping strategies is closely
tied to supportive family environments, access to accurate educational
resources, and meaningful peer interactions. Adolescents benefit when
puberty is framed as a natural and empowering milestone rather than a
source of fear or shame.

The results advocate for systemic educational reforms that integrate
puberty literacy programs into school curricula. These programs should
focus not only on biological facts but also on emotional regulation,
identity development, and relationship skills. In parallel, parental
training programs are needed to enhance intergenerational
communication and reduce barriers to adolescent help-seeking
behavior. Moreover, structured peer-led interventions may be valuable,
leveraging adolescents’ preference for horizontal (peer-based) learning
and social validation.

In sum, recognizing puberty anxiety as a distinct emotional
challenge enables educators, counselors, and families to better support
adolescents through one of the most vulnerable stages of human
development. By promoting empathy, anticipatory education, and safe
communication environments, it is possible to reduce anxiety and
improve adolescents' mental health and social adjustment outcomes
during puberty.
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