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Abstract 

Adolescence is a critical period for identity formation, during which individuals explore and 

internalize values, beliefs, and self-concepts. In the digital era, media—particularly social media, 

television, films, and online content—plays a significant role in shaping how adolescents perceive 

themselves and their place in the world. This review paper synthesizes the findings of twenty scholarly 

articles exploring the influence of media, particularly social media, on adolescent identity formation. 

The literature emphasizes that adolescence is a formative stage for self-concept development, and 

media exposure significantly shapes perceptions, behaviour, and emotional well-being. 

Drawing on interdisciplinary research, the paper discusses both the positive opportunities and the 

potential psychological and social risks posed by media. Thematic areas include identity exploration, 

self-presentation, gender roles, peer influence, emotional well-being, and sociocultural integration. 

the paper categorizes media influences into four major domains: body image and self-esteem, gender 

and sexual identity, cultural and social identity, and peer dynamics. It highlights both positive and 

negative effects—while media can serve as a source of inspiration, empowerment, and information, 

it can also reinforce stereotypes, promote unrealistic standards, and contribute to identity confusion 

or social anxiety. 

Findings show that quality of engagement (e.g., authentic interactions, community involvement) is 

more impactful than time spent online. However, issues such as cyberbullying, unrealistic portrayals, 

and algorithm-driven exposure are associated with identity distress and mental health risks. The 

paper concludes with recommendations for media literacy programs, parental involvement, and 

inclusive policy frameworks to support healthy adolescent development. 

Keywords- Adolescent Identity, social media, Risks and Negative Effects, idealized portrayals  

 

Introduction 

http://www.theasianthinker.com/
mailto:asianthinkerjournal@gmail.com
mailto:srsonali@gmail.com


 
Year-7 Volume: II, April-June, 2025 Issue-26 ISSN: 2582-1296 (Online) 

The Asian Thinker             
A Quarterly Bilingual Peer-Reviewed Journal for Social Sciences and Humanities 

Website: www.theasianthinker.com           Email: asianthinkerjournal@gmail.com 
 

151 
 

In the digital age, media—particularly social media platforms—plays a pervasive role in shaping 

adolescent identity. Adolescence is marked by rapid developmental changes in emotional, 

cognitive, and social domains, making it a critical period for identity formation. Media has evolved 

from being a passive source of entertainment to an active agent in constructing self-image, societal 

roles, and interpersonal relationships. It plays a important role in shaping adolescent identity, 

especially as digital and social media become central to young people's lives. As adolescents spend 

increasing amounts of time on platforms like Instagram, TikTok, and Facebook, questions arise 

regarding the effects of such media exposure on their evolving identities. Recent literature 

explores both the positive and negative influences of media on identity formation, highlighting 

complex interactions between media use, self-concept, and psychosocial development. This paper 

reviews recent literature to explore how various forms of media influence the identity formation 

of adolescents, drawing from psychological, sociological, and educational research. 

 

Objectives: The objectives of the study are 

• To analyse existing research on how social media influence the formation and development 

of adolescent identity. 

• To identify key themes and patterns in the literature regarding media's role in shaping self-

perception, social behaviors, and cultural identity among adolescents. 

• To highlight gaps in current research and suggest directions for future studies on media's 

long-term psychological and sociocultural effects on adolescent identity. 

 

Research Questions 

1. How does exposure to different forms of social media influence the development of self-

concept and identity in adolescents? 

 

2. What are the dominant themes in existing research regarding media’s role in shaping 

adolescents’ cultural, gender, and social identities? 

 

3. To what extent does media consumption contribute to positive (e.g., self-expression, 

community-building) versus negative (e.g., low self-esteem, behavioral issues) identity 

outcomes in adolescents? 
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Literature Review: 

Avci et al. (2024) emphasize that active participation, rather than duration of media use, correlates 

with greater identity exploration and self-concept clarity. Similarly, Agarwal (2024) and Sebre & 

Miltuze (2021) found that informational processing styles support adaptive media use, aiding in 

self-discovery. 

Few studies (e.g., Chung et al., 2020; Kucharczuk et al., 2021) demonstrate the influence of peers 

on adolescents’ self-perception and behavior, often facilitated through social media interactions. 

While peer feedback can reinforce positive behaviors, it also exacerbates harmful comparisons and 

unrealistic standards. 

Shidiqie et al. (2023) found that Instagram promotes idealized beauty standards that influence 

gendered identity expectations. Syahril (2024) highlighted how adolescent girls are particularly 

vulnerable to negative self-perception due to gendered portrayals and social validation 

mechanisms. 

Garcia-Ordonez et al. (2024) discuss the dual effect of social media in promoting cultural diversity 

and causing identity crises when local values are undermined. Similarly, Regita et al. (2024) 

emphasize the need for a balance between global and local identity narratives. 

Several systematic reviews (Senekal et al., 2022; Anissa et al., 2024) link excessive media use with 

emotional disorders, hyperactivity, and identity confusion. These issues are often exacerbated by 

algorithmic exposure to harmful content and cyberbullying. 

Leila et al. (2024) and Murad (2024) discuss how school environments and digital literacy shape 

the way adolescents engage with media. Positive reinforcement from educators and peers can 

mediate the risks associated with unmoderated media use. 

Social media Influencing adolescent self-concept clarity 

Current research indicates that social media exposure can significantly influence adolescent self-

concept clarity, but the effects depend on how adolescents use these platforms and the nature of 

their online interactions. The research conducted on this came out with few findings 

•  Adolescents who present themselves authentically on social media tend to have higher self-

concept clarity, while those who engage in idealized or inconsistent self-presentation often 

report lower self-concept clarity and more identity confusion. 
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• The quality of social media engagement matters more than the quantity. Active 

participation and authentic self-expression are linked to better self-concept clarity, 

whereas passive use or frequent social comparison can increase identity distress. 

• High intensity of social media use, especially on short-video apps, is associated with lower 

self-concept clarity. This relationship is partly explained by experiences of “flow” (deep 

engagement) and the pursuit of self-expansion online, which can blur personal boundaries 

and reduce clarity. 

• Self-concept clarity mediates the relationship between social media use and outcomes like 

body esteem. Lower self-concept clarity, influenced by heavy or inauthentic social media 

use, can negatively impact self-esteem and body image. 

• High self-concept clarity can protect against negative effects such as peer pressure and 

social media addiction, highlighting its importance for adolescent well-being. 

Summary Table: Social Media Use and Self-Concept Clarity 

Social Media Behavior Effect on Self-Concept Clarity 

Authentic self-presentation Increases 

Idealized/inconsistent 

presentation Decreases 

High-intensity/short-video use Decreases 

Active, engaged participation Increases 

Frequent social comparison Decreases 

 

Social media exposure does significantly alter adolescent self-concept clarity, with authentic and 

active use supporting clarity, and idealized, high-intensity, or comparison-driven use undermining 

it. Fostering authentic self-expression and mindful engagement online may help adolescents 

maintain a clearer and healthier sense of self. 

 

Social media and adolescent identity 

Social media has become a central part of adolescent life, offering new spaces for self-expression, 

social interaction, and identity exploration. As adolescents navigate these digital environments, 

their sense of self and identity development are shaped in complex ways, with both positive and 

negative implications. 
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• Adolescents are not just passive consumers; they actively construct and reconstruct their 

identities online, using social media for self-presentation, self-disclosure, and 

relationship management. 

• Active participation on social media is linked to greater identity exploration, while 

authenticity in online self-presentation is associated with higher self-concept clarity. In 

contrast, idealized or inconsistent self-presentation can lead to identity confusion. 

• Social media encourages comparison with peers, which can increase both identity 

exploration and identity distress, depending on the context and individual differences. 

 

Benefits and Opportunities Risks and Negative Effects 

Social media provides opportunities for self-

expression, validation, and connection with 

like-minded peers, supporting identity 

development and well-being 

Excessive or problematic social media use, 

as well as frequent social comparison, can 

lead to identity confusion, distress, and 

lower self-concept clarity 

Online platforms can help adolescents find 

communities that affirm their identities, 

especially for those who may feel 

marginalized offline 

Social media use is associated with 

increased risks of anxiety, depression, and 

loneliness, particularly when adolescents 

experience cyberbullying, pressure to 

conform, or fear of missing out (FoMO) 

Social media can facilitate learning, 

exposure to diverse perspectives, and the 

development of new skills, all of which 

contribute to identity formation 

Social media can negatively affect social 

identity by exposing adolescents to risks 

such as privacy violations and challenges to 

their values and principles 

 

Social media plays a significant and multifaceted role in adolescent identity development. While it 

offers valuable opportunities for self-expression, exploration, and community, it also presents 

risks such as identity confusion and mental health challenges. The impact of social media depends 

largely on how adolescents engage with these platforms and the support systems around them 

 

Adolescent identity formation 
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Adolescent identity formation is a central developmental task, involving the exploration and 

establishment of a coherent sense of self. This process is shaped by biological, cognitive, and social 

changes, as well as by the broader context in which adolescents live. Recent research provides 

insights into the dynamic, multifaceted nature of identity development during adolescence. 

• Over time, adolescents tend to show increased in-depth exploration and more stable 

identity profiles, with a decrease in reconsideration. Commitment levels often remain 

stable, but the way adolescents handle commitments matures with age. 

• There is significant individual variation. Some adolescents achieve a stable identity early, 

while others experience ongoing uncertainty or crisis. Gender differences exist, with girls 

often showing earlier maturity in identity formation, though boys catch up by 

late adolescence. 

• Identity formation is shaped by interactions with family, peers, schools, and broader 

societal factors. Supportive environments facilitate identity development, while barriers 

such as low socioeconomic status or limited opportunities can hinder it. 

• Participation in leisure activities and free time use can support or complicate identity 

formation, providing opportunities for both individuation and social connection. 

• The degree of identity stability and clarity is closely linked to psychosocial well-being. 

Adolescents with stable, well-explored identities tend to have better mental health and 

social adjustment, while ongoing uncertainty can be associated with anxiety and stress. 

Adolescent identity formation is a dynamic, context-dependent process involving cycles of 

exploration, commitment, and reconsideration. While most adolescents experience some 

uncertainty, the general trend is toward greater maturity and stability over time. Individual 

differences and contextual factors play crucial roles, and successful identity development is 

closely tied to overall well-being. 

 

Mechanisms of Media Influence 

• Active Engagement vs. Passive Use: Active participation on social media (e.g., posting, 

interacting) is linked to greater identity exploration, while the amount of time spent is less 

important than the nature of engagement (Avci et al., 2024). 
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• Authenticity and Self-Presentation: Authentic self-presentation on social media correlates 

with higher self-concept clarity, whereas idealized or false self-presentation can lead to 

confusion and distress (Avci et al., 2024; Chen, 2025; Agarwal, 2024). 

• Feedback and Social Comparison: Adolescents are highly sensitive to online feedback and 

social comparison, which can evoke strong emotions and impact self-esteem and identity 

stability (Avci et al., 2024; Ward, 2017; Agarwal, 2024). 

Positive and Negative Outcomes 

Positive Effects Negative Effects 

Enhanced self-exploration and expression Increased identity confusion and distress 

Community building and networking 

Decreased self-worth, anxiety, and 

depression 

Learning new skills Social comparison and cyberbullying 

Support for marginalized identities 

Pressure to conform and idealize self-

presentation 

 

Results and Discussion 

The synthesis of reviewed literature suggests a nuanced relationship between media and 

adolescent identity. The data shows that: 

• Authentic and purpose-driven media use supports identity exploration and self-expression 

(Avci et al., 2024). 

• Excessive comparison and idealized portrayals often lead to negative self-image and mental 

health issues (Agarwal, 2024; Syahril, 2024). 

• Cultural and social contexts influence how media shapes identity, necessitating context-

sensitive interpretations (Garcí a-Ordo n ez et al., 2024). 

• Gendered content and peer dynamics can either reinforce or challenge traditional norms 

(Shidiqie et al., 2023). 

• Parental and institutional guidance, along with media literacy, can buffer negative outcomes 

(Leila et al., 2024). 
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• The findings indicate that the influence of media is not inherently positive or negative but 

largely depends on the nature of content, context of use, and individual differences among 

adolescents. 

Conclusion 

Media, especially social media, plays a significant role in adolescent identity formation. While it 

offers opportunities for exploration, self-expression, and community building, it also poses 

challenges such as identity confusion, social comparison, and mental health risks. The review 

highlights the importance of active, mindful engagement with media and the role of supportive 

environments—both familial and institutional—in guiding adolescents through their identity 

journeys. Future research should further explore the long-term impacts of evolving media 

platforms and develop evidence-based strategies for media literacy education and adolescent 

mental health support. 
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