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Review of the Literature on the Identity Development of Adolescents and Social Media
Adolescence is a pivotal stage in life marked by significant changes and the pursuit of self-discovery (Zhang & Qin, 2023). A key developmental process during adolescence is to develop a coherent and clear identity (Branje, 2022). Social media (SM) plays a crucial role in identity formation, with research suggesting that adolescents are experiencing a “hybrid reality” connecting digital and offline spaces (Granic et al, 2020). Boyer & Reid (2013) highlight that social media sites have a dominant influence on adolescents’ identity development through digital communication. It is proposed that by understanding identity development in adolescence may help researchers to uncover the digital processes contributing to mental health challenges (Granic et al, 2020). 
During adolescence, various biological, cognitive and social changes occur, prompting young people to reflect on themselves and consider the type of person they aspire to become in the future (Crocetti, 2017). Successful identity formation is key for a fulfilling life (Camia et al, 2022), emphasising the significance of identity development in adolescence. James Marcia (1993) introduced the influential ‘Identity Status Theory’, identifying four identity statuses that describe how late adolescents address the challenges of identity development (Marcia, 2001). These statuses are defined by the presence or absence of exploration and commitment to different roles, lifestyles and beliefs (Koepke & Denissen, 2012). ‘Identity achievement’ represents the ideal status, characterised by stable commitments following a phase of exploration (Denissen & Koepke, 2012). ‘Moratorium’ describes individuals in the exploration period, often experiencing an ‘identity crisis’ when emotionally insufficient (Marcia, 2001). Those in the ‘foreclosure’ status demonstrate commitment, but lack direction due to minimal exploration (Marcia, 2001). Lastly, similar to those in moratorium, individuals in the ‘identity diffusion’ status lack both commitment to key life decisions and signs of exploration (Marcia, 2001). Marcia’s theory offers valuable insight into the developmental processes adolescents typically experience from the ages of 13 to 19.
Furthermore, Erik Erikson (1968) put forward a theory of identity formation during adolescence, emphasising the importance of establishing a secure foundation for an individual’s sense of well-being (Rogers, 2018). However, challenges encountered during this developmental stage can lead to various psychological consequences, often influenced by social media. For instance, a study by Claes et al (2020) explored the role of body dissatisfaction in the relationship between identity formation and eating disorder symptomology among adolescents and emerging adults (Claes et al, 2020). This study included 659 participants aged 15 to 30 years, with a mean age of 19.44 years, who completed self-report questionnaires on identity, body dissatisfaction, and eating disorder symptomology. The results of this study demonstrated that identity formation was a significant predictor of eating disorder symptomology. Supporting these results, Verschueren et al (2017) found that a sample of 123 women with eating disorders were more likely to experience identity diffusion and identity disorder, in comparison to the participants in the control group. Claes et al (2020) also identified body dissatisfaction as a potential mediating factor during mid-to-late adolescence and emerging adulthood. 
A limitation of this study is the potential for social-desirability bias, which may arise from using self-report questionnaires. This bias refers to participants presenting themselves in ways that align with perceived social norms or expectations (Bergen & Labonté, 2019). This can impact the validity of the results, reducing the study’s accuracy. To address this, future research should ensure participant anonymity to encourage honest responses and improve validity. However, a notable strength of this study is its large sample size, enhancing the reliability of the research and supporting the generalisation of findings to the wider population. 
In addition, young people are increasingly navigating a daily life that blends offline experiences with online interactions, creating a “hybrid reality” (Granic et al, 2020). This hybrid reality often presents many challenges, including psychological and psychiatric problems, frequently linked with problematic SM use (Cataldo et al, 2021). A study by Cataldo et al (2021) reviewed 44 papers to examine the cognitive, psychological, and social outcomes associated with problematic SM use among youth aged 10 to 19 years. The findings revealed a connection between SM use, particularly passive use, and depressive symptoms. This aligns with research suggesting that high SM use appears to predict depressive symptoms and low offline support from family and peers (Vannucci & Ohanessian, 2017; Cataldo et al, 2021). Cataldo et al (2021) also emphasised the role of social comparison in adolescent identity development, which can shape a positive or a negative self-image, and influence how adolescents perceive themselves and their lives. 
While literature reviews often risk lacking clear structure and focus, this study avoids such problem by presenting a well-defined purpose and offering a broad yet coherent analysis of the potential consequences of excessive social media use, including anxiety, eating disorders, abuse and addiction. 
A cohesive and secure identity is strongly associated with better functioning across various aspects of life (Branje, 2022), underscoring the importance of successful identity formation during adolescence. A literature review of 13 studies by Keles et al. (2019) explored the impact of SM use on depression, anxiety and psychological distress in adolescents aged 13 to 18. The findings were categorised into four dimensions of SM use: time spent, activity, investment and addiction, all linked to depression, anxiety and psychological distress (Keles et al, 2019). In the first category, time spent, findings were inconsistent; some studies found no correlation between SM and psychological distress, while others did. Similarly, the second category, activity, yielded mixed results. For example, Frison and Eggermont (2016) observed that both active and passive Facebook use were linked to a higher frequency of depressive symptoms, whereas other studies did not replicate these findings. In contrats, the third category, investment, produced more consistent evidence, with Keles et al. (2019) finding a clear link between investment in SM and psychological distress. Lastly, the review revealed a correlation between addictive SM behaviour and depressive symptoms, particularly. 
The studies included in this literature review primarily relied on self-report methods, which present a limitation due to a lack of methodological diversity. Self-report measures are susceptible to social desirability bias, where participants may over- or under-report their behaviours to present themselves more favourably (Kwak et al, 2021). This potential bias may influence the accuracy of the results, either directly or indirectly (Keles et al, 2019). 
Moreover, SM plays a key role in facilitating identity expression, exploration and experimentation, which are critical elements of the identity development process during adolescence (Gündüz, 2017). A study by Pérez-Torres (2024) reviewed various empirical studies exploring the influence of SM on identity construction in adolescents. Through a thematic analysis, Pérez-Torres (2024) identified four main themes relating to the effects of SM on identity construction. One major theme was self-presentation, which involves individuals attempting to control how an individual presents themselves to others. Another theme, social comparison, focuses on individuals comparing themselves to others, often leading to self-evaluation and criticism. The third theme Pérez-Torres (2024) discovered was role models, which they refer to as “media figures that are social references for behaviour”. Role models can influence impressionable adolescents by encouraging imitation. Finally, Pérez-Torres (2024) highlighted the role of online audience, which includes peers, family members, and even unknown individuals encountered on social platforms, as a significant factor in shaping identity construction in adolescents. 
While thematic analysis is a valuable method, it has limitations, including the potential for subjectivity in identifying and interpreting themes. However, researchers can implement steps minimise this subjectivity and ensure objectivity. For example, involving multiple coders to classify and group data, or consulting with other researchers who have studied the impact of social media on adolescent identity construction can enhance the reliability of the findings.
[bookmark: _Int_Rl8Fc9H2]In continuation, the current generation of children and adolescents are growing up in an environment characterised by constant access to technology (Granic et al, 2020), with its integration into education and other aspects of their lives. Pescott (2020) conducted a study examining the influence of SM on children aged 10 and 11, focusing on their understanding of social media and the importance of rules and regulations when using platforms, such as Instagram, Twitter, and Facebook. The study found that children were aware of these regulations. For example, one participant, child N, demonstrated an understanding of the permanence of SM posts, stating, “once it is live, you can’t delete it or bring it back,” highlighting the need to think carefully before posting (Pescott, 2020). Also, child I acknowledged the interactive nature of SM, for instance, emphasising that comments, likes and opinions from others may not align with an individual’s own perceptions (Pescott, 2020). The study also revealed gender differences in the use of Snapchat filters, which are “digital overlays placed over photographs” (Pescott, 2020). Boys primarily used these filters for entertainment, whereas girls reported using them to alter their appearance and enhance attractiveness (Pescott, 2020). This underscores the early influence of SM on identity and self-image development, even before adolescence. The sample of this study consisted of Year Six students, aged 10 or 11, who were placed in eight focus groups to gather qualitative data. The findings were analysed using Interpretive Phenomenological Analysis (IPA). 
However, a limitation of IPA is the potential for subjectivity. To address this, the researcher could involve additional researchers to review the data, providing diverse perspectives. If these analyses align, the findings are more reliable and can be generalised to a broader population. 
In contrast to these studies, social media can have a positive impact on identity development and wellbeing during adolescence. For instance, Weinstein et al. (2021) found that among a sample of 30 adolescents hospitalised for suicide risk, social media was often used for social connection, shared interests, social support and resources for mental health and coping strategies. Similarly, O’Reilly (2020) conducted a study exploring the relationship between social media and mental health with a sample of 54 adolescents aged 11-18 from London and Leicester. The study's structure involved six focus groups with adolescents, each of six to nine participants, and two with mental health practitioners from the Child and Adolescent Mental Health Service (CAHMS). The researchers performed a thematic analysis, a common approach in qualitative research due to the diverse range of flexible methods available for researchers to choose from (Braun & Clarke, 2022). The study identified that the relationship between social media and mental health is multidimensional (O’Reilly, 2020), with three themes emerging: the good (positive effects of social media), the bad (negative effects) and the ugly (the severe effects). In particular, the first theme, “the good”, emphasises the positive influence social media can have on adolescent mental health. For instance, the sample highlighted that social media reduces isolation, improves social skills and maintains communication with friends. Participant four in one of the Leicester focus groups stated, “it could be a way to connect with your old friends, people you lost touch with,” illustrating the role of social media in sustaining friendships (O’Reilly, 2020), which is a critical developmental task in adolescence (Pouwels et al, 2021). Additionally, O’Reilly (2020) noted that social media use serves as an active strategy for stress reduction and as a distraction from perceived negative aspects of life. 
The participants from this study were recruited from London and Leicester, two large UK cities. This sample may present a limitation, as results might differ if adolescents from rural areas were included. A broader sample would help control certain confounding variables and enhance the generalisability of the findings.  
In conclusion, the research indicates that social media is a central part of adolescent life (O’Reilly, 2020), making it essential to consider its impact on adolescent identity development. As discussed throughout this review, social media may have negative effects on identity development, with several studies linking it with psychological distress (Cataldo et al, 2021; Keles et al, 2019), negative self-image (Pescott, 2020), social comparison (Pérez-Torres, 2024) and eating disorder symptoms (Claes et al, 2020). Alternatively, other literature highlights the positive aspects of social media for identity development, such as fostering a sense of belonging among young people (Smith et al, 2021). Additional benefits of social media use include access to peer support networks, and the promoting of social interaction (Naslund et al, 2020). Furthermore, social media provides access to mental health resources, which many individuals use to enhance their wellbeing. For example, Lal et al. (2016) found that 17 participants aged between 21 and 35, recruited from a specialised early intervention program for psychosis, sought mental health services, information and support online. It could also be argued that the effects of social media use vary between individual adolescents (Beyens et al, 2020). 
Consequently, it is important to consider the potential implications of literature on the relationship between social media use and adolescent identity formation. For example, parents could have a conversation with their children about appropriate social media usage and the risks to be aware of, such as catfishing and cyberbullying, while also establishing guidelines to help prevent these issues. As noted earlier, Pescott’s (2020) study highlighted the importance of children understanding the dangers of social media. Future research could explore the gender differences involved in social media use in adolescence and how these differences affect identity development, a topic briefly discussed by Pescott (2020) when examing the use of Snapchat filters among Year Six students. 
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