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Abstract
Article history: Background: The widespread adoption of social networking sites (SNSs) into the daily lives
of teenagers marks a major sociotechnological shift of this century. As young people grow
Received: 21 Sep 2025 up immersed in digital technology, their journeys of self-discovery and self-evaluation
Accepted: 3 Dec 2025 increasingly occur within online spaces shaped by algorithms, rather than solely in face-to-
Available online: 10 Dec 2025 face settings. This change requires a close look at how these platforms both influence and
complicate core aspects of psychological and social development.
Keywords: Objective: This narrative review brings together recent research (2015-2025) to examine
the complex, and often opposing, effects of SNSs on how adolescents form their identity and
Social Media develop self-esteem. It seeks to provide a detailed understanding of the processes,
Adolescence influencing factors, and two-way dynamics at play, moving beyond oversimplified cause-
Identity Development and-effect explanations.
Self-Concept Methods: A systematic search was performed across PubMed, PsycINFO, and Scopus
Self-Esteem databases for peer-reviewed articles published between 2015 and 2025. Key search terms
Digital Well-being included: "social media," "adolescent,” "teen,” "youth,” "identity," "self-concept," "self-
Social Comparison esteem,” "social comparison,” and "digital identity." The review included empirical studies

(cross-sectional, longitudinal, experimental), systematic reviews, and important theoretical
papers. Sources were selected based on relevance and methodological quality.

Results: Research reveals a dual role for SNSs, acting as both a catalyst and an obstacle to
development. These platforms enable identity exploration through trying out different self-
presentations and finding specialized communities, but they also risk fragmenting identity
due to pressures to perform and seek external approval. Similarly, SNSs can strengthen self-
esteem by providing social support and opportunities to showcase skills, yet they can also
systematically weaken it by encouraging constant social comparison and reliance on
quantified feedback (likes, followers). The ultimate impact depends heavily on individual
differences, how platforms are used, specific platform designs, and the quality of a teenager's
offline relationships.

Discussion: The review frames SNSs as active "developmental environments” that shape
how adolescents socialize, rather than seeing them as neutral tools. Future research should
use methods like ecological momentary assessment to capture real-time experiences and
investigate the role of content algorithms. Practical steps should focus not just on reducing
screen time, but on building critical digital literacy skills and pushing for platform designs
that are ethically informed by developmental psychology.
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Introduction opportunities alongside new developmental risks. Social

The digital world has fundamentally reshaped the networking sites (SNSs)—including platforms like
social environment of adolescence, creating new Instagram, TikTok, and Snapchat—have evolved from
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simple communication tools into central spaces where
teens construct their identity and gauge their social
standing. This deep digital engagement happens during
a period of significant brain development and social
transition, where forming a stable identity and a positive
sense of self are crucial developmental goals [1,2].
Traditionally nurtured within close physical settings
like family and school, these processes are now
increasingly filtered through the curated, public, and
metric-focused interfaces of online platforms [3].

This technological shift coincides with worrying
public health trends. International studies note a
correlation between the rise of visually-driven,
algorithmically-curated SNS use and increased reports
of anxiety, depressive symptoms, body image issues, and
loneliness among adolescents, especially girls [4,5].
However, a one-sided view that labels all digital
engagement as harmful ignores the reality that many
teens gain real benefits from these spaces, including
crucial social support, validation, and access to
information [6,7]. This contradiction shows that simple
"good vs. bad" frameworks are inadequate, calling for a
more nuanced, mechanism-focused understanding.

The main goal of this review is to synthesize current
research to analyze the dual-impact model of SNSs on
teen identity and self-esteem. We propose that these
platforms function as modern "psychosocial
moratoriums"—spaces for identity experimentation, as
theorized by Erik Erikson—but with key differences:
they are public, permanent, measurable, and designed
for commercial engagement [8]. We will explore how
core platform features (e.g., profiles, feeds, metrics,
algorithms) interact with adolescent developmental
needs (e.g, for peer connection, autonomy, self-
definition) to create unique opportunities and risks.
Specifically, we examine the tension between identity
exploration and performative fragmentation, and
between social validation and harmful social
comparison. By combining recent insights from
neuroscience and sociotechnical analysis, this review
aims to provide clinicians, educators, researchers, and
policymakers with an evidence-based framework for
understanding and supporting adolescent development
in the digital age, acknowledging that online and offline
identities are increasingly intertwined.

Methods

This article is a critical narrative review intended to
synthesize and interpret a wide range of
interdisciplinary literature. To ensure thorough and up-
to-date coverage, a systematic search strategy was used
across three major academic databases: PubMed,
PsycINFO, and Scopus. Searches were limited to English-
language articles published between January 2015 and

April 2025, covering the period of most rapid platform
evolution and research advancement in this field.

The search used Boolean operators with key terms
and their variations: ("social media" OR "social
networking site” OR "Instagram” OR "TikTok"” OR
"Snapchat”) AND ("adolescen" OR "teen*" OR "youth" OR
"young people”) AND ("identity" OR "self-concept” OR
"self-esteem” OR "self-worth" OR "self-evaluation") AND
("impact" OR "effect” OR "influence" OR "association").
Additional searches included related concepts: "social
comparison theory," "digital identity," "body image,"
"fear of missing out (FoMO)," "problematic social media
use," and "algorithmic curation.”

Inclusion criteria were: (1) empirical studies (cross-
sectional, longitudinal, diary/experience sampling,
experimental) focusing mainly on adolescent samples
(ages 10-19) or emerging adults (up to 25) with clear
relevance to adolescent development; (2) systematic
reviews and meta-analyses on SNS use and psychosocial
outcomes; (3) key theoretical papers offering
frameworks for understanding digital identity
development. Exclusion criteria were: studies focused
only on adults (>25), non-peer-reviewed commentaries,
studies of general internet or gaming use without
specific SNS analysis, and articles not available in full
text.

Titles and abstracts were screened for relevance. The
full text of potentially relevant articles was then
assessed for methodological quality and contribution to
the review's themes. The final reference list was
compiled based on the representativeness of key
findings, methodological rigor (prioritizing longitudinal
and experimental designs), and contribution to building
a coherent story about mechanisms and moderators.
The synthesis is organized by theme, not chronology.

Results

Identity Formation: The Curated and Measured Self
SNSs have turned identity development from a
largely private, reflective process into a public,
interactive performance. The profile acts as a
digital "identity canvas" where teens engage in selective
self-presentation, balancing authenticity with social
appeal [9].
Positive Pathways: For marginalized youth, SNSs can
be vital. LGBTQ+ adolescents use platforms to explore
their identity, find resources, and connect with
supportive communities often unavailable offline, a
process linked to reduced isolation and stronger
identity commitment [10,11]. Additionally, the
storytelling function of SNSs—through curated photos,
updates, and bios—supports reflexive self-construction,
allowing teens to actively write and revise their personal
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stories over time [12]. The ability to explore niche
interests within global communities fosters belonging
and self-definition that may be lacking locally [13].
Negative Pathways: The design of most mainstream
SNSs rewards performative perfection over authentic
complexity. The constant pressure to maintain a
curated, attractive, and socially-approved persona can
lead toidentity fragmentation—a gap between the
online "ideal self" and the offline "actual self," worsening
role confusion [14,15]. This is intensified by "context
collapse,” where different social groups (family, friends,
strangers) all see the same profile, forcing a simplified
presentation that may not feel true to any setting [16].
Most concerningly, identity becomes externalized and
quantified through public metrics (follower counts,
likes). This can lead teens to equate their self-worth with
these fluctuating, often manipulated numbers, fostering
a fragile and contingent self-concept [17].

Self-Esteem: The Economy of Validation and
Comparison

Self-esteem on SNSs operates within what
researchers call a"feedback economy,” where social
approval is both the currency and the product [18].
Boosting Mechanisms: Perceived social support from
positive interactions (likes, supportive comments) can
provide immediate lifts to self-esteem and reinforce a
sense of social belonging, a core psychological need
[19]. Strategic  self-presentation, = where  teens
intentionally showcase skills, achievements, or
creativity, allows for controlled sharing that can earn
validating feedback and enhance feelings of competence
[20]. Involvement in prosocial or activist causes online
can foster purpose and collective efficacy, contributing
to more stable, internally-grounded self-worth [21].
Lowering Mechanisms: The strongest and most
documented negative pathway is through upward social
comparison. Passively scrolling through
algorithmically-sorted feeds filled with peers' and
influencers' highlight reels—showing idealized looks,
enviable experiences, and apparent social success—sets
a pervasive standard against which teens negatively
judge their own lives [22,23]. This strongly predicts
increased body dissatisfaction, appearance anxiety, and
depressive symptoms, with meta-analyses showing a
stronger effect for girls and on visually-focused
platforms [24,25]. Fear of Missing Out (FoMO), the
anxious feeling that others are having rewarding
experiences you're not part of, is both fueled by and fuels
constant SNS checking, creating cycles of anxiety, envy,
and lower self-esteem [26]. Direct negative experiences
like cybervictimization have severe and potentially
lasting effects on self-esteem, with victims often
internalizing the harassment [27]. Finally, platform

design encourages feedback-seeking behavior, creating
a psychological loop where self-worth becomes
dependent on the next "like," leading to anxiety and
unstable self-regard [28].

Key Factors That Influence Impact

The impact of SNSs is not uniform but depends on a
mix of individual and contextual factors:
e Patterns of Use (Active vs. Passive): Active,
communicative use (direct messaging, creating
content with others, meaningful interaction) is
generally linked to stable or slightly improved well-
being, likely due to gains in social connection. In
contrast, passive, consumptive use (mindless
scrolling, "lurking” without interacting) is consistently
and strongly associated with upward social
comparison, envy, and lower self-esteem [29,30].
Platform Characteristics: Highly visual, public, and
metric-focused platforms (Instagram, TikTok) carry
greater documented risks for body image and self-
evaluation issues than more private, temporary, or
text/interest-based platforms (e.g, some uses of
Snapchat, Discord) [31,32].
Individual Vulnerabilities: Teens with pre-existing
psychological vulnerabilities—such as low baseline
self-esteem, high neuroticism, social anxiety, or
attachment insecurity—are more likely to use SNSs in
maladaptive ways and experience stronger negative
effects, illustrating a "poor-get-poorer” dynamic
[33,34].
Developmental Stage: Younger adolescents (10-13)
with their heightened sensitivity to peer opinion and
still-developing self-control may be especially
susceptible to social feedback and comparison. Older
teens may use SNSs for more complex identity work
and relationship building [35].
Offline Social Context: Strong, supportive offline
relationships with family and friends, along with open
family communication about online life, serve as
powerful protective factors against negative SNS
impacts [36].

Discussion

This synthesis confirms that SNSs represent
a transformative developmental context, not just a
communication channel. They are integral to the
modern teen experience, reshaping how young people
answer "Who am I?" and "What am I worth?" The
evidence points to atransactional, ecological
relationship: teens influence their digital environments
through their choices, and these environments, in turn,
shape their self-view and behaviors through their
designed features and algorithmic curation [37,38].
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A key conceptual insight is recognizing
the commercial  exploitation of developmental
vulnerabilities. Platform business models that rely on
user engagement often take advantage of fundamental
teen needs for social connection and self-evaluation.
Features like infinite scroll, notifications, and visibility
metrics are engineered to maximize time spent on-site,
often by triggering social comparison and feedback
loops that can harm psychological well-being [39]. This
creates a fundamental conflict between adolescent
developmental health and platform profit motives.

The review also underscores the integration of
online and offline selves. The split between "digital" and
"real” identity is increasingly artificial; for digital
natives, online interactions are genuine social
experiences, and online self-presentation is part of their
overall identity [40]. Distress from online experiences is
real, and support found online can be authentic. This
requires a holistic approach to assessing and supporting
teens.

Future Research Directions must address several
critical gaps:

1. Methodological Evolution: Over-reliance on cross-

sectional self-report data limits causal understanding.

Future studies should prioritize longitudinal ecological

momentary assessment (EMA) designs that track

within-person changes in SNS use, mood, and self-

evaluation in real time [41].

2. The Algorithmic Black Box: Research must go

beyond user behavior to examine the curatorial power

of algorithms. How do content-sorting algorithms shape
the "social reality" teens see, and what are the
psychological effects of being trapped in certain content

loops? [42]

3. Neurodevelopmental Intersections: Emerging brain

imaging (fMRI) research suggests SNS feedback

activates reward centers similarly to other social
rewards. More study is needed on how adolescent brain
sensitivity to social feedback interacts with SNS use

patterns [43].

4. Global and Cultural Contexts: Most research comes

from Western, educated, industrialized, rich, and

democratic (WEIRD) populations. Culturally specific
research is urgently needed to understand how SNS
impacts vary across different societal norms and levels

of digital access [44].

Practical Implications for Stakeholders:

e For Parents, Educators, and Clinicians: The goal
should shift from monitoring and
restriction to mentoring and literacy development.
This involves:

oCo-viewing and critically discussing SNS content to
unpack idealized portrayals and algorithmic
manipulation.

oEncouraging mindful use habits, promoting

intentional, active engagement over passive scrolling.
Modeling healthy digital boundaries and balanced
self-presentation.

olIncluding SNS use in psychosocial assessments to
understand its personal meaning and impact for each
teen.

e For Policymakers and Platform Designers: Ethical by
Design principles should be required, especially for
features used by minors. Evidence-based regulations,
like the UK's Age-Appropriate Design Code, provide a
model [45]. Key actions include:

o Setting the highest privacy settings by default for users
under 18.

oLimiting or removing engagement-maximizing
features like infinite scroll and autoplay.

oReducing the prominence of public metrics (e.g., hiding
like counts).

oProviding clear, user-controlled
algorithmic feeds and data collection.

oFunding independent research on platform impacts
and designing features based on developmental
science, not just engagement metrics.

options  for

Conclusion

Adolescent identity and self-esteem are now shaped
in the digital forge of social networks—a space of great
potential for self-discovery and connection, yet also
filled with pressures to perform, compare, and seek
quantified validation. This review shows the impact is
profoundly dualistic, shaped by a complex mix of
platform design, user psychology, and social context.
Successfully navigating this landscape requires moving
beyond alarmist or dismissive generalizations toward
nuanced understanding and proactive support. The
societal challenge is to harness the connective and
exploratory power of these technologies while reducing
their inherent risks through thoughtful education,
supportive relationships, and ethical design. Ultimately,
supporting adolescents in the digital age means helping
them build a resilient, integrated sense of self that can
withstand the curated perfection of the feed and find
value beyond the metrics of the like.
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