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Using Erikson’s stages of psychosocial development and Higgins’s self 

discrepancy theory, this report provides a framework for understanding adolescents’ use 

of social networking websites and the implications of such use for their identity 

development and subsequent well-being. Suggestions for working with adolescents and 

future research are outlined.  
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Chapter One: Introduction 

Over the last decade social networking websites have drastically changed the way 

people communicate, form and maintain relationships, present themselves to others, and 

spend their time (Walker, 2000; Zhao, Grasmuck, & Martin, 2008). Since its creation in 

2000, Facebook—the most popular social networking website—has attracted over 800 

million active users, 50% of whom log on at least once a day, and who together spend 

over 700 billion minutes per month on the website (Facebook, 2011). Although many 

social networking websites are available to people of all ages, some have only recently 

extended their services to teenagers (Facebook, 2011). Since their admission, young 

people have joined social networking websites in mass numbers, rivaling those of young 

adults, who previously were the most highly represented age group on such sites 

(Lenhart, Purcell, Smith, & Zickuhr, 2010). Despite the short time-span that teens have 

had access to sites such as Facebook, their participation rates are on par with those who 

have had access much longer, thus demonstrating the burgeoning popularity of such sites 

among young people in the United States.  

Because online social networking has become a norm within the common 

adolescent experience, it is important to understand why and how young people are using 

these sites and how they are impacted by them. Online social networking presents a 

unique context within which adolescents can conceptualize their identities, which was not 

available to generations past. Adolescents are creating social networking profiles and 

using them as an integral part of their everyday social experience, while they are at the 

same time developing their sense of self or identity. In times past, the Internet provided a 
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relatively anonymous outlet for identity experimentation and the expression of one’s 

more authentic thoughts and feelings. Social networking websites offer a related, but very 

different forum (Goodstein, 2007; Gross, 2004). They are not anonymous and 

participation is based on an interest in enhancing one’s life offline. As such, those who 

participate are subject to social expectations and pressures (Siibak, 2009).  

 While considerable research has been conducted on adolescents and their use of 

chat rooms and Internet communication more broadly, research addressing online social 

networking and its relationship to identity development in adolescents remains in its 

infancy. Although social networking website users of all ages may experiment with 

expressions of identity, adolescents are of particular importance for examination, as 

adolescence marks the most vital stage of identity development (Erikson, 1959).  

 It has been suggested that online social networking may be beneficial to the identity 

development of adolescents, as it allows teens to explore or “try on” identities and 

receive peer feedback from a large number of people very quickly (Gross, 2004). It has 

also been suggested that the consequences of social networking sites for identity 

development are dependent upon the feedback received by an individual (Valkenburg, 

Peter, & Schouten, 2006).  

 Notably, participation in social networking websites offers teens a heightened level 

of control over the information they present about themselves and therefore, in theory, 

over the feedback they will likely receive (Donoso & Ribbers, 2010). Social expectations 

greatly impact social networking websites as a whole, which may positively or negatively 
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influence young people as they shape their normative perceptions (Gonzales & Hancock, 

2008; Litt & Stock, 2011; Zhao et al., 2008).  

 Research in this area could benefit from the integration of long-standing theoretical 

models of identity, in order to provide a foundation for further understanding this 

phenomenon. For the purpose of this report, two theoretical frameworks will be provided. 

First, Erikson’s stages of psychosocial development (1959) will be used as a basis for 

understanding adolescent identity development. Second, Higgins’s self discrepancy 

theory (1987) will be used as a basis for exploring the discrepancies that exist between 

who individuals know themselves to be and who they wish they were—or how they 

present themselves to others—and the consequences that can arise as a result of holding 

such discrepancies.  

  In consideration of the growing phenomenon that exists in relation to adolescent 

identity development and online social networking, this report has several objectives.  

First, the rates at which and reasons why teens use social networking websites will be 

discussed. Second, Erikson’s stages of psychosocial development will be employed in 

order to better understand identity development in adolescents. Third, existing research 

on adolescent Internet use and online identity development will be surveyed and current 

research gaps will be discussed. Fourth, Higgins’s self discrepancy theory will be 

outlined as a means of better understanding presentations of “self” online, as well as the 

discrepancies that may exist between adolescents’ understanding of themselves and what 

they project to others. Finally, the implications of this new reality will be explored, and 

strategies for working with adolescents will be discussed.   
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Chapter Two: Utilization of Social Networking Websites by Adolescents 

As opposed to forms of media that place individuals in the position of passive 

observers or recipients of information, the Internet empowers individuals to be not only 

the recipients of information, but also the creators (Stefanone, Lackaff, & Rosen, 2011). 

In addition, the Internet gives individuals the power to quickly sift through and ignore 

information that is not of interest to them. By filtering out information in this way, 

individuals—in a sense—create their own realities. They can selectively abstract 

information that validates their interests, viewpoints, and world views, and they can 

ignore information that does not (Litt & Stock, 2011).  

Giving selective focus to some things over others is also possible to do offline, 

but the Internet provides greater and more influential opportunities for this due to direct 

linkages to related information. Individuals using the Internet can control the content they 

see, rather than having to choose whether or not to pay attention to it. For example, if an 

individual ascribes to liberal viewpoints and reads an article in support of such ways of 

thinking, that person is more likely to be given the option to read other articles related to 

those views, rather than articles in support of more conservative viewpoints. This feature 

of the Internet can be beneficial, as it allows individuals to cater easily to their interests 

(Goodstein, 2007), but it can also be dangerous as it may lead to misconceptions of 

societal norms, which may encourage less critical thinking about one’s views (Litt & 

Stock, 2011). Because of the Internet’s unprecedented ability to shape our 

conceptualizations of reality, it is arguably the most powerful and influential form of 

media to date. 
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Teens and the Internet 

Teens are among the highest users of the Internet, with 95% of American teens 

ages 14–17 and 88% of teens ages 12–13 accessing the Internet, relative to 78% of adults 

age 30 and over (Lenhart, Purcell, Smith, & Zickuhr, 2010). Teens spend an average of 

16.7 hours online per week, making them not only one of the dominant age groups for 

Internet access, but also for time spent online. Notably, current teens are the first 

generation to use the Internet more than the television or phone (Yahoo! and Carat 

Interactive, 2003). It is not a new phenomenon that teens adopt and utilize new 

technology rapidly, but notable differences between previous forms of technology and the 

Internet—such as those described above—may impact the way teens experience and 

learn about the world and develop as individuals. Because stark differences exist, it is 

vital that we invest ourselves in understanding the effects and implications of the Internet.  

Teens engage in a wide variety of activities online, but one of the most highly 

reported is the use of social networking websites, such as Facebook, MySpace, and 

Friendster (Lenhart et al., 2010). Facebook is currently the most popular social 

networking site among young people in the United States (Lenhart et al., 2010), and thus, 

it will be the primary focus of this paper. Research shows that nearly 73% of teens and 

young adults use social networking sites, compared to 40% of adults 30 and older 

(Lenhart et al., 2010). With regard to Facebook alone, research has shown that 53% of 

teens spend between one and three hours on the site per day, and 43% of teens log onto 

their account multiple times on most days (TRUSTe, 2010). Remarkably, one study 

conducted of 1,000 children ages 8–15 found that 40% of girls and 6% of boys reported 
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Facebook as the most important thing in their lives (Coughlan, 2010). Based on these 

findings, it is clear that participation in social networking websites has become the norm 

for teens, and spending time on them has become an integral part of the daily routine for 

the majority of teens who utilize them.  

Like the Internet in general, social networking sites empower individuals to 

publish and control the information they absorb through self-selection into certain 

networks of individuals and information outlets. Unlike the Internet at large, however, is 

the ease with which this can be done. The creation of websites typically necessitates 

some sort of formal training, but the creation of social networking profile pages has been 

mainstreamed to the extent that nearly anyone can create one (Stefanone et al., 2011). 

Thus, individuals who may not be able to create a website are still likely able to create a 

social networking profile and can communicate their viewpoints to the world. 

Although Facebook users are required by the site to be 13 or older, it should be 

noted that younger individuals are also finding ways to access the site and create profiles. 

In 2006, a large-scale study found that 31% of 12-year-olds in the United States were 

using online social networking websites (Lenhart & Madden, 2007). This figure grew to 

38% by mid-2009, which represents the most up-to-date research (Lenhart et al., 2010). If 

these trends persist, the number of pre-teens accessing such websites will continue to 

grow very quickly.  

Given the incredible power of the Internet as a form of media, it is noteworthy 

that young people are taking to social networking sites in such large numbers, particularly 

because of how easily they are influenced (Steinberg & Monahan, 2007). Because 
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individuals have the power to create and select the content they come into contact with on 

social networking sites, such sites have the ability to impact individuals’ perceptions of 

what is “normal” in society or among their groups of reference (Litt & Stock, 2011). 

Considering that young people, ages 13–18, are the most easily influenced age group, and 

given that they are most influenced by their peers during this time (Steinberg & 

Monahan, 2007), this is an important point of attention.   

Profile Development 

When using social networking websites, individuals must disclose a minimal 

amount of information to create a profile (e.g., legal name, valid email address, and 

birthday). In addition, participants must self-select into a “network.” Although originally 

individuals could only opt into networks relating to their given educational institution, 

Facebook has broadened the scope of its website so that individuals can now join 

networks based on school, hometown, and/or current city of residence. Beyond the 

minimum information required, participants have the opportunity to display a myriad of 

other descriptors about themselves, such as photos, connections to other participants, 

favorite quotes, group affiliations, hobbies, and interests. Through the process of adding 

information about oneself, Facebook automatically links participants with commonalities, 

forming groups and suggesting potential new contacts, thus forging possible connections 

between acquaintances or even strangers, and validating the information posted by 

demonstrating its popularity.  

All individuals using social networking websites inevitably display some 

identifying variables about themselves, but the degree to which they do so has been 
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shown to vary consistently according to the age of users. A negative correlation has been 

found between age and the amount of information provided on social networking 

websites, with younger users disclosing more information than older users (Boyle, 2010; 

Nosko, Wood, & Molema., 2010). This finding can be further explained by research that 

shows that the more individuals engage with social networking websites, the more they 

tend to disclose (Van Cleemput, 2009). As young people are one of the most highly 

represented age groups on social networking websites, it makes sense that they would 

also be among the highest disclosers.  

Motivations for Using Social Networking Sites 

Social networking websites are used for a variety of reasons. These include 

communicating, forming and maintaining platonic and romantic relationships, 

networking, entertainment, and presenting oneself and articulating one’s social network 

(Boyle, 2010). These reasons have been found to be relatively consistent across 

generations.  

For teens in particular, research shows that social networking websites are also 

used as a way of gaining privacy from parents and for “hanging out” with friends 

(Goodstein, 2007; Turkle, 1995). In a time when young people are often overwhelmed by 

extracurricular activities and pressures to achieve in school, teens often have less free 

time and, as a result, less private time than those from generations past (Goodstein, 

2007). Privacy and time with friends are not new priorities for young people, but current 

teens must achieve them differently. Whereas privacy and socialization would have 

historically been achievable mainly through being outside of the home or within one’s 
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personal space, such is no longer the case. Participation in social networking websites is 

particularly attractive to teens for this reason; they can gain privacy and social interaction 

simply by turning on their computers. Concurrently, teens’ participation in social 

networking websites is also attractive to many parents despite their possible concerns, as 

it gives them a sense of security due to an increased knowledge of their child’s 

whereabouts. Although this sense of security may only exist in the minds of parents, it 

remains an important factor for consideration.  

Perhaps even more motivating to teens than gaining privacy and social 

interaction, is presenting themselves and articulating their social network to others. This 

aspect of online social networking has been found to be of particular importance to teens 

when questioned as to their motivations for using social networking sites (boyd & 

Ellison, 2007; Ellison, Steinfeld, & Lampe, 2007; Hargittai, 2007; Stern & Taylor, 2007). 

Teens are just beginning to explore their identities and answer the questions: Who am I? 

Who do I want to be? and How do I want to be perceived by others? Although these 

questions inevitably arise regardless of whether or not an individual has a social 

networking profile, social networking websites provide a unique context within which 

one must answer the questions in order to create a profile. The answers produced may 

only be tentative, but they must be given regardless. Based on this seemingly forced-

choice surrounding presentations of identity, it is possible that young people who use 

social networking websites (i.e., the majority of the demographic) may begin to think 

about concepts related to identity in more concrete terms at a younger age than in 

generations past. 
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In addition to making statements about oneself as an individual, teens use social 

networking sites to articulate and enhance their social networks or increase what has been 

coined “social capital” (i.e., the benefits one experiences as a result of their relationships 

with others; Lin, 1999; Steinfeld, Ellison, & Lampe, 2008). Both these expressions about 

oneself and one’s social network are then subjected to feedback from peers, which allows 

teens to gain insight into how they are viewed by others and, thus, refine their 

presentations of self. The amount of control over projections of self, combined with the 

freedom offered by social networking websites, provides an ideal forum within which 

individuals can explore their identities. 
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Chapter Three: Self Presentation and Identity 

Historically speaking, the Internet has been a place where individuals could 

express themselves freely and communicate with others anonymously. Chat rooms and 

virtual reality websites provided a unique outlet for communication and self-expression, 

distinct from the offline world. Within these spaces, individuals had the option to disclose 

as much or as little personal information as they liked. As a result, the Internet served as 

an environment where individuals could “be” the person they wanted to be and not be 

subjected to social expectations and criticism. In effect, individuals could express their 

authentic thoughts and feelings, or experiment with having an Internet persona that in no 

way reflected their offline self, all without the heightened risk of negative repercussions 

that exist offline (Goodstein, 2007; Turkle, 1995). Based on that, self-presentation and 

true identity could be greatly differentiated. Using social networking websites, the option 

of such drastic differentiation is not possible, or is at minimum highly unadvisable due to 

the risk of violating social expectations, which require that individuals portray themselves 

in a way that others would perceive to be accurate (Goffman, 1959; Leary & Allen, 

2011).  

The identity of individuals reflects who they are, how they wish to be seen by 

others, and how they believe others actually see them in reality (Yurchisin, 

Watchravesringkan, & Brown, 2005). It is the distinctive essence of an individual that 

distinguishes that person from others, including the qualities they see themselves as 

possessing and the things they identify with in the world. Identity is a product of genetics, 

personality, and environment (Good, 2008). It can be understood both in terms of how 
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individuals see themselves personally (as individual or independent entities separate from 

others), and also how individuals see themselves socially (or their perceptions of their 

membership within a particular social group). Although identity can be conceptualized in 

different ways, it is important to note that these different facets of identity are understood 

as occurring in conjunction with one another, rather than as diametrically opposed (Stets 

& Burke, 2000). In the personal sense, identity is generally understood to be relatively 

stable once established. Social identity, on the other hand, is subject to change as a result 

of life transitions and role changes, but it is arguably still greatly influenced by the 

personal identity. Notably, adolescence represents the key stage in identity 

development—laying the foundation of an individual’s identity, which has the potential 

to shape their life experience moving forward (Erikson, 1959).  

Identity Development 

Erik Erikson’s stages of psychosocial development (1959) has been critically 

important to the advancement of research on adolescent and young adult identity 

development. It is one of the most commonly employed theoretical frameworks for 

understanding psychological development throughout the lifespan. Erikson’s model 

posits that there are eight stages of development, occurring from birth to death, through 

which an individual develops (or does not develop) into a psychologically healthy 

individual. According to Erikson (1959), individuals must develop trust, autonomy, a 

sense of basic independence, and competence before they can successfully develop a 

clear sense of self or identity. Identity development is the fifth stage in Erikson’s model, 

and it represents the highly important crossroad between past and future development and 
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the synthesis of past stages and an anticipation of future stages. Erikson (1959) labels this 

crossroad as an “identity crisis” and describes it as a time of intensive analysis and 

exploration of different ways of looking at oneself. Identity crises are most prominent 

during adolescence, but identity issues also commonly reemerge throughout one’s life 

during major transition periods, such as when a young person leaves home to attend 

college (Muuss, 1996). It is the foundation that is set during adolescence, however, that 

lays the groundwork for how individuals cope and adjust during these subsequent role-

changes, as it is easier to incorporate one’s changing roles into a conceptualization of self 

that is already coherent to the individual.  

According to Erikson (1959), individuals who are successful in mastering the 

challenges of identity development cultivate a clear sense of independence and self, self 

confidence and fidelity, and a sense of direction (or desired direction) in life. Individuals 

who are unsuccessful in mastering these challenges will lack the above confidences and 

struggle in future stages of development because they do not have a clear sense of who 

they are or what is important to them. These positive and negative outcomes have been 

validated by research, which shows that individuals who have a strong commitment to 

their identity tend to have better outcomes across a variety of realms, including academic 

achievement (Cross & Allen, 1970), concept attainment (Marica, 1966), ability to cope 

with stress (Bob, 1968), and problem-solving (Waterman & Waterman, 1974). Those 

who do not fully explore their identities or develop a clear sense of self present with 

higher scores of negative affect and are more likely to conform to imposed values (Toder 

& Marcia, 1973). 
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 Importantly, according to Erikson (1959), successful identity formation revolves 

around a careful balancing act between the self and others, as individuals form and 

reform their identities based on feedback. This feedback is typically understood as being 

a product of the extent to which an individual adheres to the social and societal 

expectations. Because of that, feedback motivates our behaviors and serves as a guide to 

who we should be as individuals. Notably, social expectations are subject to change from 

generation to generation or between contexts. Additionally, some expectations are held 

for the entire population in a given environment or culture (e.g., do not rape or kill), and 

some expectations differ according to population subset (i.e., gender, age, etc.). These 

intricacies can lead to difficulties for some individuals, as they require them to 

continuously adapt. 

Social networking websites provide a bridge between one’s online and offline 

worlds and have broadened our conceptualization of environment from the physical to 

include the virtual as well. In this more fluid sense of environment, an individual’s online 

and offline worlds impact one another, so one’s interactions in either environment carry 

implications for the overall experience of the individual. Additionally, social networking 

websites create a space wherein all offline environments (e.g., school, family, church 

affiliations, etc.) come together and can be reached in one single setting. Although this 

may be advantageous in the sense that an individual can interact with many environments 

at the same time, it also creates challenges as individuals must respond to multiple 

avenues of social expectations simultaneously.  
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According to Erikson (1959), it is during adolescence that individuals become 

increasingly concerned with how others view them and must reconcile the person they 

know they are with the person that society expects them to be or become in the future. 

Although parental figures are often understood as being the most influential contributors 

of validation and support (or lack thereof) throughout one’s life, such is typically not true 

during adolescence. For adolescents in particular, social contexts outside of the family, 

such as peers and friend groups, are especially important. Teens spend the majority of 

their time at school, and as such, the opinions of peers become especially powerful 

(Good, 2008). The heightened influence of peers over parents has been validated by 

research that shows young people use peers—rather than parents—as the marker for  

their acceptance and the quality of their identity (Utech & Hoving, 1969). Although this 

shift is often difficult for teens and parents alike, it is an important part of teens’ 

individuation from their parents, which is necessary in order for them to develop a sense 

of autonomy and view themselves as an individual entity outside of their parents 

(Grotevant & Cooper, 1986).  

Online Social Networking and Identity Exploration 

Because of their focus on defining oneself as an individual and as a social being, 

social networking websites provide a unique forum for identity experimentation and 

exploration. Using social networking sites, individuals can publically display large 

amounts of information to a wide audience very quickly, both reflecting who they are and 

who they wish to be. In this sense, social networking sites can be used to “try on” 

different identities. Through experimenting with different identities or aspects of identity, 
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individuals receive feedback. This feedback then serves as a guide to help adolescents 

test the appropriateness and acceptability of their attitudes, beliefs, and values and, in 

turn, shapes their identity (Donoso & Ribbens, 2010).  

Presenting oneself in a less anonymous outlet also provides a unique opportunity 

to disseminate information about oneself that may enhance social desirability, and which 

would otherwise be difficult for an outsider to see (Zhao et al., 2008). This gives 

individuals an opportunity to project an image that is more well-rounded than might have 

been traditionally available in school settings. Additionally, it has been suggested that 

social networking websites may allow teens to negotiate their personal and social 

identities with less risk than exists in doing so offline (Livingstone, 2008). This idea 

stems from the fact that, just as individuals’ projections of self can be controlled and 

calculated when using social networking sites, so may their interactions with others be, as 

a result of the asynchronous nature of such communications. This allows teens to 

negotiate interactions without the embarrassment and risk that can come from face-to-

face encounters with peers (Livingstone, 2008).  

Although social networking profiles are typically understood as being directly 

linked to the offline world in terms of the content presented and existing relationships, 

notable differences exist between the two environments. One of these important 

differences is the degree to which one can “turn off” the influence of the given 

environment. Feedback and social expectations provided by traditional sources, such as 

the home, school, and religious affiliations, are arguably only available when an 

individual is within the given environment or context. Online feedback and social 
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expectations, such as those projected by social networking websites, on the other hand, 

are accessible and provided at all times.  Despite the possible drawbacks and 

repercussions of this, teens cite peer commentary as an important motivator for using 

social networking sites, thus suggesting they appreciate the increased availability of peer 

feedback (Donoso & Ribbens, 2010).  

A second important difference between the offline world and social networking 

websites is the permanency of information posted. Although users can add and delete 

information from their social networking profiles as often as they like, information 

uploaded to social networking websites is arguably permanent. The reason for this is 

twofold. First, by joining Facebook users give the site permission to publish their 

photographic images without notification. Although this permission is extinct upon an 

individual’s cancellation of their account, any information published about the individual 

by contacts within their social network remains visible (Facebook, 2011). Second, 

individuals can easily print or save a “screen shot” (i.e., a picture of any visible items 

displayed on a monitor) of information posted by others at any given time. Therefore, 

information deleted by a user can remain in the hands of other users without the 

individual’s knowledge.  
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Chapter Four: Existing Research 

Research exploring adolescents’ motivations for using social networking websites 

exists, but limitations remain with regard to what we understand about the implications of 

their use for adolescents’ well-being both in the present and in the future.  Researchers 

generally point to the potential for exploration of identity and increased opportunities for 

feedback and social support as possible benefits of social networking participation 

(Grasmuck, Martin, & Shanyang, 2009; Gross, 2004; Valkenburg et al., 2006; Zambo, 

2010). They indicate the increased potential for negative feedback, bullying, and 

damaging social pressures as possible harms (Borsari & Cary, 2001; Lewis & Neighbors, 

2006; Valkenburg et al., 2006). Research has shown that gender differences exist with 

regard to how and why teens use social networking websites and the degree to which 

teens are susceptible to potential benefits and harms (Manago, Graham, Greenfield, & 

Salimkhan, 2008; Siibak, 2009). Generally speaking, girls have been found to be more at 

risk, as females tend to place greater values on social relationships than do boys, and thus 

are more likely to succumb to social pressures in order to try and avoid not “fitting in” 

(Boyle & Johnson, 2010; Gilligan, 1982).  

In order to gain an understanding of the impact of social networking on 

adolescent identity development, it is important to understand how they construct their 

representations of self online. We need to know the types of information they present and 

how this information is selected, and with this comes the question of the accuracy of the 

information posted. We must gain an understanding of whether individuals tend to 

present themselves in a well-rounded and authentic way, in a way that highlights the ideal 
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aspects of themselves, in a way that is falsely representative, or in some combination of 

these presentations. 

Research looking at teens and adults alike suggests that individuals typically 

project fairly accurate presentations of themselves when using “nonmyous” (i.e., the 

opposite of anonymous; Zhao et al., 2008) forms of Internet communication. Importantly, 

it is also understood that people tend to emphasize those features of themselves that are 

socially desirable and omit or de-emphasize those aspects that are not (Goffman, 1959; 

Siibak, 2009). Although this is true of both online and offline projections of self, the 

amount of control individuals possess over their projections of self online makes the 

ability to emphasize or de-emphasize certain aspects of oneself especially easy, and 

likely, also particularly tempting.  

A study conducted by Van Cleemput (2009) addressed the question of teens’ 

honesty about projections of self on social networking websites in a unique and powerful 

way. During individual interviews, adolescents overwhelmingly agreed that authenticity 

with regard to one’s posted content was extremely important and, in addition, participants 

expressed that their personal profiles were very much in line with their presentations of 

self in real life. Interestingly, when questioned about the authenticity of others’ profiles, 

the same adolescents reported that most individuals misrepresent or idealize who they are 

in their social networking profiles. These findings demonstrate a clear contradiction. 

They suggest that individuals are not as authentic online as they might wish others to 

believe, and also demonstrate the tendency of individuals to respond to interviews in a 
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way that is socially desirable—a factor that leads to great difficulty in studying this 

phenomenon.   

Based on these findings, it is understood that some degree of deception or 

idealization is typical in the way teens present themselves online. Research aiming to 

understand this deception points to the potent social pressures that exist for teens as the 

most likely foundation for this behavior. Siibak (2009) demonstrated that teens have a 

clear understanding of the qualities a person must have in order to become “popular” 

among their peers, and that those qualities are used as a framework from which teens 

build social networking profiles. For teens, photographs are considered to be the profile 

component of utmost importance, with attractiveness serving as the basis for photograph 

selection. Popularity, which is demonstrated through photographs and/or the size of one’s 

online social network, serves as the second most important component (Zhao et al., 

2008). Beyond attractiveness and popularity, well-roundedness with regard to interests, 

hobbies, and abilities; sexiness; and thoughtfulness are all considered to be highly 

desirable traits (Siibak, 2009; Zhao et al., 2008).   

It is clear that teens are aware of the social expectations and pressures that exist 

among their peers and that they use that knowledge to develop their online profiles and 

thus “meet” or exceed social expectations and increase their social appeal (Litt and Stock, 

2011; Manago et al., 2008; Siibak, 2009). As has been noted, social networking profiles 

make this enhancement remarkably easy due to the amount of control individuals have 

over their projections of self. This is quite different from the offline environment, as 

impressions must be made in person, thus leading to less control held by the individual. 
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The ease provided by using social networking sites therefore increases the extent to 

which individuals may feel tempted to project an idealized image of self, representing 

who they wish they were or think they should be.  

Teens develop their ideas about what is normal based on what they see from older 

teens (Kinsman, Romer, Furstenberg, & Schwarz, 1998). As teens tend to project 

idealized images of self on social networking sites, their perceptions of what is normal 

become skewed towards idealized standards that neither they—nor their peers—can 

typically meet.  For instance, when teens first enter the world of online social networking, 

they view the profiles of others that were previously developed and which have likely 

been made to meet social expectations. The new user then internalizes these images and 

ideas, and subsequently models his or her projection of self in a similar light. This self-

perpetuating process has the potential to be very harmful, as many of these social 

expectations encourage risk-taking behaviors and perpetuate traditional gender roles, 

which are arguably harmful to both sexes.  

 Research shows that, generally speaking, the social expectations and pressures 

internalized while using social networking websites affect the genders differently 

(Siiback, 2009). Manago and colleagues (2008) found that, just as males and females 

create their projections of self on their profiles in accordance with social expectations, 

they create them in accordance with traditional gender roles. Males, they found, use their 

profiles to project masculinity in the forms of physical strength and power. Women, on 

the other hand, project themselves as attractive and through their social affiliations. Both 

genders project these stereotypes throughout their profiles, both in images and text. 



 
 

22 

Additionally, just as females typically spend more time offline grooming themselves than 

men, such is also the case for the amount of effort and time females report investing into 

grooming their online profiles (Rosen, Stefanone, & Lackaff, 2010). Because gender 

roles remain ingrained in society’s social expectations, it makes sense they would also 

manifest on social networking profiles. In turn, individuals who display these themes will 

likely receive positive feedback. Despite the fact that this is likely harmful to both sexes, 

it may be especially harmful to women, who have collectively been oppressed by such 

roles throughout history.     

In addition to considering gender differences and the harms of perpetuating 

traditional gender roles via social networking sites, it is also important to consider the 

possible benefits and harms of using social networking sites for members of marginalized 

groups besides women, such as racial and sexual minorities and individuals with 

disabilities. On the one hand, it seems plausible that, because teens have been found to 

understand and subsequently adopt social “norms” (which include “dominant” values 

such as traditional gender roles, Whiteness, and heterosexual romantic relationships), 

such may be the case for individuals belonging to marginalized groups, who may also 

feel pressure to “meet” those standards. On the other hand, it has been suggested that 

social networking sites may serve as a forum for self and group empowerment, self-

expression, and enhanced social support (Grasmuck et al., 2009).   

Research has validated the potential for these benefits for racial minority groups, 

demonstrating that, in some environments, social networking websites provide students 

with an opportunity to connect with others and project self-affirming presentations of 
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ethno-racial identity, and that those who did so had enhanced conceptions of self 

(Grasmuck et al., 2009). While these findings are promising, it should be noted that the 

study was conducted in a college setting that greatly promoted the mobilization of ethno-

racial identities in its students, and wherein the participating students likely possessed 

different social and self-presentational skills at the outset from others not functioning in 

such an environment. Based on that, younger students, who are arguably more influenced 

by social pressures, and those who are in environments that are less encouraging, may not 

experience such benefits and may in fact be more likely to internalize values that degrade 

them.  

Online social networking has also been discussed as a potential outlet for 

interaction and relationship building among disabled young people (Zambo, 2010). 

Zambo discusses the importance of having a positive social identity for all teens, but 

notes the heightened importance of such for children with disabilities, who are often not 

fully integrated into the social groups of non-disabled students. Through an enhanced 

social identity, he argues, these students increase their protective factors, meaning that 

discouragement experienced in one arena, such as at school, can be buffered by success 

in or support from another area, such as friends or family. By using social networking 

sites, Zambo argues that disabled students have an enhanced ability to form bonds with 

other students and develop support networks, which may in turn lead to better outcomes 

for the students in general.  

Regardless of gender, race, or any other factor, it has been demonstrated that 

social networking websites have the power to influence teens’ perceptions of what is 
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normal and acceptable within our society. This is apparent in a variety of different value 

systems and has also been shown to have a great impact on risk-taking behaviors. 

Adolescents’ use of alcohol has been shown to be significantly related to their beliefs 

about whether or not their peers do or do not use alcohol (Borsari & Cary, 2001; Lewis 

and Neighbors, 2006). Whereas, prior to the popularization of social networking sites, 

young people built their perceptions of risk-taking behaviors based on messages received 

directly from older peers (i.e., what they saw in person or were told directly), young 

people today receive such messages indirectly, and without actually having to engage 

directly with older peers. A recent study found that Facebook is an especially powerful 

source for these types of messages. For example, adolescents who perceive alcohol use to 

be normative as a result of what they see on Facebook are more likely to feel comfortable 

with underage drinking and engage in such behaviors themselves (Litt & Stock, 2011). 

Because teens seek to promote themselves in a way online that will increase their 

social capital, the traits that become viewed as “normal” are those that are understood as 

necessary in order to become popular. Since, in American society, value is placed on 

being White, being male, and engaging in heterosexual romantic relationships, it seems 

that these factors would come into play and be further perpetuated as the “norm” or a 

point from which relative normality can be measured. This is undeniably harmful to 

individuals who do not fit these molds, and it is also arguably harmful to those who do. 

The additional power of social networking sites to shape young peoples’ perceptions of 

norms as they relate to risky behaviors is also a great cause for concern. 
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 It is clear that social pressures influence feedback and that both exist in great 

force on social networking websites. As a result of research, we understand that the kind 

of feedback individuals receive (i.e., positive or negative) can have direct implications for 

their self-esteem (Valkenburg et al., 2006). If, for example, an individual regularly 

receives positive feedback regarding his or her identity, such as positive comments and 

“likes” regarding their posted content, that person will likely have better outcomes and 

greater self-esteem compared to an individual who regularly receives negative feedback, 

such as negative comments or a lack of validation from others. Encouragingly, although 

some individuals report receiving negative feedback based on the content they present 

about themselves, most report receiving positive feedback (Valkenburg et al., 2006). This 

suggests that—for the majority of adolescents—social networking sites could serve as an 

effective vehicle for enhancing self-esteem. For others, who are victims of bullying or 

who receive mainly negative feedback, the opposite is true.  

When surveyed, teens report that the number one reason students are bullied is 

“physical appearance/body size,” with the second most common reason being “sexual 

orientation (perceived or actual)” (GLSEN, 2005). These findings—taken together with 

the argument that social and personal benefits may exist for individuals belonging to 

marginalized groups (e.g., sexual minorities) who utilize social networking websites—

demonstrate that we still have a great deal to understand about how social networking 

sites may help or hinder students. What we do clearly understand, however, is that the 

consequences for these students are very real and must be taken seriously. 
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Regardless of whether or not teens participate in online social networking, they 

will receive feedback about their identity and that feedback will affect their self-esteem. 

That being said, we need to recognize that noteworthy differences exist in the size of 

offline and online audiences, the availability and immediacy of feedback, and the number 

of outlets for feedback. Additionally, because different facets of identity can so easily be 

“tried on” and abandoned—and because individuals can control their projections of 

themselves and interactions with others—there may be less risk (perceived and actual) for 

teens in experimenting with identities online (Manago et al., 2008).  
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Chapter Five: Manifestations of Selves in Online Presentation 

When seeking to understand the way individuals present themselves, it is 

important to understand that discrepancies often exist between the way people see 

themselves and the way they would like to be seen by others. A desire to be a different or 

better version of oneself is normal, as it originates from societal or social pressures to fit 

a certain standard or expectation that all are subjected to in varying degrees. These 

pressures can be absorbed as a result of direct messages from oneself or other significant 

individuals, or as a result of indirect messages received from media outlets. Because 

individuals inevitably experience social pressures, resulting discrepancies are a factor 

regardless of whether they manifest in an online or offline setting. That being said, it is 

important to consider the differences that have been noted between how online self-

presentations are produced and maintained relative to offline self-presentations. Also 

important is how social expectations are communicated and received via online social 

networking websites. Social networking sites provide a unique forum for self-

presentation that is not yet fully understood, but which is extremely important 

considering the volume of their use—particularly by young people— who are in the 

process of forming their identities.    

Overview of Higgins’s Self Discrepancy Theory  

According to Higgins’s self discrepancy theory (1987), there are three basic 

domains of self between which discrepancies can exist: the actual self, the ideal self, and 

the ought self. Higgins’s theory does not suggest that discrepancies between the domains 

of self are uncommon or a sign of a flawed individual. Rather, these domains and 
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discrepancies between them are understood as existing within all individuals to some 

degree, but problems arise when the ideal and/or ought self overshadows the actual self. 

Such discrepancies create discomfort, which should drive individuals to minimize or 

eliminate the discrepancy and, in turn, reduce the discomfort they are experiencing 

(Festinger, 1957).  

The idea that people who hold conflicting beliefs about who they are and who 

they want to be (or feel they should be) will experience psychological discomfort can be 

traced back far before Higgins’s time. The proposal that we can predict different kinds of 

psychological discomfort based on such conflicting beliefs, however, was a new idea 

posited by Higgins (1987). This extension of knowledge allows for a more practical 

understanding of the consequences of discrepancies of self and provides a unique 

framework from which one can work with struggling individuals. Higgins’s theory 

addresses not only an individual’s understanding of self in regard to possible 

discrepancies, but also the conceptualization of the individual (as it is perceived by the 

individual) from the perspective of other key figures in their life, such as parents, 

siblings, friends, and community leaders.  

According to Higgins (1987), the actual self represents the attributes that an 

individual believes him- or herself to actually possess. This could include traits such as 

intelligence, competitiveness, attractiveness, or athletic ability. The ideal self represents 

the attributes that an individual would like to ideally possess. This includes an 

individual’s hopes, aspirations, and wishes, such as attaining a certain level of 

attractiveness or achieving a certain level of academic or athletic achievement. The ought 
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self represents the attributes that an individual believes he or she should or ought to 

possess. This includes an individual’s sense of duty, obligations, and responsibilities, 

such as being a good parent, student, or Christian. Both the ideal self and ought self are 

greatly influenced by societal pressures and expectations, which, as has been noted, are 

especially influential to young people, who are more impressionable than their older 

counterparts.  

 In addition to the three domains of self, Higgins (1987) proposes the existence of 

two standpoints of self, which can be considered when looking at discrepancies of self. 

These include the self-standpoint and the other-standpoint. Whereas the self-standpoint 

involves how individuals view themselves in regard to their domains of self, the other-

standpoint involves how individuals believe other primary individuals in their life view 

them and make judgments about who or how they should be. Although wisdom may arise 

from differentiating between these two standpoints, it seems arguable that both 

standpoints—and the judgments they carry— arise from societal and social expectations. 

Research conducted by Higgins (1987) demonstrates that, even though there are minor 

differences, the distress produced as a result of discrepancies (i.e., depression and/or 

anxiety) is consistent according to which domains the discrepancies exist between. 

Because these are minor differences, this report will not differentiate between these 

standpoints when discussing discrepancies between the domains of self and their 

consequences. 

 Although negative effects due to discrepancies of self have been found for people 

of all ages, recent research demonstrates that the impact is especially strong for young 
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people between the ages of 14 and 18 (Ferguson, Hafen, & Laursen, 2010). Researchers 

suggest these increased effects are due to factors related to age, such as the centrality of 

identity formation, increased self-awareness, and an inability to fully integrate competing 

self-attributes into a coherent self-image, all of which are especially salient within that 

age range (Harter, 1999; Harter, 2006). These negative effects also impact younger 

adolescents (i.e., those 13 and younger) to a degree, but such individuals have been found 

to be less aware of their discrepancies, leading to less discomfort and fewer discrepancy-

related adjustment problems than their older counterparts (Ferguson et al., 2010). Despite 

these findings, it seems reasonable to say that younger adolescents, who unconsciously 

carry with them notable discrepancies, will likely experience marked discomfort upon 

reaching a more advanced level of cognitive functioning. Therefore, their discrepancies 

should not be discounted as they may lead to significant distress in the future.  

Online Manifestations 

Higgins’s domains of self are applicable to both the online and offline world of an 

individual, but they manifest in unique and arguably more public ways online. Like 

research about behaviors online in general, research looking at self discrepancy theory as 

it relates to the Internet has traditionally focused on individuals’ use of more anonymous 

forms of Internet communication. Using anonymous forms of online communication, 

individuals have the ability to create alternative identities, which are often portrayed 

through avatars or participation in chat rooms. Findings suggest that individuals using 

these forms of Internet communication may be more likely to express their most 

authentic, actual self, or role-play using extreme deviations from their actual self (e.g., a 
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man pretending to be an alien) (Zhao et al., 2008). In other words, these forms of 

communication create a space that caters to both ends of the extreme with regard to 

projections of self, and where anti-normative behaviors and ideas can be expressed with 

decreased likelihood for adverse consequences (Zhao et al., 2008).  

Social networking site participation differs fundamentally from anonymous forms 

of communication, because it is grounded in “anchored” (i.e., offline; Zhao, 2006) 

relationships and because individuals’ communications (both with others and about 

themselves) are viewable by a public audience. Due to both of these factors, individuals 

who misrepresent themselves or display parts of themselves that are not socially 

acceptable, risk being subjected to negative consequences in their offline lives. Although 

teens using social networking sites do not have the freedom to express themselves as 

freely as they might when using anonymous forms of Internet communication, they do 

have the freedom to project an image that is desirable to themselves and others. This has 

arguable benefits such as the possibility of enhanced social connections and increased 

self-esteem.  

Using social networking websites, teens can display an infinite number of 

qualities about themselves without having to directly say what they wish to communicate. 

This capability—of being able to “show and not tell” what an individual would like to 

share with others—has been cited as one of the most appealing aspects of social 

networking websites (Siibak, 2009; Zhao et al., 2008). Additionally, many teens report 

that online self-promotion to peers is more effective for gaining both admiration and 

respect than what could be done in person (Goodstein, 2007). In other words, offline, if 
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individuals who do not participate in school sports wish to be known as having athletic 

abilities, they would likely have to discuss their participation with others. Using social 

networking websites, on the other hand, an individual could simply post pictures of him- 

or herself engaging in a given sport, and teens believe that those pictures speak for 

themselves. Even though an individual may have only participated in one session of one 

athletic activity, the message projected is the same: I am athletic. In this sense, 

individuals have unlimited opportunities to project information about themselves to 

others, which may then be integrated into how others view and judge them. 

Projecting information that is not entirely in accordance with one’s actual self 

may encourage some individuals to achieve goals and desires they would not otherwise 

attain. Examples of these types of goals could be things like becoming more athletic, 

maximizing one’s attractiveness, or even reducing risky behaviors. In this sense, 

discrepancies between the domains of self can be helpful and even healthy, as we all set 

goals for ourselves and strive for self-improvement. However, individuals who project 

information that is less than honest and push others to accept that information as 

representative of their actual self (thus leading their ideal or ought self to overshadow 

their actual self), will likely feel discomfort, which could lead to depression or anxiety.  

Social networking websites offer a great amount of freedom with regard to the 

types of information individuals can present and an unlimited amount of control over 

how that information is presented. This makes them a rather ideal forum for self 

presentation. For teens, who are especially concerned with how they are perceived by 

their peers, this type of environment is invaluable. Young people setting up social 
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networking profiles are typically driven to meet expectations that have been previously 

determined and perpetuated by their older peers. As has been noted, those expectations  

are representative of social pressures and idealizations. Because of that, young people are 

most likely to represent some combination of who they know themselves to be (their 

actual self), who they wish they were or want to be someday (their ideal self), and who 

they believe they ought to or should be (their ought self).  

Consequences of Discrepancies 

 Higgins (1987) demonstrates two significant consequences of discrepancies: 

depression, which stems from discrepancies between the actual and ideal self, and social 

anxiety, which stems from discrepancies between the actual and ought self. Because 

depression and anxiety occur at noteworthy rates in adolescents, it seems useful to 

examine issues of identity development, such as discrepancies between the domains of 

self, as a possible contributor to and means of working toward reducing such problems 

for young people. The most recent research published by the National Institute of Mental 

Health (SAMHSA, 2008) provides a snapshot of adolescent major depressive disorder, 

which corresponds with research surrounding identity development and the significance 

of discrepancies between the domains of self. Their findings reveal 16-year-olds as 

having the highest rate of depression among adolescents ages 13–18 (11.6%), followed 

by 17-year-olds (10.6%), with 12-year-olds representing the lowest percentage (3.9%). 

Also notable is the fact that young women (ages 13–18) are nearly three times as likely to 

experience depression relative to young men.  
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These findings not only correspond with the fact that middle adolescents are the 

most highly affected by discrepancies of self (Ferguson et al., 2010), but also the fact that 

young women tend to be more vulnerable to social pressures (and thus discrepancies of 

self) as a result of the increased importance of social relationships and acceptance relative 

to young men (Boyle & Johnson, 2010; Gilligan, 1982). Significant differences were not 

found between different stages of adolescence in the area of anxiety, but roughly 25% of 

young people ages 13–18 were found to have an anxiety disorder, which demonstrates 

that anxiety is a cause for concern among young people. Additionally, girls were again 

found to be more likely to experience clinically significant symptoms of anxiety 

(SAMHSA, 2008). 

 Higgins (1987) proposed that depression is the product of a belief that one will 

not obtain a desired goal. This, he suggests, leads to sadness and disappointment, which 

can in turn produce a state of depression. One example of this could be wishing to be 

more attractive than one perceives him- or herself to be. This is a common wish for 

people of all ages, but it is especially heightened for teens, with girls being particularly 

affected. Although there are a number of reasons why teens, and specifically girls, fall 

victim to these desires, one of the greatest factors on social networking websites is likely 

the degree to which the images being viewed have been doctored to make the individual 

appear more attractive. Because many teens lack an awareness of these manipulations, it 

seems to them as though their peers are more attractive than they really are, and therefore 

they should be as well.  
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 Social anxiety, Higgins (1987) argues, often stems from early negative 

interactions with parental figures, wherein individuals are made to feel as though they are 

not “good enough” in a given facet of their lives. These negative interactions 

subsequently lead to anxiety with peers and other key figures in their lives. 

Representations of the ought self have not been explicitly looked at in relation to social 

networking profiles, but it seems plausible that—like projections of one’s ideal self— 

projections of one’s ought self may be found in any aspect of an individual’s profile. 

Individuals could, for example, write that “going to church” is an activity they enjoy or 

post a picture of themselves with their youth group. Notably, such projections on social 

networking sites do not hold individuals accountable for their honesty. In other words, 

the ability to project an image of religiosity is again not dependent on how often an 

individual actually affiliates with a religious institution or how invested the individual is 

in their spirituality.  Despite that, if individuals project this image of themselves and 

perceive it to be an accurate or unimportant aspect of their identity, they should not 

experience distress. If, however, an individual does not identify with the projection but 

feels that he or she should, distress will likely follow. 

Although, when discussing the above examples of discrepancies, it may seem as 

though these types of concerns are quite typical and that going through such discomfort is 

normal for young people who are figuring out who they are, it is important to note that 

discrepancies can lead to very serious consequences for teens. Higgins (1987) found a 

positive correlation between the number of discrepancies experienced by an individual 

and/or the intensity of the discrepancy, and the amount of discomfort an individual 
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experiences as a result. Whereas some teens may experience only minor or sub-threshold 

anxiety or depression, others may experience very serious and detrimental cases. 

Research seeking to expand upon the findings of Higgins also found that young people 

who experience discrepancies are at a heightened risk of experiencing suicidal ideation 

(Cornette, Strauman, Abramson, & Busch, 2009).  

Of notable importance when considering the impact of discrepancies of self as 

they exist on social networking sites is the public nature of the discrepancies. According 

to dissonance theory (Festinger, 1957), the discomfort produced by internal dissonance is 

increased when dissonant messages are projected in a public arena. Because social 

networking sites are very much a public arena, the discomfort individuals may experience 

as a result of displaying themes that are not in accordance with their actual self may be 

greater than if displayed in another, less public, setting. This increase in discomfort could 

increase an individual’s drive to reduce the discomfort by reaching a given goal, or it may 

lead to depression or anxiety due to an inability to match the given image of him- or 

herself.   

Clearly, self-discrepancies between the three domains of self have the potential to 

cause significant psychological turmoil for young people, and thus, must be taken 

seriously. That being said, it is possible there may also be benefits to discrepancies of self 

for teens, and that those benefits may increase when using social networking sites. 

Although internalizing an ideal or ought self that is so dissonant from one’s actual self 

that it is unachievable will cause distress, the internalization of ideal or of ought selves 
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that revolve around reachable goals or that promote positive behaviors can be beneficial 

(Ferguson et al., 2010; Stone, Aronson, Crain, Winslow, & Fried, 1994).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

38 

Chapter Six: Overall Implications 

The impact of online social networking on adolescents’ identity development is 

not fully understood within the context of existing research. What can be understood 

through the frameworks of Erikson (1959) and Higgins (1987), however, provides a 

valuable foundation for comprehending how greatly online social networking may 

influence the process of adolescent identity development and provides evidence that there 

may be positive and negative aspects to it. Using this information, parents and others 

working with teens can help maximize the benefits and minimize the drawbacks of using 

social networking sites: they can educate and empower teens to use and think about such 

sites in a more responsible and realistic way. 

Increasing Social Networking Site Competency and Media Literacy 

Challenges must be overcome in order for adults to successfully communicate 

with teens about online social networking. Whereas current teens were brought up with 

the Internet and have a vast knowledge of its use, such is generally not the case for those 

from generations past. It is vital that parents and those working with teens become more 

familiar with social networking websites so they can speak more competently with teens 

about them. Adults who are able to accurately discuss social networking websites with 

teens will be able to help them look at their content more critically and begin analyzing 

their use of such sites. Additionally, teens who have been counseled by adults with an 

understanding of online social networking will likely become more critical of both what 

they post about themselves and also how they view the information posted by others. In 

being more reflective about this information, teens will hopefully be less likely to be 
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influenced by the negative messages that are often projected and that may be perceived 

by teens as “normal.”   

Building media literacy at an early age is key to aiding teens in becoming more 

critical of the messages they receive from their peers and through the media about who 

they should be. By understanding the deception that exists in all forms of media—but 

which comes from infinite directions on the Internet—teens can make enlightened 

choices about which messages they buy into and which, if any, they use as a means of 

gauging their self-worth. It is also imperative to help teens recognize that they, 

themselves, are the creators and perpetuators of the messages available through social 

networking websites, and thus, can control the information that is available both to 

themselves and to others.  

Depression and Anxiety as Markers for Discrepancies in Identity 

 As a result of Higgins’s (1987) research, it is now understood that depression and 

anxiety can be used as markers for possible self discrepancies. In working with teens to 

reduce the depression and anxiety that stems from such discrepancies, adults must first 

help them become aware of their discrepant views of self. By increasing their awareness, 

adults can help teens alter their discrepant beliefs and see how holding significant 

discrepancies can impact their self esteem and happiness on a day-to-day basis. After 

awareness has been achieved, two pathways can be used, both of which may help reduce 

teens’ psychological discomfort.  

The first pathway for intervention involves helping teens reduce their self-

discrepancies by questioning and challenging the sources and merits of those 
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discrepancies. This could be done from a media literacy perspective or by analyzing and 

challenging the messages teens receive from themselves and others about what they 

perceive to be their shortcomings. Additionally, adults can help teens dissect their 

reasoning for holding so firmly to their ideal or ought selves and question the validity of 

the sources of those messages. Although research frequently identifies a lack of media 

literacy as a problem among young people and a perpetuator of risky behaviors and harsh 

mental health consequences, standardized and empirically validated media literacy 

programs for this age group remain limited (Bergsma, 2011; Bergsma and Carney, 2008). 

As such, the development and evaluation of such programs is an important direction for 

future research. 

 The second potential intervention pathway involves helping teens to change the 

accessibility of their discrepant beliefs. This may be an especially important technique for 

working with teens with particularly engrained and distressing discrepancies. In order to 

change the accessibility of such beliefs, teens could work towards combating negative 

self-talk or avoid situations that are likely to perpetuate or prime their discrepancies. 

Although it may seem that altering self discrepancies at their core would be more 

beneficial to students immediately than simply trying to establish alternative thoughts or 

avoid certain situations, it is likely that, through the above methods, young people may 

alter their beliefs over time. It is true that distress related to discrepancies often stems 

from outside sources (i.e., “other standpoints of self”). Although teens cannot change the 

messages they receive, they can learn to cope with and question the validity of the 

sources of those messages.  
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Because all individuals will experience discrepancies in self—and such is 

especially the case during adolescence—it makes sense that those working with young 

people attempt to intervene with these concerns early on, and in a systematic fashion 

designed to meet the needs of a student population as a whole. In order to do that, it 

makes sense to use a hierarchical model of intervention with teens, wherein 1) all young 

people receive an education in media literacy and the common struggles to expect during 

adolescence in regard to identity, 2) those struggling with symptoms of depression or 

anxiety related to identity be treated within a group setting, and 3) those with more severe 

or unique concerns be treated at an individual level in order to provide more specialized 

care.  

In sum, teens will always benefit from quality discussions about identity and 

pressures from themselves and/or others about how they could or should be better or 

different. Current teens, however, are faced with the new technology and capabilities of 

social networking websites, and thus, are especially vulnerable to distress due to 

unlimited freedom of expression and a lack of critical thinking about the images they 

observe. Complicating this is a general lack of understanding of this phenomenon on the 

part of older generations who would otherwise be able to provide them with supportive 

guidance. Fortunately, there are things parents and those working with teens can do to 

help teens combat self-discrepancies in a preventative sense (e.g., through increasing 

media literacy) and also in a responsive-services sense (e.g., via counseling to reduce 

discrepancies or to teach coping skills).  
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Because it is unlikely the interests of teens in social networking websites will 

wane, it is imperative that parents and those working with young people become more 

educated regarding these sites. Armed with this knowledge, adults will be better able to 

engage in meaningful discussions with young people—highlighting both the potential 

benefits and drawbacks of using social networking websites—making their use as 

beneficial as possible. Of the utmost importance is increasing the knowledge of parents 

and those working with teens about online social networking sites, and making the 

conversation about teens, identity, and online social networking more common. 
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