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statuses of development are: (1) diffusion: in this status ado-
lescents have not taken an active role in exploring differ-
ent alternatives or committing to a specific identity domain; 
(2) moratorium: adolescents are actively exploring multiple 
alternatives, but they have not yet made any commitment; 
(3) foreclosure: adolescents have made a commitment 
without exploring it; and (4) achievement: after a period of 
active exploration, adolescents have committed to a specific 
identity domain (Marcia, 1980).

Researchers have recently broadened the two core pro-
cesses of exploration and commitment into several devel-
opmental trajectories and models. The three-factor model 
(Crocetti, 2017; Crocetti et al., 2008; Crocetti & Meeus, 
2015) proposes an identity explanation comprising three 
structural processes: commitment (choices made by individ-
uals), in-depth exploration (reflection, seeking information 
about their commitments), and reconsideration of commit-
ment (individuals compare their commitments with other 
options). Similar to Erikson’s proposal (identity vs. identity 
confusion), this model assumes that there are two opposing 

Introduction

Adolescence is an important stage for identity development 
(Branje et al., 2021), a lifelong process that is influenced by 
settings, people, and social context. Erikson (1968) defines 
personal identity such as extent to which a person has 
adopted clear and consistent goals, beliefs, and values. Mar-
cia (1980) describes the formation of identity as a process 
that can involve different statuses of development based on 
the amount of exploration (experimentation with different 
values, beliefs, or goals, questioning and weighting differ-
ent identity options) and commitment (personal interest in 
those values, beliefs, or goals, engaging in significant activi-
ties) that the adolescent experiences or has experienced. The 
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forces in the dynamics of identity construction: (1) com-
mitment and in-depth exploration, and (2) reconsideration 
of commitment. Considering that the identity process is 
dynamic (unlike the sequential model proposed by Marcia, 
1980), this model includes a dual-cycle process in which 
adolescents form, evaluate, and revise their identities. Ado-
lescents in the identity formation period consider various 
alternatives (exploration process), maintain, and reinforce 
their chosen commitments (maintenance stage), or revise 
their decisions in a dynamic cycle (Crocetti, 2017; Crocetti 
et al., 2008; Crocetti & Meeus, 2015). In summary, personal 
identity refers to a subjective sense of self in diverse situa-
tions and times (distinctiveness and uniqueness) where ado-
lescents explore and experiment with who wants to be, roles 
in adulthood, and their place in society (Branje et al., 2021).

According to Erikson`s (1968) theoretical models, in this 
article identity is understood as being constructed at the 
intersection of individual personality, self-concept1, inter-
personal relations, and context (e.g., historical, social). At 
present, a relevant context for exploring and building iden-
tity in adolescents is social media and online activities (Rai-
ziene et al., 2022). Adolescents are the most active group 
of social media users, especially through internet connec-
tions on their mobile phones. Adolescents use social media 
to express themselves, generate links and bonds with peers, 
and with social online referents, such as influencers, You-
Tubers, or Instagrammer (online audience). Recent studies 
have suggested that social media is a scenario of identity 
construction in which adolescents socialize (Lajnef, 2023; 
Meier & Johnson, 2022; Shankleman et al., 2021;Valken-
burg, 2022). In digital spaces, adolescents can interact, 
display, and receive feedback about themselves, immedi-
ately contributing to the formation of their self-concept and 
exploration of their identity (Cingel et al., 2022; Shankl-
eman et al., 2021).

Given the importance of the psychosocial task of identity, 
there has been a great amount of theoretical and empirical 
attention within psychology (for a review, see Branje et al., 
2021). Nevertheless, they have placed little emphasis on 
digital context and its influence on identity development. In 
the last decade, the number of publications on social media 
and adolescents has increased considerably (for a review, 
see Davis et al., 2020), although the focus has been on the 
influence on well-being and negative consequences (e.g., 
problematic social media use, depression symptoms, risky 
behaviors) rather than on identity (Shankleman et al., 2021). 
This study addressed the influence of social media and 

1  In this paper self-concept represents one’s overall view of oneself 
(Harter, 1999) and self-concept clarity is the extent to which individu-
als describe themselves coherently and feel confident about them-
selves (Campbell, 1990). These constructs are aligned with Erikson’s 
(1968) concept of identity.

online activities on identity formation during adolescence. 
Four central themes were analyzed in accordance with 
recent literature (Davis et al., 2020; Hollenbaugh, 2021; 
Meier & Johnson, 2022; Shankleman et al., 2021): self-
presentation, social media audience, social comparison, and 
the role of models in an online context. This paper presents 
the findings thematically and includes a contextual perspec-
tive relating to social media use and identity formation. This 
perspective can be used to understand identity formation on 
social media as well as to guide future research.

Self-presentation on social media

Self-presentation is a behavior that attempts to transmit 
information about oneself or an image of oneself to other 
people, is activated by the evaluative presence of other peo-
ple (Baumeister & Hutton, 1987), and plays a relevant role 
in identity development (Yang et al., 2018).

Self-presentation concerns how individuals control the 
image they portray to others, and social media has provided 
new contexts for selective self-presentation (representation 
of the personal image that individuals want others to per-
ceive, common in selfies, and online profiles). Moreover, 
social media offers adolescents the opportunity to have mul-
tiple social interactions that broaden their perceptions and 
assessments they make about themselves, contributing to 
the construction of their self-concept (one’s overall view of 
oneself), given that the perceptions of the individual about 
themselves are based on their experiences with others and 
their own attributions of their own behavior (Meier & John-
son, 2022; Schreurs & Vandenbosch, 2021).

Research suggests that the relationship between self-
presentation on social media and identity development is 
dynamic. Adolescents engage in identity exploration, and 
social media facilitates this process (e.g., through images, 
videos, and text), given that their self-presentation shows an 
image specifically for these media, often positively biased 
(de Lenne et al., 2020). The audience and characteristics 
of social media are central to self-presentation (and self-
concept) because adolescents can craft and edit their images 
with more possibilities than offline interactions, and they 
can vary some aspects of themselves depending on the audi-
ence to which their messages are addressed (Hollenbaugh, 
2021). By presenting themselves online, adolescents also 
regulate their impressions of themselves intentionally, usu-
ally to obtain the approval of others (management or han-
dling of impressions) and test their self-concept for different 
audiences (Hollenbaugh, 2021; Meier & Johnson, 2022).

Adolescents act intentionally to regulate their impres-
sions of themselves on social media to shape an attractive 
image and obtain approval from other users and followers 
(e.g., peers, friends). Social media self-presentation allows 
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selective because them can edit their profile to a self-selected 
audience (Hollenbaugh, 2021). Nevertheless, social media 
also allows for expressing in a way more true or authentic 
self because adolescents can edit before posting to show a 
mood state or a thought about themselves (Shankleman et 
al., 2021). Hollenbaugh (2021) suggest «the effectiveness 
of self-presentation may be used as feedback to influence 
future impression management» (p. 84). Common types of 
self-presentation related to impression management include 
ingratiation and self-promotion. Ingratiation is the most fre-
quent and aims to present a pleasant image of the self and a 
likable image on social media. For example, being friendly, 
funny, or saying positive things to others. Self-promotion 
includes highlighting skills, talents, competencies, and 
knowledge. For example, individuals are knowledgeable 
and skilled in sports, music, etc. Adolescents use these types 
of self-presentation and strive to create a positive image of 
themselves on social media (positivity bias) because they 
have a strong tendency to compare themselves with their 
peers and need peer acceptance (Schreurs & Vandenbosch, 
2021), which is essential in the construction of identity.

Self-presentation is a transactional process that includes 
reflections on an individual’s identity and possible selves, as 
well as the audience and social context (Schlenker, 2003). 
Additionally, audience feedback about self-presentation 
on social media contributes to shaping self-concept and 
identity through multiple social interactions (Hollenbaugh, 
2021; Meier & Johnson, 2022).

Online social media audience

The formation of identity and shaping of beliefs (self-con-
cept), values, and behaviors can be influenced by social 
interactions with others as an audience (Schlenker, 2003). 
On social media, the audience (e.g., friends and followers) 
allows adolescents to connect with other people who are 
experiencing the same process (Shankleman et al., 2021).

Adolescents prioritize an ideal or desired identity image 
in the digital context (related to social desirability and the 
need for acceptance). Moreover, social media offer many 
opportunities to curate and present one’s identity to a wider 
audience. Therefore, users craft their profile thinking about 
who will see them, and they are conscious of the audience 
on social media (Marwick & Boyd, 2011). This audience 
can be real (friends, peers, family), proximal (an unknown 
referent or referents with whom social users may have 
offline interactions), or distal (an unknown referent or ref-
erents with whom they interact in their imagination). (Mar-
wick & boyd, 2011).

Peer feedback (real audience) on social media is very 
important for adolescents’ identity. In early adolescence, 
there is an increase focus on the self (Elkind, 1967), and 

adolescents are highly sensitive to peer feedback. Social 
media permits the adjustment and optimization of online 
profiles (self-presentation) to elicit positive feedback, usu-
ally through comments and likes (Koutamanis et al., 2015). 
This feedback is more public, persistent, and visible to 
others (online audiences); therefore, negative feedback 
can influence self-esteem and the subjective evaluation of 
one’s worth as a person (Koutamanis et al., 2015). Instead, 
positive peer feedback can strengthen self-esteem, validate 
self-concept, and provide a sense of acceptance (Cingel & 
Krcmar, 2014; Peters et al., 2021).

Adolescents try to imagine the audiences’ perspective on 
their online profiles and posts and «act toward, react to, and 
thereby reinforce, a perceived Imaginary Audience»(Cingel 
& Krcmar, 2014, p.156). An imaginary audience is the belief 
that others are thinking and judging you all time, that you 
are at the center of others’ attention (admiring or critical), 
and this process is heightened during adolescence (Elkind, 
1967). In the construction of identity, the imaginary audi-
ence allows, on the one hand, to express one’s identity and, 
on the other, it relates to the need to belong, mainly to those 
who are not linked to the closest social ties, such as the fam-
ily (Lapsley et al., 1989).

To understand how adolescents present their identity 
online and interact with each other through social media, 
an imaginary audience is a useful lens. Adolescents use 
impression-management strategies to determine their post 
and comment audiences, using content-based (what to post/
comment on and how to post/comment) or network-based 
(tailoring or limiting access to their posts) strategies (Ran-
zini & Hoek, 2017). Intensified self-consciousness due to 
an imaginary audience becomes a broad online audience on 
social media, and users can feel surveillance and constantly 
observed (Ranzini & Hoek, 2017). This imaginary online 
audience makes adolescents overemphasize their positive 
traits (positive bias on self-presentation) and more fre-
quently post selfies on social media (de Lenne et al., 2020; 
Ranzini & Hoek, 2017). However, social media audiences 
also play a role in adolescents’ self-expression, and these 
spectators can produce an empowering feeling regarding 
their self-concept (Shankleman et al., 2021).

Imaginary audiences have also been related to risky 
online behaviors (e.g., sexting, and friending strangers 
online), mainly adding users based on a profile picture to 
increase followers and, consequently, the audience (Popo-
vac & Hadlington, 2020). In addition, the number of follow-
ers and likes on social media could intensify the imaginary 
audience: «a larger online audience may serve to increase 
social status among peers but also likely contributes further 
to the Imaginary Audience ideation itself» (Popovac & Had-
lington, 2020, p. 286). In this manner, the feeling of having 
an online audience can generate expectations in adolescents 
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Adolescents compare themselves with their peers and are 
concerned about building a personal identity, so they fre-
quently use social media to present themselves in a favor-
able or positive way. In the digital world, social comparison 
is a frequent process (especially upward social compari-
sons) because these networks allow for an idealized image 
of others, share more self-enhancing information about 
themselves, and explain more successes than failures (Ver-
duyn et al., 2020).

Social media posts increase the discrepancy between the 
actual self and the ideal self, eliciting a greater number of 
comparisons to others in an upward manner and highlight-
ing dissimilarity (Midgley et al., 2021). Comparisons on 
social media often include identity domains such as peer 
relationships and physical appearance. For example, social 
media users choose the most attractive photos and usually 
edit them using filters (positivity bias) to represent their 
idealized self (Schreurs & Vandenbosch, 2021). In addi-
tion, users of social media also expect «likes» of the images 
published, which is often related to an adolescent’s search 
for social approval (Feltman & Szymansky, 2018). Social 
media places a great deal of importance on the exchange of 
popular pictures (with the most «likes») and receiving com-
ments, and pictures that are retouched with filters to make 
them more attractive to their observers, normally represent-
ing ideals of beauty that are shared socially, such as being 
thin and in shape (Baker et al., 2019; Fardouly et al., 2018; 
Feltman & Szymanski, 2018).

Cultural standards of beauty refer to acknowledgement 
of the predominant social standards of physical attractive-
ness, appearance, and weight, which are supported by sig-
nificant individual beliefs and objectives (de Lenne et al., 
2020; Feltman & Szymanski, 2018). In internalization, 
individuals incorporate the ideals of beauty or other media 
ideals (e.g., academic or professional success) established 
by society into their own beliefs (de Lenne et al., 2020; Felt-
man & Szymanski, 2018), although not to the same degree. 
In this process, individuals cognitively adopt as personal, a 
socially defined ideal (de Lenne et al., 2020; Feltman & Szy-
manski, 2018). In Western society, these standards of beauty 
are associated with the desire to be thin, fashionable, and fit 
(healthy and muscular). (Feltman & Szymanski, 2018).

Social networks usually offer unrealistic skinny or mus-
cular models or celebrities with an ideal body image that 
is virtually unattainable and may result in a negative self–
image (de Lenne et al., 2020; Vandenbosch et al., 2022). 
This is particularly relevant in adolescence, when body 
changes are most evident and require greater effort to be 
incorporated into the construction of identity. The presence 
of unrealistic models on social networks, which respond to 
cultural ideals of beauty (being fit, thin, fashionable), usu-
ally represents an ideal self-model for most adolescents 

and influence their behavior. Online audiences can impact 
behavior by stimulating different outcomes: warning (when 
new behaviors are favored by online audiences) and chilling 
effects, when behaviors are restricted by the online audi-
ences (Marder et al., 2016; Lavertu et al., 2020). The impact 
of online audiences on offline behavior can be either warm-
ing or chilling, depending on the individual’s goal. There-
fore, the extended chilling effect of social media is «the 
constraining of behavior in reality (i.e., offline) as a conse-
quence of the perceived expectation these online audiences 
hold» (Lavertu et al., 2020, p.1); for example, people would 
avoid smoking in the fear that a photo would be posted 
on social media (Marder et al., 2016). In accordance with 
Marder et al. (2016), «people could respond in a ‘chilling’ 
manner for a number of reasons, including fear of external 
sanctions and social disapproval, regardless of whether or 
not that threat of sanction is real or not» (p.582). Moreover, 
Lavertu et al. (2020) proposed that public self-awareness 
(based on imaginary and real audiences online) can also be 
a positive self-referent (warning effect), for an individual’s 
behavior (e.g. participating in prosocial behavior offline).

Social comparison on social media

Social comparison is relevant in building adolescent iden-
tity because it has been suggested as a significant process 
of self-knowledge and a means of self-improvement or self-
evaluation (Lajnef, 2023). In other words, «social compari-
son are often motivated by individuals’ desire to evaluate, 
improve, or enhance the self» (Noon et al., 2023, p. 292). 
Social comparison is a natural process of self-evaluation, in 
which individuals tend to choose those who are perceived as 
similar to themselves as targets for comparison (Festinger, 
1954). This tendency uses other people as sources of infor-
mation to determine how we behave, feel, or think relative 
to others (Festinger, 1954). The social comparison process 
relies on the choice of comparison target (upward: superior 
other versus downward: inferior other) and the outcomes of 
the comparison (assimilation versus contrast). Social com-
parison can be upward when others are considered better 
or in better condition, or downward when the people we 
compare ourselves to are seen as worse (Festinger, 1954). 
In assimilation, the self-evaluation of the comparer shifts 
in favor of the comparison target, becoming more positive 
after upward comparison and more negative after down-
ward comparison. Contrast is the process of a comparer’s 
self-evaluation shifting away from the target, which can 
become more negative when compared upward, and more 
positive when compared downward (Verduyn et al., 2020). 
Therefore, comparisons between the self and others can 
have judgmental, affective, and behavioral consequences.
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food, travel, or beauty, share significant parts of their lives 
on their social media platforms, and engage with their fol-
lowers to maintain their status (Hoffner & Bond, 2022; Laj-
nef, 2023).

Media figures are social references for different identity 
domains that offer inspiration for self-development, self-
esteem, and the exploration of different roles: vocational, 
gender, and sexual orientation (Hoffner & Bond, 2022; 
Lajnef, 2023). According to social cognitive theory (Ban-
dura, 2001), social norms are learned (imitate) and accepted 
by observing the behavior of role models (e.g., peers or 
influencers) on social networks, principally when they are 
rewarded (de Lenne et al., 2020). Because adolescence is a 
stage characterized by the need to belong to a social group 
or be accepted by peers, these relationships with media fig-
ures can facilitate the learning of certain behaviors through 
modeling or imitation, which can have a positive or nega-
tive influence (Bandura, 2001). For example, «adoption of 
healthy attitudes and behaviors modeled or promoted by the 
media figures (+)»; «engagement in risky behaviors such as 
teen alcohol use modeled by media figures (−)» (Hoffner & 
Bond, 2022, p.2).

Social media referents are considered identification mod-
els because they share similar features with adolescents and 
young people who follow them; also offers certain attributes 
that adolescents would like or aspire to have as their ideal 
self, which represents an identity challenge between the 
“teens ‘simultaneous need for «mimic» and «differentia-
tion»” (Lajnef, 2023, p. 5). Consequently, the internaliza-
tion process of these norms and ideal media (e.g., popular, 
with large numbers of followers and likes) contributes to the 
identification of these referents (e.g., influencers) in social 
networks (Lajnef, 2023).

In scientific literature, this identification process is 
usually explained by parasocial relationships. This pro-
cess refers to the perception of closeness or intimacy that 
a viewer or listener has with characters - fictional or pre-
senters - of mass media (Hoffner & Bond, 2022). Repeated 
social media interactions between audiences and influenc-
ers create parasocial relationships. These relationships 
«are socio-emotional connections that people develop with 
media figures such as celebrities or fictional characters» 
(Hoffner & Bond, 2022, p.1). Among the characteristics that 
favor this type of relationship are the affinity, authenticity, 
trust, familiarity, or attractiveness of those media referents 
(Hoffner & Bond, 2022) and the processes of identification 
and ideal or wishful identification (Hoffner & Bond, 2022; 
Lajnef, 2023). In the identification, influencers are viewed 
as someone who shares traits similar to those of adolescents 
are following them, which are related to the actual self. In 
ideal identification, influencers have some attributes that the 
person would like to have or aspire to have, related to the 

(Fardouly et al., 2018). This content offers more oppor-
tunities for internalization by applying an observer´s per-
spective to their own appearance or other media ideals (de 
Lenne et al., 2020; Vandenbosch et al., 2022). Thus, posts 
on social media also provide an idealized view of reality 
in other domains, such as professional, social, or romantic 
lives. These media permits obtaining information about oth-
ers in their profiles, frequently more popular, or with more 
follows. This process increases the social needs acceptance 
of adolescents and the social comparison and internalization 
of media ideals (de Lenne et al., 2020). This emphasis on a 
positive version of oneself online can lead to a comparison 
effect (especially upward comparisons) which can impair 
well-being. For example, it can reduce self-esteem (Cingel 
et al., 2022; Midgley et al., 2021).

The most active users of social networks often have 
more upward social comparison (Feltman & Szymanski, 
2018). Nevertheless, the current review indicates that the 
use of social media (passive or active) has positive effects 
(Meier & Johnson, 2022; Shankleman et al., 2021; Valken-
burg, 2022). For example, an investigation suggests positive 
consequences (e.g., inspiration and pride) in other self-
presentation types, such as leisure, work, health, or travel, 
especially when comparisons focus on assimilation or con-
trast with the target. Upward assimilation (more similarities 
with the target) and downward contrast (fewer differences 
from the target) improve well-being. Conversely, downward 
assimilation and upward contrast are expected to decrease 
well-being (Meier & Johnson, 2022).

Social comparison promotes self-knowledge, self-
improvement, and self-evaluation in adolescence (Lajnef, 
2023). However, social comparison (upward social com-
parison) with peers on issues related to ideal body image 
and physical appearance, produces more negative effects on 
well-being (Cingel et al., 2022; Midgley et al., 2021). In 
other domains, such as leisure or health, the consequences 
of this social comparison (upward assimilation and down-
ward contrast) can be positive (Meier & Johnson, 2022).

Roles models on social media: imitation and 
identification

Meaningful relationships and social connections in ado-
lescents’ face-to-face interactions are extended to social 
media and provide a referent or role model of behavior 
(e.g. influencers) to develop their sense of identity (Berger 
et al., 2022). Social media presents a different type of role 
model: celebrities, influencers and micro-influencers, who 
are famous because of their large followers (influencers) 
and personal branding strategies (micro-influencers). These 
influencers are frequently identified by a specific audience, 
create content that centers around lifestyle topics such as 

1 3



Current Psychology

and race, which often have limitations in their expression or 
social recognition in certain cultures (Gleason et al., 2017; 
Hoffner & Bond, 2022; Lajnef, 2023).

On social media such as YouTube, TikTok, or Instagram, 
it is very difficult to establish a two-way relationship between 
the media referent (e.g. influencers) and his/her followers 
because of the large number of interactions (publications, 
comments, «like») that exist. Therefore, parasocial rela-
tionships with these influencers are based on virtual rela-
tionships, considered «real» by viewers though one-sided 
(Hoffner & Bond, 2022). Consequently, the «followers» 
in social media (especially with celebrities or influencers) 
are a unilateral concept because these social referents have 
many followers that make the interaction extremely diffi-
cult (Hoffner & Bond, 2022). Influencers also may adopt 
communication practices with followers (posting personal 
videos or photos) to promotes closeness and reciprocity, 
although sometimes it can be a strategy to increase the audi-
ence (Riles & Adams, 2021). However, in the case of micro-
influencers, followers are more likely to perceive greater 
reciprocity (back-and-forth interaction), which can blur the 
perception of unilaterality in the relationship. Reciprocity 
contributes to establishing a relationship between users and 
micro-influencers, given that the followers find commonali-
ties and response to their messages. Thus, when a follower 
interacts with a media figure, the relationship can change 
from parasocial to interpersonal (Riles & Adams, 2021). 
Both macro and micro influencers on social media repre-
sent a social model of behavior, especially in the adolescent 
stage (Berger et al., 2022). The processes of interaction with 
these media figures favor the identification and imitation of 
behaviors related to the identity process (Hoffner & Bond, 
2022; Lajnef, 2023). Adolescents explore different ways of 
being through models that can be considered as their peers, 
in which they are reflected (like a mirror), and in which they 
can share similar experiences and interact in relation to their 
doubts or identity experiences (Gleason et al., 2017; Hoffner 
& Bond, 2022; Lajnef, 2023).

Towards a contextual perspective about identity 
development on social media

The main challenge in adolescence is the formation of an 
identity. According to Erickson’s (1968) classic theory 
proposal, there are two important processes at this stage: 
identification with tasks and skills and exploration of social 
roles and experiences. Identity is constantly evolving and 
constructed based on changes in intrapersonal (individual’s 
inner perceptions or characteristics), interpersonal (relation-
ships and bonds with others), and social domains (culture, 
political context, school, social media); and the current con-
text, adolescents have a digital world in which to develop 

ideal self (Hoffner & Bond, 2022; Lajnef, 2023). The devel-
opment of parasocial relationships between adolescents and 
media figures is a process derived from the search for new 
roles (exploration stage in identity building) of behavior 
beyond the family environment and allows them to meet the 
social needs of attachment and friendship (Gleason et al., 
2017; Hoffner & Bond, 2022; Lajnef, 2023).

Adolescents establish this type of relationship with those 
who consider their peers, role models, or media referents 
such as influencers or celebrities (Eyal et al., 2020; Gleason 
et al., 2017). Social media for their immediacy and the pos-
sibility of interaction helps to create and develop parasocial 
relationships between adolescents and media figures (Hoff-
ner & Bond, 2022; Lajnef, 2023). Moreover, in this context, 
users can observe life - and, in many cases, the intimacy - of 
people who, in normal circumstances, could never (Hoff-
ner & Bond, 2022). In adolescents, parasocial interaction 
can occur more frequently because they experience changes 
in their relationships with peers and family (Gleason et al., 
2017), which covers the social needs of attachment, similar-
ity with those who consider their peers, in addition to being 
associated with the perception of their social world (Eyal et 
al., 2020). Social media provide a scenario for the develop-
ment of such relationships in adolescents. It offers anony-
mous people and celebrities a platform where they can 
develop these relationships with their followers by expos-
ing (self-disclosure) their «private» life, that increases the 
socio-emotional connections (Hoffner & Bond, 2022).

By adopting or imitating behaviors that they attribute to 
the «traditional» influencer (professionals in using social 
media’s different channels, careful personal brand with a 
wider audience), users can develop a parasocial relationship. 
In imitation, users aspire to act in a manner that is similar 
to a fictional character; for example, they copy their style 
(clothes, music) because they are characterized by attrac-
tive qualities. Moreover, imagination about media reference 
evokes and promotes the interaction (Gleason et al., 2017; 
Hoffner & Bond, 2022; Lajnef, 2023). Thus, the users com-
ments with other fans or discussion groups exclusively ded-
icated to the figure of the influencer (fanclubs), or through 
other meetings, such as the interaction imagined with the 
influencer through images and fanfiction (fictional works 
written by fans from literary works, television series, film, 
or other media) or through an attempt to contact the same 
through comments on their profile, labels, or other calls for 
attention (Hoffner & Bond, 2022; Lajnef, 2023). Indeed, in 
the identity development of adolescents, these types of para-
social relationships allow the exploration of interests that 
may be common to those of influencers or micro-influencers 
(due to the process of identification with the media figure 
and imitation of their behavior). It can also facilitate self-
expression, especially in identity domains such as gender 
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identity. Different statuses of identity development (diffu-
sion, moratorium, foreclosure, and achievement), based on 
the degree of exploration and commitment, are expressed 
in digital spaces (Cingel et al., 2022; Raiziene et al., 2022; 
Shankleman et al., 2021). On social media, adolescents can 
try various identity alternatives before deciding which val-
ues, beliefs, or goals to pursue (self-representation and self-
concept construction). It also allows adolescents to establish 
identity options, such as groups to which they belong, coop-
erate, or participate in social activism, among others. In this 
way, the process of identity construction in adolescents is 
influenced by the processes of individual-society integra-
tion, in which they can share or modify the values or iden-
tity options important to them (Erikson, 1968). Therefore, it 
is important to recognize the interplay between the social, 
interpersonal, and psychological aspects of identity devel-
opment in the digital context. In this sense, role models on 
social media (peers or influencers) are a social reference for 
these behaviors (Hoffner & Bond, 2022). Peers or influenc-
ers on social media are referents of behavior to develop their 
sense of identity in domains such as vocational, gender, or 
sexual orientation (Berger et al., 2022).

Social comparison on social media influences self-
knowledge, self-improvement, and self-evaluation in iden-
tity building (Noon et al., 2023; Lajnef, 2023). An indicator 
that identity develops properly is the presence of self-con-
cept clarity, a coherent and consistent description of one-
self (Campbell, 1990), which in social networks involves 
exploring and experimenting with different ways of being 
until achieving this integrated self-concept. Negative 

these processes (see Fig. 1). A contextual-ecological per-
spective considers adolescence development as a unitary 
system with attention to the complex interactions between 
these domains: intrapersonal, interpersonal, and social. 
«From this ecological perspective, youth are seen as subject 
to contextual forces ranging from the proximal influences 
that operate in their everyday activity settings, to increas-
ingly distal (and abstract) contextual forces» (McHale et al., 
2009, p. 1190).

On the one hand, self-expression (public and private 
images of themselves) on social media allows them to 
practice their self-presentation skills, show who they are, 
and receive feedback from their audiences (de Lenne et al., 
2020; Hollenbaugh, 2021). Social media provides many 
opportunities to curate (e.g., craft profile) one’s identity to 
a wider audience (real, proximal, or distal), and the feed-
back (positive or negative) can strengthen or diminish self-
esteem, validate or no self-concept, and provide a sense of 
acceptance or rejection by peers (Koutamanis et al., 2015; 
Peters et al., 2021). Imaginary online audiences can over-
emphasize positive traits in adolescents and strongly believe 
that others (audiences on social media) are judging all the 
time (Elking, 1967; Ranzini & Hoek, 2017). On the other 
hand, social media allows them to experiment with different 
ways of being, expose their interests, know what others do, 
identify with certain behaviors, reject others, explore ways 
of communicating, and show themselves to others (Shankl-
eman et al., 2021).

As Marcia (1980) pointed out, a certain level of explo-
ration and commitment is required to develop a stable 

Fig. 1 Contextual perspective 
about identity development on 
social media
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Discussions

Theoretical models of the construction of the adolescent’s 
identity have focused their attention on individual processes 
in which identity alternatives are explored and commit-
ments are made, without major emphasis on how decisions 
can be influenced by the context and vice versa. In this 
study, a contextual perspective focused on the role of social 
media allows the identification of the processes of mutual 
influence (media and individuals) and their effects on the 
construction of identity during adolescence. Self-presenta-
tion, online audience, social comparison, and the role model 
(social media domains) have positive and negative conse-
quences on the psychosocial development of adolescents.

Classic questions about identity construction, such as 
who am I? What do I want to do? relevant during adoles-
cence’s biological, social, and psychological changes are 
now expressed in a digital scenario. For example, recent 
research explains that connections on social media support 
or hinder the relationships that adolescents create with their 
peers or friends (Hoffner & Bond, 2022; Shankleman et 
al., 2021). In addition, feedback about themselves, which 
they usually receive from people close to them, comes from 
an online audience without limit (Popovac & Hadlington, 
2020; Ranzini & Hoek, 2017). Online audience produce an 
empowering feeling of self-presentation (Shankleman et al., 
2021), negative consequences (e.g. surveillance) and risky 
behaviors (Popovac & Hadlington, 2020). Consequently, 
the role of social media audiences in adolescent identity 
process requires further evidence.

Psychosocial changes during adolescence, such as auton-
omy, need to belong, peer acceptance, self-esteem, and 
self-concept, interact with a particular digital context that 
has important implications for identity development. Social 
networks offer the opportunity to express interests, ideas, 
and beliefs about themselves (self-concept), with possibility 
of constant reinvention and the availability of digital tools 
to manage or handle the impression they make on others 
(Meier & Johnson, 2022; Schreurs & Vandenbosch, 2021). 
Also, social media allows the expression of an adolescent’s 
distinctiveness (e.g. expressing who you are) to differentiate 
from others (Shankleman et al., 2021), as well as the iden-
tification or imitation of social referents (Hoffner & Bond, 
2022; Lajnef, 2023).

Social comparison with peers or social referents (e.g., 
YouTubers, TikTokers) can be a risk factor for adolescents 
who are more vulnerable, although they can foster a self-
positive image. Thus, they can also be a way to acquire 
healthier habits and enhance self-esteem and well-being 
(Cingel et al., 2022; Lajnef, 2023; Vandenbosch et al., 
2022). Moreover, parasocial relationships on social media 
have a positive impact on well-being domains such as social 

self-evaluation on social media (mainly upward social 
comparison) can influence identity development, diminish 
self-esteem, reduce commitment, confuse exploration, and 
increase uncertainty (Noon et al., 2023).

Social media also demonstrate the dynamic process of 
identity construction as proposed by Crocetti et al. (2008). 
In this relational context, adolescents explore alternatives 
identities and form commitments based on their interests 
and values. In addition, it allows these commitments to be 
strengthened, explored in depth, or dynamically reconsid-
ered (Crocetti & Meeus, 2015).

These theories explain identity building in adolescence 
based mainly on the process or dynamics of exploration and 
commitment of adolescents. However, it is also important 
to know where adolescents explore their identity and the 
context (person-in-context) in which they are developing 
(McHale et al., 2009). Adolescents can connect to social 
media many hours a day, which is an accessible way to 
explore and build their identity in this context. The refer-
ents of identity construction in the past have been family, 
friends, and educational centers and currently, social media 
provides an important context that have effects on develop-
ment of adolescents’ identity (see Table 1).

Table 1 Social media and effects on identity construction
Social media 
domain

Processes Identity effects

Self-pre-
sentation on 
social media

Impression 
management 
(ingratiation, 
self-promotion)

Broad and test self-concept (+)
Identity exploration (+)
Selective self-presentation (+/-)
Need for social approval (+/-)
Positivity bias, overemphasize 
positive traits (-)

Online 
social media 
audience

Real, proxi-
mal, and distal 
audience.
Imaginary online 
audience.

Self-expression (+)
Empower self-concept (+)
Feedback public, persistent and 
visible to miles of people (+/-).
Positivity bias, overemphasize 
positive traits (-)
Surveillance (-)
Risky behaviors (-)
Warning and chilling effects (+/-)

Social com-
parison on 
social media

Comparison 
target: upward 
vs. downward.
Outcomes: 
assimilation vs. 
contrast.

Medial ideal: idealized image or 
unrealistic (-)
Self-discrepancy (+/-)
Need for social approval (+/-)
Self-verification, self-improve-
ment, and self-expression (+)
Risk factor, e.g. negative self-
image, low self-esteem (-)

Roles mod-
els on social 
media

Identification
Imitation
Parasocial 
relationships

Social references on identity 
domains (+/-)
Self-expression (+)
Need to belong and social 
approval (+/-)
Distinctiveness and differentia-
tion (+)
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