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Abstract Research concerning the function of online

contexts in adolescents’ everyday lives adds important

pieces to the understanding of their identity development.

Specifically, online contexts are distinguished from other

everyday contexts with regard to the conditions for identity

explorations, self-presentations, and social interactions.

Understanding the meaning of these aspects of online

contexts for identity development is thus an important

research area. This review of research of identity online

shows that research has so far primarily focused on identity

expressions and less on identity development. Conversely,

developmental identity research rarely includes online

contexts. Thus, there is a gap between research about

identity development and research about identity online.

This article, therefore, aims to review research on identity

online from a developmental perspective and to suggest

directions for future research. The reviewed literature was

structured around aspects where online contexts have

brought about substantially changed conditions for identity

development: the opportunities for identity explorations,

means for self-presentations, and requisites for social

interactions. The conclusions are that research on identity

development may further the understanding of adolescents’

online activities and that research on identity development

needs to include online contexts to see the whole story of

identity development for adolescents today.

Keywords Online contexts � Identity development �
Identity processes � Identity integration

Introduction

Today, most young people’s everyday lives take place

online as well as offline (Turkle 1995; Valkenburg and

Peter 2011) and online contexts may thus be described as

important settings for identity development, in addition to

offline contexts such as the home and school. However,

little is known about what adolescents’ involvement on

online contexts really mean for their identity development,

even though, both in research and societal discourses,

online contexts are usually assumed to be very important in

identity development. This article, therefore, reviews the

interdisciplinary research about identity online from a

developmental perspective. The purpose of the review is to

make suggestions for how a developmental framework may

further this knowledge and stimulate future research pro-

grams addressing issues concerning online contexts and

adolescents’ identity development.

The review is guided by a developmental framework. In

short, within this framework, identity is defined as a sub-

jective experience of who one is (Kroger and Marcia 2011),

which offers a sense of coherence across time and place

and across social roles (Erikson 1968). Identity develop-

ment is the process through which identity elements (e.g.,

personal characteristics, wishes, goals, roles, identifica-

tions, and mirroring from others) are gradually integrated

into the evolving identity configuration (Erikson 1980).

The sense of identity develops through processes such as

exploration and commitment (Kroger and Marcia 2011),

and autobiographical reasoning (McAdams 2001); and in

interaction with individuals’ social contexts. Recent meta-

analyses and reviews of identity status research (Kroger

et al. 2010; Meeus 2011) also indicate that there is sub-

stantial stability in identity development, even in adoles-

cence. Research has started to focus on some of the
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developmental processes behind this stability (Carlsson

et al. 2015), indicating that exploration and commitment do

not show the whole picture of identity development.

Unfortunately, developmental identity research (see e.g.,

Schwartz et al. 2011) rarely studies or integrates online

contexts and significant aspects of adolescents’ identity

development may thus be left out. Investigations of the

meaning of online contexts for identity development might

add valuable knowledge about the ways in which identity

processes are contextualized.

Current Study

The purpose of the present study is to review what may be

learned about adolescents’ identity development from the

existing literature on identity online and to make sugges-

tions for how a developmental framework may guide

hypotheses and investigations in future research programs

concerned with the meaning of online contexts in adoles-

cents’ development. The review thus concern research that

directly addresses the issue of identity in online contexts,

even though we recognize that other lines of research may

certainly inform these issues as well.

In our review of the literature we addressed the aim in

two steps. First, we investigated the Identity definitions,

Methodologies, Participants, Online contexts and Main

findings and conclusions in the reviewed studies of identity

online. This first step is important since the research is

interdisciplinary, builds on different theoretical and

methodological traditions, and investigates different online

contexts. Based on the first step, we organized the findings

from the reviewed literature into broader themes in order to

describe and discuss their contribution to the understanding

of the meaning of online contexts in identity development,

and to identify what research questions remain to be

answered. This analysis of the reviewed literature is closely

tied to the aim of investigating the research from a

developmental perspective to see what may be learned

from that research and how the knowledge may be fur-

thered by a developmental perspective.

Methods

Article Search

The database PsycINFO was used to search for articles and

searches included combinations of the search terms: iden-

tity, online, internet, social media, and social networking

sites (SNS). The search was specified to only include peer-

reviewed articles and the search terms should be found in

either the title or as key words. The different combinations

of the search terms resulted in between 68 (for identity and

social networking sites) and 1613 (for identity and social

media) results. See Table 1 for the number of articles found

in the searches in total and when the searches where limited

to, first, only include studies published since 2000 and,

then, studies published since 2010. In short, the search

revealed that the vast majority of studies were published

after 2010, and that very few studies were published before

2000. The final searches were made in August 2015.

The reason to use primarily PsycINFO in our search for

articles was the developmental framework of this study.

PsycINFO offers access to international literature in psy-

chology and related disciplines and the reason to use Psy-

cINFO was that this would guarantee the most relevant

articles from a psychological perspective. However, we also

made searches in PubMed to make sure that our review did

not miss out on important articles for the reviewed topic.

Inclusion Criteria

The purpose of this study was to review the literature on

identity online from a developmental perspective and

therefore we excluded articles where the definition of

identity was too far from definitions of identity as an intra-

and inter-individual process, for example by defining and

operationalizing identity as merely revealing one’s true

name or not. Articles were selected due to their relevance

for research on adolescence, either by having adolescent

participants or investigating identity issues salient in ado-

lescent development.

There are also several other lines of research that are

highly relevant when trying to understand the meaning of

online contexts for identity development. For example,

research on social relationships or cyberbullying may add

to this understanding. Although we do refer to some of

these research areas in our discussion of the reviewed lit-

erature, an inclusion criteria for this review was that the

articles explicitly studied identity, and had identity either in

the title or as a specified key word.

The articles included in this review were selected to

reflect the different lines of research on identity online.

Because of the constantly changing online environment

priority was given to newer references, from 2010 and

onwards. However, some older references were included

because of their high relevance for the topic in this study,

because they represent seminal work within this area of

research, or in order to make sure that the lines of research

within this area were properly represented.

Review of Articles

We used a coding system, displayed in Table 2, to review

(1) the Identity definition in the study, (2) the Methodology
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they used to study identity online, (3) who and how many

the Participants were, (4) which Online context or contexts

were investigated, and (5) what the Main findings and

conclusions were. Based on this analysis of the articles we

then reviewed how they added to the understanding of

identity online by organizing them into broader themes.

Results

Based on our first review of the identity definitions,

methodologies, participants, which online contexts they

investigated, and the main findings and conclusions in the

reviewed articles (presented in Table 2), we organized their

findings into three broader themes. The following presen-

tation of the review is structured in sections addressing

these themes that represent aspects where online contexts

have brought about substantially changed conditions for

identity development; the opportunities for identity explo-

rations, means for self-presentations, and requisites for

social interactions.

Opportunities for Identity Explorations: Aspects

of Identity that are Constrained in Offline Contexts

May be Expressed and Explored Online

An important characteristic of online contexts in terms of

identity development is that participation in online contexts

is less dependent on geographical proximity and time

compared to offline contexts, which may make more con-

texts available for identity exploration and experimenta-

tions (Shapiro and Margolin 2014). The independence of

time and physical distance may be particularly salient for

adolescents who experience challenges in expressing

aspects of their identity in their traditional offline contexts,

such as minority youth (boyd 2014; Shapiro and Margolin

2014), and individuals who for different reasons (such as

shyness) experience difficulties in face-to-face interactions.

The knowledge gained from studies on internet usage

among particular groups of people may well apply to the

understanding of adolescents’ identity development in

general as well. Below we describe the reviewed literature

that adds to this understanding of identity explorations in

online contexts.

The part of the reviewed research that concerned how

individuals identifying with specific social identities used

online contexts in their identity development, mainly dealt

with sexuality and ethnicity. First, with regards to sexual-

ity, the research showed that adolescents identifying with a

sexual minority felt more at ease in expressing their sex-

uality and connecting with others in online contexts than

they did offline (Hillier and Harrison 2007). It was also

found to be important for identity development and well-

being that they could transfer the identity aspects they

explored and developed online to offline contexts (Crow-

son and Goulding 2013; DeHaan et al. 2012). In the

reviewed research that concern ethnic minorities, it was

argued that online contexts may strengthen individuals’

ethnic identity by making contexts beyond the offline

environment available (Markstrom 2011). The research

showed that individuals in ethnic minorities tended to

emphasize cultural aspects in their online self-presentations

(Grasmuck et al. 2009). This research on affordances from

online contexts for individuals with difficulties to express

aspects of their identities in their offline contexts, implicate

that the more or less concealed aspects of identity that

everybody has, may develop and be expressed online, but it

also highlight the importance of integrating views of one-

self from online contexts into other contexts and salient

relationships.

The reviewed research also revealed some contradictory

findings. A study with adolescent girls who identified with

Table 1 Results from the Search for Peer-Reviewed Articles on the Database PsycINFO

Search terms Total number

of articles

Articles published since

2000 (% of total)

Articles published since

2010 (% of total)

‘Identity’ and ‘Internet’ 1158 1142

(98.6 %)

744

(64.2 %)

‘Identity’ and ‘Online’ 962 957

(99.4 %)

721

(74.9 %)

‘Identity’ and ‘Social media’ 1613 1543

(95.7 %)

1112

(68.9 %)

‘Identity’ and ‘Social Networking Sites’ 68 68

(100 %)

55

(80.9 %)

The table shows the total number of articles found when using the different search terms (included in the title or as key words) without limiting

the time-span, as well as the number (and percentages) of these articles that were published since 2000 and 2010

Searches ended in August 2015
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Table 2 Summary of Articles on Identity Online

Study Identity definition/focus Methodology Participants Online context Main findings and

conclusions

Bargh et al.

(2002)

Self-presentation Experimental conditions,

including self-

descriptions

N = 122 college

students/3

experiments

Experimental

conditions

Anonymity may make

people more likely to

reveal their true desired

self

Back et al.

(2010)

Personality traits Self-reports and friend

reports on actual

personality

Self-reports on ideal self

(personality)

Observer reports of

personality based on SNS

profile information

N = 236 17–22-

year-olds

The most common

SNS in US

and Germany

(Facebook in

US, StudiVZ

and SchuelerVZ

in Germany)

Individuals tend to give

accurate portrayals of

themselves on

Facebook

Crowson and

Goulding

(2013)

Sexual identity formation Online interviews (through

instant messaging)

N = 12 men

18–33-year-

olds

Virtual worlds Experiences online may

aid sexual identity

development

The online identity need

to be transferred to

offline contexts

Davis (2012) Self-presentation

Identity as a construction

Interviews concerning

tensions between

multiple self-expressions

and consistency

N = 24

16–25-year-olds

Variety of online

contexts

Obligations towards self,

others, norms, and

society implicitly limit

self-multiplicity

Davis (2013) Self-concept clarity

Identity expression/

experimentation

Self-reports of self-concept

clarity and online identity

expression/experimentation

N = 2079 11–19-

year-olds

Internet in general The more online identity

expression/exploration

the less self-concept

clarity, but association

was mediated by

friendship quality

DeHaan et al.

(2012)

Sexual identity Semi-structured

interviews

N = 32 16–24-

year-olds

Internet in general Online context are used

to explore and make

meaning of one’s

sexuality

Offline experiences

interact with internet

use in shaping identities

Grasmuck

et al. (2009)

Self-presentation Content analyses of

Facebook profiles

Interviews

N = 63 college

students

Facebook Strategies for self-

presentations and

expressions of ethnic

identities differed

between racial/ethnic

groups

Greenhow

and Robelia

(2009)

Self-presentation Interviews

Think-alouds while engaging

in mySpace page

Content analyses of

MySpace pages

N = 11 17–19-

year-olds

MySpace Educational, relational,

and physical aspects of

identity were often

revealed, but it was

unusual to reveal

sexual, ethnic and

occupational aspects of

identity

Hillier and

Harrison

(2007)

Sexual identity Questionnaires about

sexuality and internet

experiences

Autobiographical stories

N = 958 14–21-

year-olds

Internet in general Internet offer a safe-place

to express sexuality and

connect with other

same-sex attracted

young people
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Table 2 continued

Study Identity definition/focus Methodology Participants Online context Main findings and

conclusions

Hu et al.

(2015)

Identity reconstruction Interviews or questionnaires

about revealing

information online and

reasons for hiding or

fabricating information

N = 47

community

users

QQ (China) Anonymous users

reconstruct their

identity online for

several reasons. For

example, to change

their social networks

and due to privacy

concern

Jordán-Conde

et al. (2014)

Identity status

Intimate disclosure on

Facebook as a sign of

identity crisis

Identity status questionnaire

Content analyses of

Facebook profiles

(Initial exploratory focus

group)

N = 25

College students

(n = 9 18–21-

year-olds in

initial focus

group)

Facebook Intimate disclosure on

Facebook does not

reveal an individual’s

identity status

Facebook culture

encourages intimate

disclosure, which is

therefore independent

of identity development

Keipi and

Oksanen

(2014)

Self-determination

Identity exploration

Coding of narratives about

anonymity online

N = 258 14–18-

year-olds

Internet in general Adolescents’ themselves

view internet

anonymity as involving

opportunities to express

and explore oneself and

build relationships as

well as risks, such as

cyberbullying

McKenna and

Bargh

(2000)

Social identity

Role identity

Review focused on impact

of internet in general

– Internet in general Anonymity may make

people reveal their true

self.

Michikyan

et al. (2015)

Self-presentation

Identity coherence

Questionnaire about

identity coherence and

presentations of facets of

the self on Facebook

N = 261

emerging

adults,

Mage = 22

Facebook A more coherent sense of

identity is related to

presenting the real self

on Facebook, whereas

more uncertainty

concerning identity is

related to presenting a

false self

Page et al.

(2013)

Self-presentation

Identity narrative

Status updates on

Facebook

Questionnaires and phone

interviews on Facebook

practices

N = 60 20–49-

year-olds

(n = 12 in

interviews)

Facebook Networked narratives are

the new way for people

to tell the story about

who they are

Rubin and

McClelland

(2015)

Sexual identity Interviews in person and by

phone about expressing

sexual and racial

identities online

N = 8 women,

16–19-year-

olds

Facebook On Facebook norms

concerning

heterosexuality are

reinforced, which may

make young people

hide their sexual

identities

Schmalz et al.

(2015)

Social identity (group

identification)

Questionnaires measuring

the strength of the social

identity (specified as the

fan of a football team)

and SNS-usage while the

social identity was

threatened

N = 120 19–68-

year-olds

Social media sites

such as

Facebook and

Twitter

Stronger sense of in-

group online than

offline

SNS may be used to get

social support and

connect with other with

the same experience

when the social identity

is threatened
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sexual and ethnic minorities showed that it was common

for them to hide their sexual identity on Facebook in order

to maintain relations within the family (Rubin and

McClelland 2015). To hide their sexual identity in contexts

online in order to avoid a stigma may limit the possibility

to find support in groups with other people with similar

experiences, the exact same thing that previous research

showed to be so crucial for identity development. With

regards to future research the main conclusion that may be

drawn from the discrepancies between these studies is that

it is essential to take both processes of hiding and of

revealing aspects of identity into account when trying to

understand the meaning of online contexts for adolescents’

identity development.

With regards to the relation between online activities

and more general aspects of identity development the

reviewed research also showed that the associations may

not be as straightforward and easy to predict as some of the

hypotheses tested so far have suggested. For example, in

one of the few studies that aimed to link internet usage to

aspects of identity development beyond what goes on in

online contexts it was found that young people who

Table 2 continued

Study Identity definition/focus Methodology Participants Online context Main findings and

conclusions

Strano and

Wattai

Queen

(2012)

Self-presentation

Impression management

Interviews and online

questionnaires about

removing material on

Facebook—suppression

strategies

N = 668

18-88-year-olds

(N = 30

18–31? years

old, in

interview

study)

Facebook Most people do remove

tags, but there are

gender and age

differences

Suppression strategies are

important aspects in

dealing with self-

presentations online

Valkenburg

et al. (2005)

Self-presentation

Identity experiments

Questionnaires about online

identity experiments (i.e.,

pretending to be someone

else online)

N = 600 9–18-

year-olds

Chat or instant

messaging

Young people pretended

to be someone else to

see how others react, to

overcome shyness, and

to facilitate social

interactions

Younger adolescents

were more likely to

pretend to be someone

else

Valkenburg

and Peter

(2008)

Self-concept clarity

Identity experiments

Questionnaires asking about

self-concept clarity and

identity experiments

N = 1158 10–17-

year-olds

Internet in general Associations between

pretending to be

someone else online

(identity experiments)

and lower self-concept

clarity are explained by

other factors (e.g.,

loneliness, social

anxiety)

Valkenburg

and Peter

(2011)

Self-concept clarity

Self-esteem

Identity processes: self-

presentation and self-

disclosure

Review focused on risks and

opportunities with online

communication

– Internet in general Associations between

internet use and self-

concept clarity may not

be asserted

Zhao et al.

(2008)

Self-presentation Coding of Facebook

accounts

N = 63 college

students

Facebook Important to signal

popularity, social

connections and

versatility online

Online identities reflect

the person people want

to be—hoped for

possible selves

Articles were selected to reflect the different lines of research of identity online (with priority given to newer references) following searches on

PsycINFO until August 2015. Combinations of the following search terms were used: identity, online, internet, social media, and social

networking sites (SNS)
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disclosed more intimate material on Facebook were not

more likely to be involved in a process of active identity

exploration (Jordán-Conde et al. 2014), as the hypothesis

tested indicated. Somewhat contrary, Michikyan, Dennis,

and Subrahmanyam (2015) showed that adolescents with a

more coherent sense of identity also reported to show their

real self on Facebook, whereas individuals with a more

incoherent sense of identity where more likely to report

incongruent self-expressions on Facebook. These findings

indicate that individuals who experience uncertainty with

regard to their identity are more likely to use online con-

texts for identity experiments and that those with a more

coherent sense of identity have more integration between

different contexts.

Research also shows individual differences in the

meaning of online contexts. For example, one study (Davis

2013) showed that, the comparably few, individuals who

mainly used the internet to express and explore aspects of

their identity reported lower self-concept clarity, whereas

individuals who mainly used the internet to interact with

their offline friends reported higher self-concept clarity.

These findings indicate that the meaning of online contexts

in adolescents’ identity development may vary between

individuals depending on the ways they use online contexts

and their reasons for doing so.

To summarize, the research reviewed here shows that

online contexts may be particularly salient for explorations

of aspects of identity that may not be expressed in indi-

viduals’ offline contexts. Less is known about how this

impacts the sense of identity across contexts and beyond

specific social identities, particularly since the few avail-

able studies revealed somewhat inconsistent findings.

Means for Self-Presentations: Anonymity

and Disembodiment in Online Contexts have

Implications for Identity Development

Some of the characteristics of online contexts that distin-

guish them the most from other contexts of identity

development are the ways in which anonymity and dis-

embodiment may make self-presentations in these contexts

more or less independent of offline identities and physical

appearances (McKenna and Bargh 2000; Turkle 1995).

Paradoxically, visibility and possible audiences are also

more extensive online than anywhere else. These charac-

teristics of online contexts thus bring possibilities to both

hide and be seen online.

The opportunities to experiment with self-presentations

may be greater than in offline contexts, but these aspects of

online contexts also include risks. For example, experi-

ences of deindividuation—reduced self-awareness and

responsibility for one’s action (McKenna and Bargh 2000),

may lead to antisocial behaviours in online contexts. Other

potential problems may be difficulties in integrating mul-

tiple self-presentations (Davis 2012). What has been

labelled the ‘‘fragmentation hypothesis’’ (Valkenburg and

Peter 2011) describes the hypothesis that the multiple self-

presentations that contemporary adolescents have to handle

may lead to a sense of identity that is diffused and shat-

tered. However, the contrary hypothesis, labelled the

‘‘unity hypothesis’’ (Valkenburg and Peter 2011), states

that the many self-presentations lead to a strengthened

sense of identity and identity integration as it forces indi-

viduals to make conscious choices based on their views of

who they are. Thus, aspects of online contexts may be

assumed to both facilitate and hinder identity development.

As seen in Table 2, most recent research on identity

online solely investigates usage of SNS, and most often one

specific SNS; Facebook. At least on Facebook research

shows that people’s profiles reflect their actual personality

(Back et al. 2010), but a common factor also appear to be

the presentation of a socially desirable and acceptable self

(e.g., Page et al. 2013; Zhao et al. 2008). These findings

indicate that the extreme and sometimes unforeseeable

visibility online make people more cautious about what

they reveal about themselves online. It has also been found

that people adjust their online self-presentations depending

on the imagined audience and that impression management

(Goffman 1959) online is performed through choosing

what to display (Page et al. 2013; Zhao et al. 2008), but

also through removing material concerning oneself that

others display (Strano and Wattai Queen 2012). Together,

these studies of SNS usage show how some online contexts

may lead to a heightened self-consciousness and advanced

strategies for impression management.

From a developmental perspective, a particularly inter-

esting finding in the reviewed literature is that late ado-

lescents expressed little worry over what they displayed

online (Jordán-Conde et al. 2014), but also that younger

people are more likely to engage in impression manage-

ment online than are older people (Strano and Wattai

Queen 2012). These findings indicate that there certainly

are developmental aspects involved in individuals’ usage

of online contexts and that for example, cognitive devel-

opment might be related to how individuals’ understand the

consequences of their behaviours online. These findings

thus indicate that the meaning of online contexts for

identity development might be different at different ages.

There is a dearth of research that considers the diversity

of online contexts when investigating identity develop-

ment. In online contexts where common interests are the

main motivation behind interactions (e.g., special-interest-

blogs, discussions on twitter etc.), and not primarily

friendships like on Facebook and other similar SNS (boyd

2014; Reich et al. 2012), individuals may interact in other

ways and express sides of themselves that they do not, or
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cannot, show in their everyday offline contexts, or on SNS

such as Facebook. In one study that did focus on anony-

mous contexts (Hu et al. 2015), it was concluded that

individuals could reconstruct their online identities in

anonymous contexts both in order to escape old social

networks and to access new ones. Thus, anonymous con-

texts may offer other opportunities for identity develop-

ment than the more common everyday contexts, such as

Facebook.

Even though they differ in how often they do so, most

young people are aware of the possibility to seek out

anonymous contexts (e.g., web forums or online games,

boyd 2014) and do partake in them as well. In one study it

was found that adolescents’ themselves viewed internet

anonymity as involving opportunities to express and

explore oneself as well as risks, such as cyberbullying

(Keipi and Oksanen 2014). Anonymous contexts may

contribute to identity development in ways that go beyond

the more mainstream usage of SNS, as they allow indi-

viduals to explore those aspects of identity that are not

revealed in their everyday online and offline contexts. It

may well be that it is precisely these contexts that are the

most important in identity development.

In our view, the focus in research on SNS where individ-

uals’ interact with their offline persona has lead research to

oversee the aspects of anonymity and disembodiment that are

present also in those contexts. Even though the online contexts

where many young people spend much of their time (i.e.,

SNS) are places where they show their offline persona, the

possibility to experiment with, or to conceal your identity is

greater online than in any other contexts. An example are the

accepted ‘‘white lies’’ that adolescents use on SNS such as

Facebook, for example, to state another age than their own in

order to meet the age limits or to use the relationships status to

communicate different social affiliations (Jordán-Conde et al.

2014). These accepted ways of experimenting with self-pre-

sentations also in contexts where they are not anonymous

mean that young people early on learn that there are ways of

hiding or experimenting with aspects of their identity online.

Aspects of anonymity and disembodiment may also

contribute to the somewhat restrictive self-presentations

online as these aspects make the response from others more

indirect and difficult to interpret. Disembodied online

interactions make it more difficult to interpret people’s

reactions, and to foresee the audiences of online activities

(Suler 2005), which may in turn heighten self-conscious-

ness and insecurity. Hence, anonymity and disembodiment

are likely to affect interactions in most online contexts, but

the focus on SNS where individuals are not anonymous per

see, has led research to oversee the influence of these

aspects of online contexts on adolescents’ identity

development.

Requisites for Social Interactions: Online Contexts

offer Unprecedented Opportunities for Autonomy

and a Private Space

In adolescence when identity development is a primary

developmental challenge, young people strive to find

contexts where they can experiment with new abilities,

values, and ideals, and this may require both psychological

and physical distance from parents and other adult

authority figures (Erikson 1968). Adolescents thus need to

find a place of their own, relatively free from adult

supervision. Today, online contexts offer such a place

(boyd 2014) and this private space online distinguishes

itself from offline contexts with regards to the ways in

which social interactions take place. These changes, in

turn, have consequences for identity development. To find

a place of one’s own is a key aspect of identity develop-

ment in adolescence, and adolescents’ use of online con-

texts shows how strong this need is and how salient it is for

identity development. To understand adolescents’ identity

development today it is thus important to understand what

goes on between adolescents online and the developmental

implications of this identity work.

One important aspect of the social interactions online is

that the place of their own that adolescents’ create online

may have lower levels of adult supervision than any other

context where adolescents interact. As today’s youth are

often described as the first digital natives (Prensky 2001)

and their parents as digital immigrants, their parents may

have difficulties in finding a balanced involvement in their

adolescents’ online lives. Therefore, parents risk being

both too involved and hinder autonomy and identity

development, and too little involved when their support

actually is needed. This is one example of how online

contexts create new conditions for adolescents’ identity

development with regards to establishing a sense of

autonomy (Manago 2015) and exploring their identity

(Shapiro and Margolin 2014). A furthered understanding of

adolescents identity development online can thus make it

easier to help parents (as well as teachers and others who

interact with adolescents) support adolescents’ develop-

ment without risking be either under- or overinvolved.

When adolescents are searching for their identity, the

contexts they create or find online may be associated with

group identifications that may offer relief from the distress

and confusion associated with identity development. In an

investigation of a specific social identity (being a fan of a

football team) and internet usage, Schmalz, Colistra, and

Evans (2015) argued that, overall, in-group experiences

may be even stronger online than offline. In spite of the

sense of belonging that these group identifications may

offer, they may also have negative consequences for ado-
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lescents’ development. These negative consequences may

be those associated with more destructive behaviors

directed either toward the self or toward others (for

example pro ana forums devoted to promoting Anorexia

Nervosa, or internet hate sites). On the positive side, online

contexts offer unparalleled opportunities for adolescents to

find a group where they belong and that recognizes them

for who they are. Thus, online contexts offer opportunities

for group identifications that involve both opportunities

and risks with regards to identity development.

Related to the issue of group identifications and given

the importance of social interactions in adolescents’ iden-

tity development, another interesting finding from the

reviewed research, is that it also showed how self-presen-

tations online are constructed together with other people.

Page et al. (2013, p. 192), therefore, proposed the construct

‘‘Networked Narratives’’ to describe how people construct

their life-stories together with other people online. This

construct highlights that identity development (online) is

not just the individual creating a story about themselves (an

identity narrative), but many different people contribute to

the individual’s online identity narrative. For example, to

not adhere to norms and expectations from others (also

generalized others) concerning what to display in online

contexts may lead to social sanctions (Davis 2014). Thus,

identity development online are strongly influenced by

other people and individuals create their online identity

narrative together with other people.

The reviewed research offer important insights into

aspects of identity development that goes on online, how-

ever, the ways in which online networked narratives are

integrated into individuals’ overall life-stories (or identity

narratives, see e.g., McAdams 2001) remains to be

addressed in research. Another issue that remain to be

answered is how social interactions in different online

contexts impact adolescents’ identity development through,

for example, the processes described by the construct

networked narratives, as well as through other processes.

Thus, an important issue for future research to address is

how young people’s interactions online contribute to their

identity narrative.

Discussion

In this study, we reviewed the research on identity online

from a developmental perspective in order to investigate

what the identity definitions, methodologies, participants,

online contexts, and main findings and conclusions from

this research tell us about the meaning of online contexts in

adolescents’ identity development.

Online contexts offer conditions that make them dif-

ferent from other contexts where adolescents interact and

develop. In short the reviewed articles revealed that iden-

tity explorations may be facilitated by access to contexts

online (Crowson and Goulding 2013; DeHaan et al. 2012),

but also that characteristics of some online contexts, par-

ticularly SNS such as Facebook, may make individuals

more cautious about what they reveal about themselves

(Page et al. 2013; Strano and Wattai Queen 2012) and even

make them hide salient aspects of their identity (Rubin and

McClelland 2015). The reviewed research also implied age

differences in how much individuals worry over what they

display online (Jordán-Conde et al. 2014) and in strategies

for impression management (Strano and Wattai Queen

2012). These findings indicate that the meaning of online

contexts may vary by developmental periods. Finally, the

reviewed literature showed the strong influence of other

people on adolescents’ identity development online (Davis

2014) and how online identity narratives are constructed

together with other people (Page et al. 2013). Thus, as we

have argued throughout this article, online contexts bring

about changed conditions with regard to the opportunities

for identity explorations, the means for self-presentations,

and the requisites for social interaction.

In our review, we also identified several limitations in

the literature on identity online with regard to this

research’s ability to answer developmentally informed

research questions. Specifically, this review showed that

research on identity online has primarily dealt with identity

expressions, but less with identity development. The main

focus has been on self-presentations (Page et al. 2013);

specific aspects of identity (such as sexuality, Crowson and

Goulding 2013); and to a lesser extent the relations

between internet usage and psychosocial development

(e.g., Davis 2013). The reviewed research of identity online

represented a variety of disciplines and this may explain

why the concept of identity was used in multiple ways and

with definitions that differed substantially between studies

(see Table 2). While most research defined identity as self-

presentations or social identities, some studies focused on

aspects of identity development such as exploration and

experimentation (e.g., Valkenburg and Peter 2008), but

often through the study of explicit forms of self-presenta-

tions and less through developmental processes. Still others

defined identity as a sense of coherence and sameness (e.g.,

Davis 2013; Valkenburg and Peter 2011). This latter defi-

nition may be closest to the way a sense of identity is

conceptualized in developmental research (see e.g.,

McLean and Syed 2015), but a developmental perspective

also offers a framework for the study of the processes

through which this sense of identity develops. From a

developmental perspective, what the reviewed research on

identity online is lacking is a clear conceptual framework

for addressing research questions concerning the role of

online contexts in adolescents’ identity development.
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Future Directions

Based on this review, we propose three broad directions for

future research programs aiming to understand the meaning

of online contexts to adolescents’ identity development.

First, research could benefit from a focus on identity inte-

gration: how are online and offline aspects of identity

integrated and how do they contribute to the overall sense

of identity? Second, related to the issue of identity inte-

gration, we also suggest that research examines the ways in

which different identity processes play out in different

contexts. Are similar processes of identity development

involved in online and offline contexts, or could additional

processes be involved in identity development online?

Finally, in order to fully understand the meaning of online

contexts in identity development, research needs to focus

more on diversity with regards to contexts and individuals:

How does the meaning of online contexts in identity

development vary between different online and offline

contexts? How do these meanings differ between individ-

uals, with regards to for example gender and socio-eco-

nomic status, and across development? Below we specify

our suggestions for future research for each of the three

themes from the review.

Opportunities for Identity Explorations

The reviewed research that concerned identity explorations

did not address how online identity explorations impact the

sense of identity across contexts and beyond specific social

identities. This issue could be addressed by measures of the

extent to which self-presentations across different contexts

differ or resembles each other (i.e., spatial integration, van

Hoof and Raaijmakers 2002), how online and offline

aspects of identity are configured (Schachter 2004), and

how individuals make meaning of differences and simi-

larities between their views of themselves across contexts

(McAdams 2001). Longitudinal studies could investigate

the processes (e.g., exploration, commitment, Kroger and

Marcia 2011; Meeus 2011, meaning-making, McAdams

2001, or others) that may lead to identity integration (Syed

and McLean 2016). For example, do individuals first

explore certain aspect of their identity in an online context,

then make commitments in that context, continue to

explore the meaning of that aspect to their overall sense of

identity, and then commit in order to express that aspect of

themselves in other contexts as well? Or, are other pro-

cesses involved in identity development online?

Future research also need to investigate whether the

findings from research on sexual identity—that integration

across contexts is needed (Crowson and Goulding 2013),

applies to other aspects of identity development as well.

Which are the circumstances when it becomes problematic

if identity development online and offline, or in different

online contexts, are separate and not integrated? It may be

that this separation varies in how troublesome it is

depending on developmental stage, which aspect of iden-

tity it involves, and the importance that a particular aspect

of identity has to the individuals overall sense of identity.

Indeed, feeling like a completely different person in con-

texts online compared to other contexts could lead to

experiences of identity diffusion (Erikson 1968; Turkle

1995)—a sense of not knowing who one is, and as a con-

sequence psychological distress. However, the validation

of aspects of identity that is difficult to express offline that

may be found online could also be associated with positive

outcomes. It is thus also important to investigate how and

when identity integration between online and offline con-

texts are related to mental health and well-being.

Means for Self-Presentations

With regards to the understanding of the changed means

for self-presentations that online contexts bring about, an

area for future studies is how cognitive development is

associated with sensitivity to feedback on online self-pre-

sentations and the ways in which adolescents foresee the

audiences of their online behavior. Younger adolescents

may have more difficulties in taking the perspective of the

multiple audiences online (friends, family, strangers, etc.)

and may be more affected by the anonymity and disem-

bodiment that characterize online interactions. Reactions

from different more or less foreseeable audiences may

impact their identity development to a larger extent than it

does for older adolescents or adults. They might, for

example, be more easily swayed in their identity explo-

rations and more likely to question their commitments.

Thus, one area of inquiry for future research is to link

abilities for perspective-taking (and other cognitive abili-

ties), others’ reactions (both real and imagined) to self-

presentations online, and identity development (in terms of

for example exploration and commitment) to understand

more about how internet usage interact with identity

development.

Requisites for Social Interactions

Given that online contexts are likely to offer opportunities

for adolescents’ to create a place of their own—a place that

might involve less adult supervision than any other context

where adolescents meet and interact—what appear to be

missing in the research reviewed in this article is research

programs aiming to learn more about identity development

in general by studying what goes on in online contexts.

Research in offline contexts shows that different contexts

may have different meaning and varying influence on
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identity development (Frisén and Wängqvist 2011;

McLean, Syed, Yoder, and Greenhoot 2014) and that

identity aspects from different contexts may be configured

in various ways (Schachter 2004). The same may hold for

online contexts. A future research area is thus how ado-

lescents’ development with regards to autonomy and the

creation of a private space in online contexts is related to

other aspects of their identity development.

Several existing methods used to study identity devel-

opment could be adjusted to also suit investigations that

include online contexts. For example, questionnaires

(Crocetti et al. 2008; Luyckx et al. 2008) or identity

interviews (Kroger and Marcia 2011) designed to measure

identity exploration and commitment in various domains

could be adapted to include investigations of these pro-

cesses in online contexts. Narrative prompts could be

designed to include events that have happened online and

then analysed for processes such as meaning-making

(McAdams 2001) and the ways in which individuals make

sense of and integrate their roles across online and offline

contexts. Such research could yield knowledge of the ways

in which online contexts are similar to or differ from other

contexts in terms of their meaning for adolescents’ identity

development and the unique contribution to identity

development that may come from involvement in online

contexts.

A final issue concerns that online contexts certainly

offer a private space for adolescents’ to explore and

develop their identities, but it would be wrong to treat these

contexts as one singular context. Future research aiming to

understand the meaning of online contexts in identity

development need to further explore the diversity of online

contexts with regards to for example anonymity, potential

audiences, and online/offline overlap. The ‘‘place of their

own’’ that youth establish online represent a diverse variety

of contexts and the affordances of these contexts are likely

to vary between individuals; in relation to for example

gender, socio-economic status, age, and developmental

stage; as well as in relation to the ways they use these

contexts and their reasons for doing so.

Limitations

A limitation with the present study is that we limited our

review to research that explicitly addressed identity issues

in their investigations of online contexts. A broader focus

on related lines of research might also have contributed to

the understanding of the meaning of online contexts in

identity development. However, the contribution from this

review is that it offers an understanding of the ways

identity has been addressed in research on online contexts

and internet usage. This understanding in turn, helped

identify what may be learned about contemporary adoles-

cents’ identity development from this research, as well as

how a developmental framework may inform future

research programs.

For this review, we decided to primarily include newer

articles (from 2010 and forward). Another approach, with

equal priority given to newer and older references, might

have yielded additional knowledge concerning how the

conditions for identity development in online contexts have

changed since people started using the internet until the

present. However, since online contexts are constantly

changing our approach made sure that this review included

the most relevant research in order to understand the

meaning of online contexts in contemporary adolescents’

development.

Conclusions

In this review of research concerning identity online, three

areas through which online contexts may impact identity

development were addressed from the perspective of ado-

lescents’ identity development: identity explorations, self-

presentations, and social interactions. These areas revealed

that aspects of identity that are constrained in offline con-

texts may be expressed and explored online, that anon-

ymity and disembodiment in online contexts have

implications for adolescents’ identity development, and

that online contexts offer unprecedented opportunities for

adolescents’ autonomy development and their creation of a

private space. In short, online contexts offer opportunities

for adolescents to explore aspects of themselves that they

may not reveal on other contexts. Online contexts, partic-

ularly SNS, may also lead adolescents to present them-

selves in a more restrictive way, but the sensitivity and

adjustment to how others perceive them may be related to

other aspects of development. Finally, online adolescents

may establish a place of their own, more freed from adult

supervision than other context, and this may be associated

with both opportunities and risks in terms of identity

development. To conclude, we argue that developmental

theories of identity have the potential of furthering the

understanding of the meaning of online contexts in identity

development and, equally important, research on identity

development should take online contexts into account in

order to grasp the whole story of adolescents’ identity

development in contemporary society.
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