
 

Social media can hamper teenagers figuring
out who they want to be. Banning it until 16
is a good idea
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Over recent months, a number of politicians have supported calls to ban
social media for children under 16 in Australia. Currently, kids under 13
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are not allowed to use social media.

There's some research that suggests social media can be helpful for
certain young people by, for example, connecting them with like-minded
peers.

That said, there are a raft of reasons for this proposed change. The most
compelling is evidence showing inappropriate screen time and social
media use are linked to poor mental health in children and young people,
including depression and anxiety.

Overuse or misuse of social media can damage many areas of
psychological well-being. But, as an expert in adolescent development,
I've been exploring one that's not often considered: identity development
.

Identity development has long been regarded as the core psychological
business of adolescence. You decide who you are, what you want to
become, what underlying values you stand for and what you want out of
life as you move toward adulthood. But might social media risk
thwarting this process?

Developing an identity

Between the ages of about 11 and 15, the human brain becomes 
increasingly sensitive to attention and feedback from peers. The parts of
the brain responsible for developing perspective, judgment, critical
thinking and self-control will not fully mature until a person's early to
mid 20s.

Teenagers have always compared themselves to others. They seek
validation from peers as they explore their values, develop their
personalities and seek to express themselves. But social media have
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provided a platform for adolescents—particularly those high in FOMO,
or fear of missing out—to obsess over how they compare to many more
people, including aptly named "influencers."

It can be difficult for a young person to develop a clear sense of self
when they're constantly comparing themselves to and following others.

Similarly, young people are developing many of their opinions based on
what they see on social media. An individual's tendency to conform to
other people's opinions is sometimes called the "bandwagon effect."

While plenty of social media content can be harmless enough, social
media—like the real world—are becoming increasingly political and 
polarized, with little tolerance for opposing ideas.

Some teens may find themselves latching onto ideologies fed to them via
marketing algorithms. And we know young people can become
radicalized through social media.

Living in the public sphere

Who are you? How do you see yourself? Are you the same person in
public, in private, with friends, family or at work? Would you honestly
admit some of your deepest feelings to your work colleague, friend, or
even your partner? How about to yourself?

Harry Triandis, a psychology researcher who died in 2019, proposed
differences between the "public" and "private" self that we all embody.
Most people can relate to keeping their real opinions or values to
themselves while in public or in an unknown group of people.

Once we are confident that our manner of speaking and underlying value
systems won't be misconstrued, we start to reveal ourselves bit by bit.

3/5

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0306460319314133?casa_token=FPEW28pqzNkAAAAA:cDdzyX98-nhBpHK4hTq07TrUyIKlLu2y-5m8DWADmE476zOJDYrN5E065aPF6dDMG4gDK9KeZg
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1461444820965187?casa_token=L1GVDaSRA4oAAAAA%3A6ahi-Rn9ew_FXKE_iB-mketXb9TRJyMzh5j_73bTyfmbjW1TT0ZcXAu4wyJAUQdPPbZbBofKR1PDThese
https://www.pnas.org/doi/abs/10.1073/pnas.2024292118
https://www.pnas.org/doi/abs/10.1073/pnas.2024292118
https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/2014/06/12/political-polarization-in-the-american-public/
https://www.technologyreview.com/2021/10/05/1036519/facebook-whistleblower-frances-haugen-algorithms/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13569317.2024.2344755
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/13569317.2024.2344755
https://psycnet.apa.org/doiLanding?doi=10.1037%2F0033-295X.96.3.506
https://sites.comminfo.rutgers.edu/kgreene/wp-content/uploads/sites/28/2018/02/ACGreene-SPT.pdf


 

This process is the basis of forming friendships. And it's only in our
most intimate relationships that we reveal ourselves fully.

Ask yourself, what embarrassing beliefs did you harbor across your
lifespan, especially during your teenage years when your brain was still
developing? Perhaps you held some stereotypes or biases that you now
find embarrassing?

Your private self is the basis for quiet reflection, learning and changing
your mind. But nowadays we see teens playing out their entire lives in
the public sphere—essentially skipping this step.

Not only are they developing many of their opinions based on what they
see on social media, but they often broadcast them online instantly. At a
later time, they may be forced to defend these ideas.

In a 24/7 virtual world, there's less opportunity for today's teenager to
critically think about what they are seeing online, self-reflect, explore
and change their mind. There is little room to make mistakes, test
boundaries, explore ideas and analyze information to forge their own
identity.

These concerns are among the reasons many medical experts, parents
and politicians alike want to limit access to social media for children.

While social media can continue to have detrimental effects for people
older than 16, the earlier part of adolescence is an important time for the
development of a young person's identity and self-worth.

Research has shown identity disturbance in adolescence—essentially an
unstable sense of self—is a strong precursor to personality disorders in
adulthood. We don't yet completely understand what life on social media
does to developing identity, but it's vital we continue to explore this area.
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This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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