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ABSTRACT 
  The rise of social media has transformed the way 
individuals, particularly adolescents, construct and negotiate 
their identities. In contemporary Young Adult (YA) literature, 
social media serves as both a narrative device and a cultural 
force, shaping characters’ self-perception, relationships, and 
societal roles. This paper explores how social media influences 
identity formation in YA literature, examining themes such as 
authenticity, performativity, community, and the tension 
between online and offline selves. Through an analysis of 
selected YA novels and scholarly perspectives, this study 
argues that social media in YA literature reflects the complexities of adolescent identity formation in a 
digital age, offering both opportunities for self-expression and challenges related to external validation 
and societal pressure. 
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INTRODUCTION 
 The advent of social media platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, and X has redefined how 
adolescents engage with the world, shaping their sense of self in unprecedented ways. For young adults, 
who are already navigating the tumultuous process of identity formation, social media provides a space 
for self-expression, connection, and validation, but also introduces pressures such as curated perfection 
and cyberbullying. Contemporary Young Adult (YA) literature, a genre that centers on the experiences 
of adolescents, has increasingly incorporated social media as a central element in its narratives, 
reflecting its pervasive influence on modern youth culture. This paper examines how social media 
impacts identity formation in YA literature, focusing on how it shapes characters’ self-perception, social 
interactions, and personal growth. By analyzing key texts and drawing on psychological and sociological 
theories of identity, this study highlights the dual role of social media as both a liberating and 
constraining force in the construction of adolescent identities. 
 
1. Social Media as a Mirror of Adolescent Identity:  
 Identity formation, a cornerstone of adolescent development, involves the integration of 
personal values, beliefs, and social roles into a cohesive sense of self (Erikson, 1968). In YA literature, 
social media often serves as a mirror, reflecting characters’ internal struggles and aspirations. For 
instance, in Tweet Cute by Emma Lord (2020), protagonists Pepper and Jack navigate their identities 
through their witty Twitter exchanges, which initially mask their true selves but gradually reveal their 
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vulnerabilities. Social media becomes a platform for performative identity, where characters project 
idealized versions of themselves to gain social capital. This performativity aligns with Goffman’s (1959) 
concept of the “presentation of self,” where individuals curate their public personas to align with 
societal expectations. 
 In The Hate U Give by Angie Thomas (2017), social media amplifies Starr Carter’s journey 
toward embracing her racial and cultural identity. Starr uses platforms like Tumblr to express her 
activism anonymously, grappling with the tension between her private self and her public persona in 
her predominantly white school. The novel illustrates how social media can empower adolescents to 
explore and assert their identities, particularly for marginalized groups who find community and 
validation online. However, it also underscores the risks of exposure and backlash, as Starr’s online 
activism intersects with real-world consequences. 
 
2. Performativity and the Pressure to Curate the Self:  
 Social media’s emphasis on curated content creates a paradox for adolescents: the freedom to 
craft an identity is tempered by the pressure to conform to idealized standards. YA literature often 
explores this tension, depicting characters who struggle to reconcile their authentic selves with their 
online personas. In One of Us Is Lying by Karen M. McManus (2017), the characters’ social media 
profiles—polished and carefully curated—contrast sharply with their private insecurities and secrets. 
The novel uses a Tumblr gossip blog to expose the characters’ hidden truths, highlighting how social 
media can both construct and deconstruct identity. 
 This theme is further explored in Like a Love Story by Abdi Nazemian (2019), where social 
media amplifies the protagonists’ struggles with sexual identity in the context of 1980s AIDS activism, 
reimagined through a modern lens. The characters’ online interactions reflect the pressure to perform 
heteronormativity, even as they seek authentic self-expression in private spaces. Scholars like Turkle 
(2011) argue that social media fosters a “culture of performance,” where individuals prioritize external 
validation over internal authenticity. YA literature captures this dynamic, portraying social media as a 
double-edged sword that offers both agency and constraint. 
 
3. Community, Belonging, and Collective Identity:  
 Social media’s role in fostering community is a recurring theme in YA literature, reflecting its 
real-world significance for adolescents seeking belonging. Platforms like X and TikTok enable 
characters to connect with like-minded individuals, forming communities that validate their identities. 
In Felix Ever After by Kacen Callender (2020), Felix, a Black transgender teen, uses Instagram to explore 
their gender identity and find a supportive community of queer youth. The novel illustrates how social 
media can serve as a safe space for marginalized adolescents, offering a sense of belonging that is often 
absent in their offline lives. 
 Similarly, in Simon vs. the Homo Sapiens Agenda by Becky Albertalli (2015), the protagonist 
Simon uses an anonymous email platform (a precursor to modern social media) to connect with 
another closeted gay teen, Blue. This virtual relationship allows Simon to explore his sexual identity 
without fear of judgment, highlighting social media’s role in facilitating connections that shape 
collective identity. According to Baym (2015), online communities provide “affinity spaces” where 
individuals can explore identities that may be stigmatized in physical spaces. YA literature leverages 
this concept to depict social media as a vital tool for adolescents navigating complex social landscapes. 
 
4. The Tension Between Online and Offline Selves:  
 A central theme in YA literature is the tension between characters’ online and offline identities, 
reflecting the fragmented nature of identity in the digital age. In Emergency Contact by Mary H.K. Choi 
(2018), protagonists Penny and Sam use texting and social media to communicate authentically, 
revealing vulnerabilities they hide in their offline interactions. The novel explores how digital platforms 
allow adolescents to experiment with identity in ways that feel safer than face-to-face interactions, yet 
it also highlights the challenges of integrating these online selves into their real-world lives. 
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This tension is further explored in The Night We Met by Robby Weber (2022), where social media 
serves as a catalyst for the protagonist’s self-discovery but also complicates his relationships. The novel 
underscores the disconnect between the curated online self and the messy, authentic offline self, a 
phenomenon described by boyd (2014) as “context collapse.” Context collapse occurs when multiple 
audiences (friends, family, strangers) converge on social media, complicating how adolescents present 
themselves. YA literature uses this concept to explore the psychological toll of maintaining multiple 
identities, as characters grapple with authenticity and self-acceptance. 
 
5. Social Media as a Catalyst for Personal Growth:  
 While social media presents challenges, YA literature also portrays it as a catalyst for personal 
growth and empowerment. In With the Fire on High by Elizabeth Acevedo (2019), Emoni uses 
Instagram to share her culinary creations, building confidence in her identity as a chef and a young 
mother. The platform becomes a space for self-expression and resilience, allowing Emoni to redefine 
societal expectations of her as a Black teenage mother. This aligns with research by Jenkins (2006), who 
argues that digital platforms enable “participatory culture,” where individuals actively shape their 
identities through creative expression. 
 Similarly, in The Poet X by Elizabeth Acevedo (2018), Xiomara uses Instagram to share her 
poetry, finding a voice that empowers her to confront familial and cultural expectations. Social media 
becomes a tool for agency, allowing characters to challenge stereotypes and assert their individuality. 
These narratives reflect the potential of social media to foster self-discovery, particularly for 
adolescents navigating intersectional identities shaped by race, gender, and socioeconomic status. 
 
6. Challenges and Risks of Social Media:  
 Despite its benefits, social media in YA literature also presents significant risks, including 
cyberbullying, comparison, and loss of privacy. In A Very Large Expanse of Sea by Tahereh Mafi (2018), 
Shirin faces Islamophobic harassment on social media, which exacerbates her struggle to embrace her 
Muslim identity. The novel highlights how online spaces can amplify prejudice, challenging adolescents’ 
sense of self-worth. Similarly, in Tell Me Three Things by Julie Buxbaum (2016), Jessie receives 
anonymous messages that blur the line between support and manipulation, illustrating the 
psychological impact of online anonymity. 
 These narratives reflect real-world concerns about social media’s impact on mental health. 
Studies by Twenge (2017) suggest that excessive social media use is linked to increased anxiety and 
depression among adolescents, as they compare themselves to idealized online images. YA literature 
captures this reality, portraying characters who must navigate the toxic aspects of digital culture while 
seeking authentic self-expression. 
 
CONCLUSION:  
 Contemporary YA literature offers a rich lens through which to examine the impact of social 
media on adolescent identity formation. By depicting social media as a space for performativity, 
community, and self-discovery, these narratives capture the complexities of growing up in a digital age. 
While social media empowers characters to explore and assert their identities, it also introduces 
challenges such as external validation, cyberbullying, and the tension between online and offline selves. 
Through works like Tweet Cute, Felix Ever After, and The Hate U Give, YA literature reflects the dual 
nature of social media as both a liberating and constraining force. As social media continues to evolve, 
its portrayal in YA literature will likely remain a vital tool for understanding how adolescents navigate 
the intricate process of identity formation in a connected world. 
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