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Adolescent Identity Development
   Adolescence is a unique time in which cognitive, affective, and 
social abilities are at critical periods of development. The result is 
the discovery of “Who Am I?” or adolescent identity development. 
Identity development during adolescence includes determining 
one’s values and creating meaning in life, as well as integrating 
how one is viewed by others and identifying contradictions among 
these perspectives. By developing an identity that integrates various 
features of their sense of self, adolescents can better interpret their life 
experiences, therefore improving their general well-being and health 
[1]. There are several aspects of adolescent identity development, 
including participation in sociocultural contexts such as home, 
school, or work, internal and psychological processes of exploring 
aspects of identity, and social group membership [2]. 
   These aspects are centered on interactions with others, which are 
critical to how adolescents evaluate the ways they relate to the world 
around them [3]. For example, an adolescent might explore aspects 
of their identity by engaging in specific media or events that fit their 
self-perspective while also drawing them closer to a particular social 
group. However, it is the “trying-on” of identity aspects and the 
perspectives of parents, teachers, and peers that help identity take 
shape. Given the role others play in adolescent identity development, 
it is important for adolescents to be involved in activities and groups 
that allow for the exploration and cultivation of a strong identity.
Ethnic-Racial Identity
   When discussing adolescent identity development, we cannot go 
without examining ethnic-racial identity development in the context 
of a racialized society. Ethnic-racial identity is a developmental 
process where ethnic minority youth explore their ethnicity and race 
while forming an attachment to their ethnic–racial group [4, 5]. The 
U.S. Census Bureau estimates that by the end of 2020 youth from 
ethnic-racial minority backgrounds will be half of the population 
under age 18. Aside from growth in population, it is vital to consider 
identity development for adolescents of color because of the unique 
experiences they face in navigating society as the minority in a White-
majority dominant culture. In particular, racial-ethnic discrimination 
has consistently been shown to increase the risk of negative health 
outcomes [6]. Thus, adolescents’ race and ethnicity add a unique layer 
within identity development that warrants consideration. Research 
has found ethnic-racial identity to be a protective factor linked to 
resiliency, higher academic achievement, school engagement, self-
esteem, and increased mental and physical health among adolescents 
of color who have experienced adversity, including racial and ethnic
discrimination and its consequences as an extra hurdle for minority 
youth in addition to navigating other issues during adolescence [4].

Conversely, confusion, uncertainty, and anxiety about racial identity 
have been tied to negative outcomes, such as reduced school 
engagement. However, the evidence overwhelmingly suggests that 
when adolescents of color hold positive racial-ethnic identities, it has 
positive effects among African American/Black, Latino, Indigenous, 
Asian American and Pacific Islander youth.
COVID-19: Challenges to Adolescent Identity 
Development
   Adolescents are forming their identity all while facing potential 
risks (peer rejection, family conflict, and school failure), though these 
risks never included a global pandemic. Identity development for 
adolescents during the COVID-19 pandemic is undoubtedly different 
from the traditional ways we believe youth develop a sense of self. 
Interactions with others helps to support the process of exploring social 
roles, selecting friend groups that match their developing identity, 
and balancing responsibilities while transitioning to adulthood [7]. 
The COVID-19 pandemic has shifted these processes that require 
interactions with others. Social distancing requirements mean 
smaller peer groups and an inability to introduce new adolescents 
into those groups. Peers serve as a reflector for understanding which 
parts of an adolescents’ identity fit into group and social norms [8]. 
Additionally, adolescents may be taking on new responsibilities that 
influence their social transition into adulthood such as caregiving for 
ill family members or younger siblings or financial responsibilities 
as a result of the economic impact of the pandemic. Given the 
changes to adolescents’ social context, particularly within the school 
setting (e.g., closures of school, distance learning, hybrid schedules, 
cancellation of sports activities), there are new challenges to fostering 
positive adolescent identity development.
Adolescents’ Strategies for Coping During a 
Pandemic
   Despite the challenges, youth have found creative ways to explore 
identity, find meaning, and maintain their connections with their 
peers in safe ways such as through online platforms [9]. In our work 
with students in the Midwest, we found that social media has aided 
in maintaining important relationships outside of school. Many 
adolescents are also utilizing text messaging and video chat apps to 
stay in touch with peer groups. Indeed, the current research points to 
the use of technology, particularly during the pandemic, as a tool to 
help adolescents both stay connected with peers and family as well as
enhance their education [10]. However, there are risks to this coping 
strategy [11]. Excessive technology use can result in more stress and 
anxiety due to social comparison or online bullying, and so it might 
be helpful to focus on how technology is used and what adolescents
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are doing online [12]. Encouraging beneficial use of technology to 
spend time with family (e.g., interacting with parents or siblings, 
video calling, working side by side), connecting with peers, and 
continuing their schoolwork has been associated with better mental 
health [10]. These types of connections will highlight the availability 
of support to adolescents at a time in which they may feel especially 
isolated and stressed.
   One way in which technology has served as a potential 
useful strategy is in the context of racial-ethnic minority youth 
development. Alongside the effect of the COVID-19 pandemic on 
adolescent development, remains the country’s events centering 
around discrimination, police brutality, and the Black Lives Matter 
movement--all of which have disproportionately affected adolescents 
of color. Despite this, adolescents have engaged in activism like 
those who organized protests in Houston, Texas (Katy 4 Justice) after 
being disappointed by their community lack of activism in response 
to police brutality and racism. These issues have resulted in the 
involvement of the youngest generation of activists [13]. Activism 
through use of technology may create the opportunity for exploring 
ethnic-racial identity and working towards resolution in which there 
is a clear benefit to adolescent development [14].
   In summary, adolescence is a critical time when youth are 
cultivating their values, purpose, and identity. These pursuits are 
typically done through activities at school and interactions with peers; 
however, the COVID-19 pandemic has created challenges affecting 
social interactions due to school closures and social distancing 
recommendations. Fortunately, youth have been creative in engaging 
in some of these activities through social media platforms and 
activism. Adult figures in adolescents’ lives can also support these 
efforts by creating space for adolescents to understand the impact 
of the pandemic on their lives and aid in the exploration of plans 
for the future. Emphasizing connections between the present and 
future can help make potential identities more accessible and less 
abstract to youth, especially in low-income communities with less 
access to future-oriented resources [1]. In time, the pandemic will 
end, but until then, we all can do our part to help adolescents adjust 
and continue to achieve developmental milestones, including identity 
development. After all, today’s students are tomorrow’s leaders, and 
it is our responsibility to prepare them for the next chapter. 
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