Journal of Adolescent Health 48 (2011) 121-127

it

ELSEVIER

JOURNAL OF
ADOLESCENT
HEALTH

www.jahonline.org

Review article

Online Communication Among Adolescents: An Integrated Model of Its

Attraction, Opportunities, and Risks

Patti M. Valkenburg, Ph.D., M.Sc.”, Jochen Peter, Ph.D.

Faculty of Behavioral and Social Sciences, Amsterdam School of Communication Research ASCoR, University of Amsterdam, Amsterdam, The Netherlands

Article history: Received 3 March 2010; Accepted 28 August 2010

Keywords: Computer-mediated communication; Media effects; Internet effects; Cyberbullying, Sexual solicitation; Online self-
disclosure; Internet communication; Online communication; e-communication; psychosocial development; identity; intimacy;

sexuality; cyberbullying; online harassment

See Editorial p. 117

ABSTRACT

Adolescents far outnumber adults in their use of e-communication technologies, such as instant messaging
and social network sites. In this article, we present an integrative model that helps us to understand both the
appeal of these technologies and their risks and opportunities for the psychosocial development of adoles-
cents. We first outline how the three features (anonymity, asynchronicity, and accessibility) of online
communication stimulate controllability of online self-presentation and self-disclosure among adolescents.
We then review research on the risks and opportunities of online self-presentation and self-disclosure for the
three components of adolescents’ psychosocial development, including identity (self-unity, self-esteem),
intimacy (relationship formation, friendship quality, cyberbullying), and sexuality (sexual self-exploration,
unwanted sexual solicitation). Existing research suggests several opportunities of online communication,
such as enhanced self-esteem, relationship formation, friendship quality, and sexual self-exploration. It also
yields evidence of several risks, including cyberbullying and unwanted sexual solicitation. We discuss the
shortcomings of existing research, the possibilities for future research, and the implications for educators and

health care professionals.

© 2011 Society for Adolescent Health and Medicine. All rights reserved.

Online communication has become a centerpiece in the social
life of adolescents. Adolescents far outnumber adults in their use
of communication technologies, such as instant messaging and
social networking sites. For example, in America 68% of teenag-
ers who are online use the Internet for instant messaging as
compared with 32% of online adults. Similarly, only 35% of online
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American adults have a profile on a social network site as com-
pared with 65% of online adolescents [1].

The massive popularity of online communication among
adolescents has elicited mixed reactions. Concerns have been
voiced that adolescents develop shallow relationships with
online strangers or may become victims of online solicitation
and cyberbullying. In contrast, it has also been argued that the
Internet provides them with many opportunities to explore
their identity, find support and information about develop-
mentally sensitive issues, and develop close and meaningful
relationships [2].

Extensive use of the Internet by adolescents and the uncer-
tainty about its consequences call for an integrative perspective
that helps us to understand both the attraction of online commu-
nication as well as its risks and opportunities. The aim of this
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review is to outline how three features of online communication
(anonymity, asynchronicity, and accessibility) can stimulate
controllability of self-presentation and self-disclosure skills
among adolescents. Additionally, we theorize and substantiate
how Internet-stimulated self-presentation and self-disclosure
explains both the appeal and the effects of online communica-
tion on the following three aspects of psychosocial development:
identity, intimacy, and sexuality. In this article, we focus on
online communication among adolescents in everyday life, that
is, their typically voluntary (and intentional) online interactions
with online individuals or groups through e-technologies, such
as instant messaging and social network sites.

Online Communication and Psychosocial Development

Developmental researchers agree that the overarching goal
for adolescents is to achieve psychosocial autonomy [3]. Within
this overarching goal, three developmental tasks are important
for psychosocial development [3]. First, adolescents have to de-
velop a firm sense of their self or identity, that is, they need to
achieve a secure feeling about who they are and what they wish
to become. Second, they have to develop a sense of intimacy, that
is, they need to acquire the abilities that are necessary to form,
maintain, and terminate close, meaningful relationships with
others. Third, they have to develop their sexuality, that is, they at
least need to (a) become used to feelings of sexual desire, (b)
define and accept their sexual orientation, and (c) learn how to
engage in mutual, nonexploitative, honest, and safe sexual con-
tacts and relationships [3].

To accomplish these three developmental tasks, adolescents
need to develop two important skills, that is, self-presentation
and self-disclosure. Self-presentation and self-disclosure are re-
lated but different skills. They both have to be learned, practiced,
and rehearsed in adolescence, and they both are vital for the
development of identity, intimacy, and sexuality. Self-presenta-
tion can best be understood as selectively presenting aspects of
one’s self to others. Self-disclosure can be defined as revealing
intimate aspects of one’s true self [4].

For the development of identity, intimacy, and sexuality, ad-
olescents need to learn to present themselves to others and
adjust their self-presentation according to the reactions from
others. By learning from the feedback they receive, they can
rehearse and validate their social identities and eventually inte-
grate them into their self [4]. To develop a sense of intimacy and,
more specifically, close and meaningful relationships, they need
to learn how to adequately disclose intimate information. Self-
disclosure not only helps them to validate the appropriateness of
their cognitions, emotions, and behaviors, but also elicits close,
supportive friendships and romantic relationships through the
norm of reciprocity [5].

Identity, Intimacy, Sexuality, and Three Features of Online
Communication

Traditionally, adolescents learn and rehearse self-presenta-
tion and self-disclosure in face-to-face communication, often
with peers and close friends. However, several studies suggest
that self-presentation and self-disclosure—in particular to peers
and close friends—increasingly take place on the Internet [6-8].
About one in three adolescents prefer online communication
over face-to-face communication to talk about intimate topics,
such as love, sex, and things they are ashamed about [8].

Why is online communication so attractive to adolescents? A
plausible explanation, which received support in several studies
[8-11], is that in comparison with face-to-face communication,
online communication enhances the controllability of self-
presentation and self-disclosure. This enhanced controllability,
in turn, creates a sense of security in adolescents, allowing them
to feel freer in their interpersonal interactions on the Internet
than in face-to-face situations [11]. This is particularly important
for adolescents, who may at times be shy and self-conscious in
face-to-face settings [12,13]. The enhanced controllability of
self-presentation and self-disclosure provides them with the
opportunity to overcome the social hindrances that they typi-
cally encounter in offline communication settings [9].

Three features of online communication encourage this
enhanced controllability of self-presentation and self-disclosure.
These features may differ by Internet application, but they can
often also be selectively adjusted by the adolescent. These
features include (1) anonymity, (2) asynchronization, (3) and
accessibility.

Anonymity

On the Internet, adolescents can experience and explore sev-
eral forms of anonymity. The most extreme form is source ano-
nymity [14]. It refers to the situation wherein online communi-
cation, for example in a chat room or online support network,
cannot be attributed to a specificindividual (i.e., source). Another
common form of anonymity is audiovisual anonymity, which
refers to either the lack, or the reduction, of nonverbal (visual or
auditory) cues conveyed in online communication. In some In-
ternet applications, such as instant messaging and social net-
work sites, it is uncommon to retain source anonymity. How-
ever, these applications give adolescents ample opportunity to
control the richness of the cues they wish to convey. Adoles-
cents can easily decide whether they present only verbal in-
formation or whether they enrich this information with visual
and/or audio cues.

Anonymity affects the controllability of self-presentation and
self-disclosure. For a long time, it has been assumed that ano-
nymity simulates deindividuation effects, defined as the loss of
one’s sense of individuality and personal responsibility [15]. Re-
cent studies on computer-mediated communication still ac-
knowledge that anonymous online communication has some
deindividuating effects [16]. For example, it can lead to a reduced
tendency to worry about what others think about one’s self-
presentation, and also to react on the spur of the moment, pri-
marily on the basis of one’s present emotional state [17].

The anonymity-induced control of self-presentation and self-
disclosure can affect adolescents’ psychosocial development in
positive and negative ways. Online anonymity may lead to less
concern about their physical appearance (e.g., pimples, blushes),
which may facilitate adolescents’ online self-disclosure and self-
presentation, and, as a result, their opportunities for approval
and social acceptance [18]. In contrast, online anonymity may
also stimulate impulsive reactions, which may result in disinhib-
ited, aggressive, and insulting comments, as well as in cyberbul-
lying and online harassment of peers.

Asynchronicity

Most online communication is asynchronous, that is, it allows
adolescents to change and reflect on what they write before they
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send their messages. Even in applications, such as instant mes-
saging, adolescents first have to press the “send button” before
they can transmit a message to a communication partner. There-
fore, in most types of online communication, the level of editability
is higher than that in face-to-face communication, in which com-
munication can only be adjusted afterward rather than before it is
transmitted [19]. Asynchronicity appears particularly beneficial for
adolescents who are shy and self-consciousness, those who feel
physically unattractive, those who are easily embarrassed, and
those who have a tendency to be quiet and timid at offline social
gatherings [20].

The high level of editability of online communication can be
used or misused. Asynchronicity and the resulting editing possi-
bilities have been shown to allow adolescents to carefully think
about and edit information, and by doing so, optimize their
self-presentation and self-disclosure [19]. Conversely, it also al-
lows them to tailor information meticulously such that it may
become particularly painful for a target or online victim.

Accessibility

Adolescents have always turned to the media for information
related to identity, intimacy, and sexuality [21]. However, never
before did they have such abundant opportunities to find, create,
and distribute identity-, intimacy-, and sex-related information.
They can easily choose their audience and communication part-
ners and share ideas with like-minded people. The easy accessi-
bility of persons, for example on social network sites, allows
adolescents to interact with peers whom they may not have seen
for a long time or whom they cannot meet easily in their lives.
Similarly, adolescents can conveniently spread information
about themselves among a wide variety of people. This enables
them to control their self-presentation and self-disclosure far
more easily and efficiently than in offline communication.

Similar to other Internet features, the high accessibility of the
Internet creates opportunities and risks. It allows adolescents to
form close friendships with teenagers whom they would not
easily meet in their offline lives, and to find support from peers
with similar experiences (e.g., in health-related online sup-
port groups). Conversely, they can easily interact with individ-
uals who many adults may not consider appropriate company
for adolescents, and become the target of unwanted online
solicitation [22].

Opportunities and Risks of Online Communication:
Empirical Evidence

Anonymity, asynchronicity, and accessibility enhance adoles-
cents’ control over self-presentation and self-disclosure. This
enhanced controllability, in turn, explains why the Internet is so
attractive to adolescents. At the same time, it explains why it
may be beneficial or risky for their psychosocial development. In
the following sections of this review, we discuss the published
studies on the effects of online communication on the following
three aspects of psychosocial development: identity, intimacy,
and sexuality. In preparing this review, we collected all relevant
references up to July 2010 from Psychinfo, Web of Science, and
Science Direct. Search terms included adolescents or teenagers
or youth and Internet, and identity or sexuality or intimacy or
self-concept or self-esteem or friendship formation or quality of
friendships, or social support, or cyberbullying, or harassment. In
addition, references from these publications were examined to

trace articles and published reports that were not recorded in
these databases.

Identity Development

Internet researchers have focused on the following two aspects
of identity development: self-concept-clarity and self-esteem. Self-
concept clarity refers to the extent to which beliefs and opinions
about one’s self are clearly and confidently defined, internally con-
sistent, and stable [23]. Self-esteem is the evaluative aspect of the
self, and it usually refers to how adolescents value their self-worth
[13,24).

Self-concept clarity

The risks of online communication on self-concept clarity are
outlined in two opposite hypotheses: the self-concept fragmen-
tation and the self-concept unity hypothesis. The fragmentation
hypothesis states that the ease with which possible identities can
be crafted online may fragment adolescents’ personalities. More-
over, the many possibilities for new relationships may confront
them with people and ideas that may further disintegrate their
already fragile personalities [25,26]. The self-concept unity hy-
pothesis states that the Internet gives adolescents more oppor-
tunities than ever to interact with people from different back-
grounds. As a result, adolescents can validate their identities
against a vastly expanded social sounding board, which in turn
may stimulate their self-concept clarity [27].

To our knowledge, three survey studies have investigated the
effect of the Internet on the self-concept clarity among adoles-
cents [28 -30]. These studies have yielded indecisive results. Two
studies have shown that frequent Internet use or online identity
experiments (i.e., pretending to be someone else) was associated
with a less stable self-concept [29,30]. However, more rigorous,
multivariate analyses demonstrated the spuriousness of this as-
sociation as soon as other variables, such as loneliness and social
anxiety, were included in the model [28]. Therefore, current
research does not permit the conclusion that the use of the
Internet improves or hinders adolescents’ self-concept clarity.
Other factors, such as loneliness—and thus the lacking opportu-
nity to learn about one’s self in an offline social context—seem to
influence adolescents’ self-concept more strongly than use of
Internet [28,30].

Self-esteem

All theories on self-esteem agree that there is a universal
desire among human beings to maintain, protect, and enhance
their self-esteem [31]. Two important predictors of self-esteem
are the control over one’s environment and approval and accep-
tance from others [13,32,33]. Online communication may pro-
vide adolescents with both. As discussed in the previous section,
online communication enables adolescents to control what they
want others to know about them. They can create or modify the
presentation of themselves, and they can choose the pace,
breadth, and depth of self-disclosure. By experimenting with
their self-presentation and self-disclosure, they can optimize the
reactions and feedback from their peers and thus enhance their
self-esteem.

Several studies have investigated the relationship between
(different forms of) online communication and self-esteem
among adolescents [7,18,34,35]. Most of these studies, especially
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those that focused on blogs and social network sites, have shown
that online communication increases adolescents’ self-esteem.
For example, in a study that combined a survey of adolescents in
the United States with the analyses of their personal homepages
and blogs, Schmitt et al. [7] found that adolescents indeed expe-
rienced a sense of mastery and control through the creation of
homepages and blogs. This sense of mastery and control, in turn,
was associated with higher self-esteem.

Focusing on the use of social network sites by Dutch adoles-
cents, Valkenburg et al. [18] also reported positive effects on
their self-esteem. They found that the more often adolescents
used social network sites, the more often they received reac-
tions; and the more reactions they received, the more positive
these reactions became. Eventually, these positive reactions led
to a higher self-esteem. Because the majority of reactions to the
online profiles were positive, most adolescents benefited from
the use of social network sites. However, among 7% of the ado-
lescents, the reactions on their profile were mostly negative and
their online self-presentation decreased their self-esteem.

The aforementioned studies point to a positive relation be-
tween adolescents’ communication-oriented Internet activities
and their self-esteem. However, none of these studies dealt with
compulsive forms of Internet use such as an unhealthy attach-
ment to Internet applications [36]. There is consistent evidence
that compulsive Internet use—for instance, an inability to regu-
late the time spent online or the replacement of face-to-face
activities with online activities—is negatively related to self-
esteem [37,38]. In summary, online communication seems to be
beneficial for self-esteem unless it is compulsive.

Intimacy Development

Research has focused on the opportunities of online commu-
nication for the following two aspects of intimacy development:
friendship formation and the quality of existing friendships. It
has dealt with a potential downside of online communication for
intimacy development, that is, cyberbullying.

Formation of friendships

Research on the effects of the Internet on friendship forma-
tion has revolved around two hypotheses. The rich-get-richer
hypothesis proposes that especially adolescents who already
have strong social skills will benefit from the Internet when it
comes to formation of friendships [39,40]. The social compensa-
tion hypothesis states that the Internet is particularly beneficial
for lonely and socially anxious adolescents. Because of the con-
trollability of online communication, these adolescents more
easily disclose themselves while being online, which eventually
facilitates the formation of friendships [39-41].

The rich-get-richer hypothesis generally received more sup-
port than the social compensation hypothesis. There is evidence
that, overall, socially anxious and lonely adolescents turn to the
Internet for online communication less often than nonsocially
anxious and nonlonely adolescents [42,43]. However, as pre-
dicted by the social compensation hypothesis, lonely and socially
anxious adolescents do seem to prefer online communication to
face-to-face communication [40,44]. They also more strongly
value the controllability of online communication than nonso-
cially anxious and nonlonely adolescent respondents [45]. This
suggests that although socially anxious and lonely adolescents

favor online communication over face-to-face communication,
this preference does not necessarily lead to new friendships.

Quality of existing friendships

Research on the effects of online communication on the qual-
ity of adolescents’ existing friendships has also revolved around
two hypotheses. The displacement hypothesis states that online
communication impairs adolescents’ quality of existing friends,
because it displaces the time that could be spent in more mean-
ingful interactions with offline friends [46 - 48]. Because online
contacts are seen as superficially weak-tie relationships that lack
feelings of affection and commitment, the Internet is believed to
reduce the quality of existing friendships among adolescents.

In contrast, the stimulation hypothesis emphasizes that more
recent Internet-based communication technologies are designed
to encourage communication with existing friends. As a result,
much of the time spent on online communication is used to
maintain and deepen existing friendships, which eventually en-
hances their closeness [49,50].

Overall, the stimulation hypothesis has received more sup-
port than the displacement hypothesis [9]. However, the positive
effects on the quality of friendships are conditional. They have
been found only when online communication is not anonymous,
and when adolescents use the Internet primarily to communi-
cate with their existing friends [51,52]. Its use primarily for
entertainment goals (e.g., playing online games, surfing) and
communication with strangers seems to hinder the quality of
friendships [43,53,54].

In alongitudinal study, Valkenburg and Peter demonstrated that
the positive effects of Internet can be explained by enhanced online
self-disclosure. Their Internet-enhanced self-disclosure hypothesis
is based on three assumptions. First, online communication creates
a safe space that facilitates online self-disclosure. Second, higher
online self-disclosure stimulates the quality of friendship among
adolescents. Third, online self-disclosure mediates the direct re-
lationship between online communication and the quality of
friendship. These three assumptions received support in the
study [2].

Although the bulk of evidence points to a stimulation effect,
some studies have yielded no significant relationship between
online communication and the quality of friendships [55-57].
Finally, there is research available in support of the displacement
hypothesis. However, these latter studies were typically con-
ducted in the early days of the Internet [46,50,55]. At that time, it
was still hard to maintain one’s existing social network on the
Internet because the greater part of this network was not yet
online. At present, the vast majority of adolescents in Western
countries have access to the Internet. At such high access rates, a
negative effect of the Internet on the quality of friendships is less
likely because adolescents have far more opportunities to main-
tain their existing friendships through the Internet.

Cyberbullying

An important risk on online communication is the increasing
number of cyberbullying incidents among adolescents, with vic-
timization rates being as high as 53% in some studies [58 - 60].
Cyberbullying occurs when Internet-based applications are used
to systematically intimidate or insult a person so as to humiliate,
embarrass, or hurt that person. Similar to offline bullying, cyber-
bullying involves intentional repetitive actions and psychologi-
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cal violence. Cyberbullying is likely to be enhanced by the follow-
ing three features of online communication: anonymity,
asynchronicity, and accessibility. Together, these features may
stimulate (a) disinhibited behavior; (b) diminished confronta-
tion of the cyberbully with the immediate effect of the act; and
(c) the easy accessibility and long-term retrievability of digital
manifestations of cyberbullying [61].

Correlational studies among teenagers in the United States
have shown that being the victim of cyberbullying is associ-
ated with many psychosocial attributes, such as increased
social anxiety [62], psychological distress [63], and symptoms
of depression [64]. Other studies suggested that victimization
in cyberbullying is related to aggressive tendencies, poor an-
ger management, and problems at school [65,66]. However,
none of the available studies has decisively demonstrated
whether the various psychosocial problems are the cause or
result of cyberbullying. There is a vital need for experimental
and longitudinal research into the antecedents and conse-
quences of cyberbullying [59,60].

Sexual Development

Research on the effects of the Internet on the sexual develop-
ment adolescents has been burgeoning in the past years. We
focus on the following two aspects of sexual development: sex-
ual self-exploration and online sexual solicitation.

Sexual self-exploration

Research on the opportunities of online communication for
the sexual development of adolescents has shown that it facili-
tates their sexual self-exploration. Because of the possibility of
anonymous communication on the Internet, adolescents can ad-
dress sensitive sexual issues more easily than in face-to-face
communication. For example, adolescents frequently use the
Internet to obtain advice about sexual health issues [67] and to
discuss moral, emotional, and social issues related to teenage sex
[68]. Online communication as a relatively safe means of explor-
ing sensitive issues is particularly important for gay and lesbian
youth. Because same-sex attraction is still associated with con-
siderable repercussions and distress, many gay and lesbian ado-
lescents use the Internet for discussing problems surrounding
their sexual orientation, to come out, and to practice the public
acknowledgment of their sexual orientation [69-71].

Online sexual solicitation

Online communication, especially about sexual issues, may
present adolescents with the risk of unwanted sexual online
solicitation and harassment. Although, according to a U.S. study,
incidences of unwanted sexual solicitation have declined in com-
parison with the early years of the Internet, 4% of adolescents still
report aggressive sexual solicitation [72]. Adolescents who are
most at risk for unwanted sexual solicitation are boys who are
gay or those who are uncertain about their sexual orientation;
adolescents who have been sexually or physically abused; teen-
agers who also engage in other risky offline or online behavior;
and youth who frequently visit chat rooms and talk online with
strangers about sex [22]. Therefore, researchers agree that pre-
vention and programs that will increase awareness have to be
targeted at these particular groups of adolescents.

Conclusions, Shortcomings, and Future Research

Existing research suggests several opportunities of online
communication, such as enhancement of self-esteem, increased
opportunities for formation of friendships, enhanced quality of
existing friendships, and enhanced opportunities for sexual self-
exploration. It has also clearly revealed some risks including
cyberbullying and sexual online solicitation. Research has also
shown that the Internet is neither a place where adolescents
are exclusively confronted with risks that they cannot handle,
nor a place that, in itself and automatically, creates opportu-
nities for positive psychosocial development. The nature of
effects of online communication on identity, intimacy, and
sexuality are associated with at least five of the following
factors: (1) the predominant use of online communication (i.e.,
whether it is anonymous); (2) the communication partner
(friend or stranger); (3) the type of use (compulsive or noncom-
pulsive); (4) the timeline of data collection (i.e., the effects were
more negative in the early stages of the Internet); and (5) moti-
vation of adolescents to use a particular technology (e.g., for
communication or entertainment).

Although the effect of online communication on psychosocial
development thus depends on technological, situational, and
personal factors, our review suggests that an adequate under-
standing of the psychosocial development of present-day ado-
lescents can no longer ignore their online communication. The
thesis that media increase the possibilities for self-socialization
among adolescents is not new [73]. However, never before did
adolescents have such a chance to explore their identities with
such a multiplicity of means and without supervision by tradi-
tional socialization agents, such as parents and schools. Overall,
our review suggests that this does not necessarily have to be a
cause of concern, but it certainly raises important questions
about the future role of parents and schools in the psychosocial
development of adolescents.

The research we reviewed has debunked several myths about
the relation between adolescents’ online communication and
their psychosocial development. At the same time, the reviewed
research has led to many new insights that enrich our knowledge
on this issue. We have reviewed a rather new line of research.
The first studies appeared only in the second half of the 1990s.
There are several challenges in this new line of research that
should be addressed in future studies. First, several existing
studies have not paid sufficient attention to adequate sampling
procedures and sample constitution. In particular, online surveys
are often based on self-selected samples. The lack of truly ran-
dom samples endangers the generalizability of the results. More-
over, there is a tendency to generalize from samples of college
students, that is, emerging adults to adolescents. From a devel-
opmental perspective, this is problematic, especially when
adolescent-specific processes, such as identity, intimacy, and
sexuality are investigated.

Second, many studies were based on cross-sectional designs.
This calls into question whether the effect of online communica-
tion on psychosocial development of adolescents has been stud-
ied rigorously enough. For the further development of the field, it
is essential that more internally valid designs be chosen. Al-
though several studies that are based on longitudinal designs
have already emerged recently [2,42,74], there is a vital need for
experimental research as well.

Third, existing research sometimes tends to conflate different
types of Internet use. As our review has shown, it is crucial that
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different types of Internet use and online communication should
be conceptually distinguished and assessed separately in their
operational translation. For the valid assessment of different
types of Internet use and online communication, it may be nec-
essary to go beyond traditional self-reported frequency esti-
mates in surveys. These estimates are prone to several distor-
tions, ranging from memory errors to social-desirability biases.
Alternative methods, such as the media diary method, have elic-
ited promising results [75], but are still rarely applied.

Fourth, much of the existing research has focused on rather
simple main effects of Internet communication on the psycho-
social development of adolescents. Although this focus may be
understandable given the novelty of the field, it keeps us from a
more nuanced view on the processes that underlie these effects.
Moreover, it obstructs our view on individual differences in these
effects. It will be important to design future research that will
help us determine which teens will benefit from online commu-
nication, and which may be harmed. Only if we understand
individual differences in the use and effects of online communi-
cation will we be able to design interventions that target differ-
ent (subgroups of) adolescents.

This article discussed the effects of the use of online commu-
nication technologies on three aspects of the psychosocial devel-
opment of adolescents: identity, intimacy, and sexuality. We did
not include the studies on the effects of the Internet on other
variables that are potentially related to the psychosocial devel-
opment of adolescents, such as their physical health behavior. A
simple reason for this omission is that, to our knowledge, such
studies have not yet been published. The past years have
witnessed a wealth of studies on the effects of web-based
interventions on health behavior [76-78]. Although review-
ing this line of studies was beyond the scope of our review,
future research on the effects of online communication among
adolescents should benefit from the insights developed in
these intervention studies, and should be used in future theo-
ries and research on the psychosocial effects of adolescents’
voluntary online communication.

In conclusion, the empirical research to date has shown that
adolescents can use the same technologies, both in a positive as
well as in a negative way. For example, instant messaging can
help them exchange intimate information with their close
friends, thereby stimulating the quality of these friendships.
However, it is also widely used for cyberbullying and online
harassment. Likewise, online social support groups can help
adolescents with social or health problems, but at the same
time they can also result in dangerous interactions with
strangers [79].

An important challenge both for future Internet research-
ers, health care professionals, and parents is to understand
how to enhance the opportunities of online communication
while managing its risks. However, research on this topic has
not yet been developed enough to provide us with clear-cut
answers. Moreover, there is reason to believe that attempts to
intervene into adolescents’ online communication may back-
fire because adolescents may consider such attempts to be an
intrusion into their autonomy and privacy. For example, a
recent study has shown that two-thirds of adolescents (12 - to
19-years-olds) hide their online activities from their parents.
About the same percentage of adolescents report that they mind
their parents monitoring their use of the Internet [80]. Thus, if
professionals and parents want to help their teenagers to deal
with the opportunities and risks of online communication, a

good start may be to realize that psychosocial problems that
originate through online communication often resemble those
found in the offline lives (e.g., frustration resulting from romantic
relationships, disappointing friendships, social exclusion). As a
result, it is advisable that strategies against potentially adverse
consequences of online communication be developed similar to
those that have proven to be successful in solving the problems
that adolescents encounter offline.
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