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The physical, psychological and social changes that occur during adolescence 
constitute a physiological crisis that is necessary for development and growth. The 
establishment of a suitable “self-image” is important for facilitating harmonious 
psychophysical development during this time. In the current era, digital technology 
(DT) serves as an extraordinary means of communication for young people, who 
make significant use of images as a mode of expression. Accordingly, there is 
growing interest in the relationship between physical development, self-image and 
use of DT. A review of the published literature on the topic was carried out in April 
2024. Fourteen studies (n  =  14) were inclused from search of electronic databases 
such as PubMed, CINAHL, PsycInfo, MedLine, and Cochrane Library. The aim of 
this study is to explore the influence of (DT) on cultural models of adolescent 
body image, and how this “social” culture can affect wellbeing and development. 
It was considered that the rise of DT and social media (SM) emphasized in young 
people the culture of appearance, adherence to ideal models (thinness ideal) and 
social comparison at an unprecedented level. It was estimated that the digital 
mechanism works on the adolescent’s vulnerability and stimulates the desire for 
experimentation and amplifies cultural beliefs that expose the young to deviant 
or pathological behaviors on the body. The use of digital images emphasizes 
the perception of self by making it more real and alive but empty of content. 
Our framework highlights that the adolescent can defend himself if he leaves 
the homologation that the SM condition, regains his own experiences, fill with 
emotional content and real life the images and the representation of the body.

KEYWORDS

body image, digital technology, adolescence, youth culture, self-perception

1 Introduction

Adolescence represents a transitional phase characterized by significant physical, 
psychological and social changes (Rosenfeld and Nicodemus, 2003; Kinghorn et al., 2018). 
These changes determine a physiological crisis that promotes a new perception of one’s self 
and others, as well as new relationships and modes of adaptation (Martin et  al., 2014; 
McDonagh et  al., 2018; Sawyer et  al., 2018). Initially, adolescents’ physical and sexual 
development at puberty may trigger experiences of impotence. However, as their bodies 
become stronger and more mature, they may develop psychosocial and interpersonal skills 
that enhance self-control (Kotiuga et  al., 2023). Fundamental to these physiological and 
psychophysical changes are body modifications and the development of a new “self-image” 
(Bordeleau et al., 2023; Lacroix et al., 2023; Vankerckhoven et al., 2023). Body image refers to 
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the thoughts, emotions, perceptions, and actions concerning one’s 
physical self and the experience of being in one’s body. It is a multi-
faceted concept that includes how we perceive and feel about our 
bodies, as well as how we interact with and inhabit them (Keeton et al., 
1990; Tylka and Wood-Barcalow, 2015; Piran, 2017).

The advent of DT as a means of fostering communication and 
social relationships (Vogels et al., 2022) has created an environment 
in which adolescents regularly upload images to social networks, in 
search of comments and/or social approval (Revranche et al., 2022). 
Their frequent acts of “capturing” their bodies and personal moments 
in imagery emphasizes the intensity of adolescence as a developmental 
phase in which recognition and self-assertion are paramount (Le 
Breton, 2016). Several theories proposed before the advent of the 
digital age, have address how socio-cultural pressures may affect the 
relationship and confrontation, and emphasize the physical aspect. 
The theory about “the tripartite influence model of body image” 
(Thompson et  al., 1999) proposes that three socio-cultural forces 
(peer, parent and media) influence the body image through the 
mechanisms of internalization of the thin ideal (such as that of 
thinness), and fostering appearance comparisons, particularly of girls.

The internalization of the thinness ideal refers to the extent to 
which an individual internalizes culturally defined standards of 
beauty. Aspect comparisons are linked to Festinger’s (1954) “theory of 
social comparison,” which proposes that individuals engage in social 
comparison to estimate their own social status relative to others. 
Social confrontation has been linked to body dissatisfaction in boys 
and girls. Another fundamental theory is the “theory of objectification” 
(Fredrickson and Roberts, 1997), which proposes that in a culture that 
objectifies women’s bodies sexually, girls learn to adopt the perspective 
of observing and monitoring their body (self-objectification), to treat 
oneself as an object to be  looked at and evaluated on the basis of 
physical appearance.

Adolescence is characterized by complex biopsychosocial changes 
that promote the exploration of identity, the beginning of romantic 
and sexual relationships and the search for new sensations.

In the context of these complex biological, cognitive and 
interpersonal changes, a culture of appearance develops during 
adolescence determines normative behaviors that reinforces the ideals 
of beauty; adolescents frequently discuss the physical attractiveness 
and how to improve it, encouraging social comparison and 
exacerbating physical dissatisfaction (Jones et al., 2004). Theories on 
SM have increasingly considered the impact on individuals’ 
experiences and behaviors (Moreno and Uhls, 2019; Granic 
et al., 2020).

Media effects scholars have argued that SM sites are made up of 
unique features (e.g., “24 h a day,” “7 days a week,” publicness) which 
impact social experiences and developmental processes of adolescents 
(Borzekowski and Bayer, 2005; Subrahmanyam and Šmahel, 2011; 
Valkenburg and Peter, 2011; Gjylbegaj, 2018). Nesi et al. (2018a, 2018b) 
based on previous literature, described seven SM characteristics: 
visualness, quantifiability, availability, publicness, permanence, 
asynchronicity, and cue absence. Permanence, for example, is a feature 
of SM that describes the permanent accessibility of content, which can 
stimulate the attention of adolescents on their appearance in images.

Visualness, publicness and availability stimulate people to focus 
on their own physical appearance and appearance of their peers; 
quantifiability stimulates peer feedback. Considering this, the 
emerging youth culture of digital communication encourages to 

rethink adolescence as a developmental phase constituted by 
cultural beliefs and ideal models of body image. The interaction 
between physical change and self-image during adolescence 
warrants in-depth exploration, particularly as it pertains to 
adolescents’ use of SM (Dienlin and Johannes, 2020; Revranche 
et al., 2022; Vankerckhoven et al., 2023). In their quest to establish 
a new identity, adolescents find themselves confronted and 
significantly influenced by social trends and cultures (Kinghorn 
et al., 2018).

Modern society promotes strong models of affirmation, behavioral 
stereotypes and ideals (Aniulis et al., 2021; Ohashi et al., 2023), which 
are disseminated and amplified via digital communication. Research 
is sensitive to cultural trends and patterns. It is possible to expect that 
special scientific attention will be given to the importance that body 
image plays today, in a development phase sensitive to the ideal of 
beauty and the role played by DT on the culture of appearance.

The aim of this study is to explore the influence of DT on cultural 
models of adolescent body image, and how this “social” culture can 
affect wellbeing and development.

2 Methodology

This study includes a review of the literature published on the 
topic according to PRISMA guidelines (Preferred Reporting Items for 
Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses) (Page et  al., 2021). A 
thorough review of scholarly works was conducted, carefully verifying 
sources using electronic databases such as PubMed, CINAHL, 
PsycInfo, MedLine, and Cochrane Library. Keywords used in the 
search included: (“Body image” OR “Digital technology” OR 
“Adolescence”) AND (“Youth culture” OR “self-perception”). The 
review was conducted on April 30th at 10:30 a.m. and considered the 
period from June 2017 to April 2024.

Inclusion criteria:

 • Original research articles.
 • Observational articles (cross-sectional study, retrospective study).
 • Experimental studies.
 • Theoretical studies.

Exclusion criteria:

 • Studies unrelated to the aim of the study.
 • Overlapping studies between the various databases.
 • No quantitative and standardized data (series of case studies).
 • Articles for tool validation.

2.1 Study selection process

After establishing the search strategy for each database, study titles 
and abstracts were reviewed and studies deemed unrelated were 
excluded. The full texts of the remaining articles were then scrutinized 
in accordance with the predetermined inclusion and exclusion criteria, 
leading to the exclusion of irrelevant studies. Finally, the articles that 
met all the inclusion criteria were submitted to a qualitative evaluation. 
No language or design restrictions were applied. Figure 1 presents a 
detailed flow diagram of the study selection process.
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3 Results

The studies reviewed varied widely in their design, characteristics, 
and content. To address this, a narrative synthesis was performed to 
describe, explore, and interpret the findings, while also assessing the 
methodological soundness of the studies (Table 1).

The works examined are specifically reported. Jarman et al. (2021) 
in a study of 1,899 Australian adolescents between the ages of 11 and 
17 years suggest that SM may negatively influence body satisfaction 
and general wellbeing in adolescents. The work examines in particular 
how the internalization of appearance ideals and comparison with 
these ideals can mediate the relationship between the use of SM and 
body satisfaction. Similarly, in a work of small sample (n = 24) of girls 
aged 14–17 years, the results showed that appearance comparison is 
perceived as a factor that aggravated the adolescent’s concerns 

regarding body image as well as influencing the adolescent to change 
their appearance and seek confirmation on SM (Papageorgiou 
et al., 2022).

Girls are certainly more conditioned by aesthetic ideals and the 
culture of appearance. In a theoretical review, Choukas-Bradley et al. 
(2022) support the role played by SM on gender culture, such as the 
excessive social emphasis on the physical appearance of girls, 
especially in a phase of adolescent development in which comparison 
and relationships between peers are crucial. Body image concerns 
may be a key mechanism underlying associations between adolescents’ 
SM use and mental health (e.g., depressive symptoms and 
eating disorders).

Other authors have instead considered the time dedicated to the 
use of DT as a determining factor in stimulating body image concerns. 
Marengo et al. (2018) reported significantly higher concerns for body 

FIGURE 1

Flow chart of literature review.
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TABLE 1 Describes the results of the 14 included studies.

Author(s) Title Study 
design

Summary

Aubrey et al. 

(2023)

Digital technologies and adolescents’ 

body image
Communication

Highlights both negative impacts, such as the internalization of ideals of appearance, and 

potential positive aspects, such as the promotion of a positive body image.

Burnette et al. 

(2017)

I do not need people to tell me I’m 

pretty on social media
Article

Explores the impact of social media on the body image of girls aged 12–14 with a total of 

38 participants. Many showed strong media literacy and confidence, which helped to 

mitigate the negative effects on body image.

Choukas-Bradley 

et al. (2022)

The perfect storm: a developmental–

sociocultural framework for the role 

of social media in adolescent girls’ 

body image concerns and mental 

health

Theoretical 

Review

Proposes that the characteristics of social media, such as idealized images and 

quantifiable feedback, intersect with developmental factors and socio-cultural processes 

of gender socialization to exacerbate concerns about body image.

Goodyear (2020)
Narrative matters: young people, 

social media and body image
Communication

Adult-oriented work to help better understand how social media shapes and affects the 

health and wellbeing of young people.

Holly et al. (2023)
Optimizing adolescent wellbeing in a 

digital age

Theoretical 

Review

Highlights the need to empower adolescents with digital literacy and skills, while 

strengthening governance mechanisms to manage risks associated with digital 

environments.

Krogh (2022)

The beautiful and the fit reap the 

spoils: body image as a condition for 

the positive effects of electronic 

media communication on wellbeing 

among early adolescents

Experimental 

study

The effects of electronic media communication (EMC) and social media on youth health 

and wellbeing using data from 1,843 adolescents aged 12 to 17. The study found that 

early adolescents tend to feel more wellbeing with higher EMC intensity, while the 

positive EMC relationship disappears in the condition of a negative perceptual body 

image.

Jarman et al. 

(2021)

Social media, body satisfaction and 

wellbeing among adolescents: a 

mediation model of appearance-ideal 

internalization and comparison

Experimental 

study

The impact of social media on body satisfaction and adolescent wellbeing in 1,899 

Australian adolescents between 11 and 17 years old. It examines how the internalization 

of the ideals of appearance and the comparison with these ideals can mediate the 

relationship between the use of social media and body satisfaction. The results suggest 

that social media can negatively affect body satisfaction and general wellbeing in 

adolescents.

Magis-Weinberg 

et al. (2021)

Context, development, and digital 

media: implications for very young 

adolescents in LMICs

Review

Discusses the impact of digital media on young adolescents in low- and middle-income 

countries. The authors stress that cultural and contextual factors significantly influence 

how digital technology is accessed and used.

Mahon and Seekis 

(2022)

Systematic review of digital 

interventions for adolescent and 

young adult women’s body image

Systematic review

Aimed to critically assess the use of digital interventions to address a range of mental 

health issues, including body image in adolescents and young adults aged 10–25. 8 out of 

15 interventions were effective in improving at least one body image result from the 

pre-post intervention; however, the effect sizes were mostly small-medium and few 

effects were maintained at follow-up.

Marengo et al. 

(2018)

Highly-visual social media and 

internalizing symptoms in 

adolescence: the mediating role of 

body image concerns

Experimental 

study

Investigates the association between time spent on highly-visual social media (HVSM), 

such as Instagram and Snapchat, concerns about body image, and internalizing 

symptoms in a sample of 523 adolescents attending classes 6–11 in northern Italy. 

Students who reported frequent use of HVSM (>2 h/day) reported significantly higher 

concerns for body image and symptom internalization than their peers who did not 

report any use of HVSM.

Mesce et al. (2022)

Body image concerns: the impact of 

digital technologies and 

psychopathological risks in a 

normative sample of adolescents

Experimental 

study

Analyzes the correlations between Body Image Concerns (BIC), Internet Addiction (IA) 

and Social Media Addiction (SMA), and between internalizing and externalizing 

problems in a sample of 204 participants. Significant associations between BIC and 

technology addictions (SMA and IA) appeared both in the total sample and in the 

subgroups related to gender and age.

Papageorgiou 

et al. (2022)

Why do not I look like her? How 

adolescent girls view social media 

and its connection to body image

Experimental 

study

Explores how sexualized images typically found on social media could affect the mental 

health of adolescent girls, and contribute to increased body dissatisfaction. In-depth 

interviews were conducted with girls aged 14–17 (n = 24) in Perth, Western Australia. 

Comparison of appearance was perceived as a factor aggravating the adolescent’s 

concerns about body image.

(Continued)
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image and symptom internalization in students that use of highly 
visual media (HVSM) >2 h/day; while Mesce et al. (2022) identify 
significant associations between Body Image Concerns (BIC) and 
technology addictions such as Internet (IA) and Social Media 
Addiction (SMA) in a sample of 204 adolescents. Likewise Electronic 
media communication (EMC) and SM influence body image and 
affect adolescent wellbeing in a sample of 1,843 adolescents aged 
12–17 years (Krogh, 2022).

The strong online presence of young women is important for 
understanding how SM can influence body image perception, 
considering theories of communication and social psychology. Perloff 
(2014) examines how the interactive format and content characteristics 
of SM, characterized by a strong peer presence and use of visual 
images, can influence body image concerns through negative social 
comparisons and normative processes. The impact of SM on body 
image issues, with deleterious effects on adolescent mental wellbeing, 
may transcend culture and socioeconomic status, as noted by Sagrera 
et al. (2022), who considered a sample of 5,070 teenagers from a public 
school system where more than 50% of students live in poor families 
in Louisiana.

Conversely, the work of Magis-Weinberg et al. (2021) considers 
that adolescents in low- and middle-income countries are often 
early adopters of mobile technology and SM platforms, 
underscoring how cultural and contextual factors influence access 
and appropriation of DT. Governance mechanisms become 
important to manage the risks associated with digital environments, 
facilitate the use of digital platforms that could enable adolescents 
to maintain and create new social connections, use support 
networks to cultivate their interests, and support adolescents in 
building their sense of identity (Holly et  al., 2023). It is also 
necessary to help adults understand the ways SM shapes and 
influences the health and wellbeing of young people (Goodyear, 
2020). Indeed, there is a need for an ecological approach to the 
prevention of body dissatisfaction, highlighting the importance of 
media literacy, which can help mitigate negative effects on body 
image in SM (Burnette et al., 2017). Similarly, Aubrey et al. (2023) 
highlight evolutionary considerations of the adolescent public and 
the affordances of DT, examining how DT shapes and supports 
positive body image. Meanwhile, Mahon and Seekis (2022), in a 
systematic review, evaluated the current evidence on the use of 
digital interventions to address body image problems in adolescent 
and young adult women: eight out of 15 interventions were effective 
in improving at least one aspect of body image from pre- to 

post-intervention; however, the effect size was mostly small or 
medium, and few effects were maintained at follow-up.

The current scientific literature describes the impact of SM on 
internalization of ideals of appearance, body image, adult-oriented, 
governance mechanisms, wellbeing, body satisfaction, influence by 
cultural and contextual factors, digital interventions, SM addiction, 
internalizing symptoms, sexualized images, theoretical studies and 
vulnerability in selected groups and gender. The evaluated works did 
not adequately address the current digital experiences of young people 
and did not focus on adolescent development as expected. It is 
suggestive to develop the topic in question.

4 Discussion

4.1 Adolescent transition: a developmental 
perspective

The developmental period of adolescence is characterized by 
transition and transformation, which impose considerable 
psychological strain (McDonagh et al., 2018). The transition that 
occurs encompasses not only physical and biological change, but 
also important shifts in social roles (Martin et al., 2014). In the 
last century, the timing of these transitions has shifted, with 
puberty (the psychophysical process marking the onset of 
adolescence) now happening at an earlier age across nearly all 
populations, while societal milestones such as completing 
education, getting married, and having children are being 
postponed. As a result, the transition from childhood to adulthood 
now spans a more prolonged period (Sawyer et al., 2012; Sawyer 
et al., 2018). During adolescence, the process of identity formation 
must align with the changes that occur in the body (Vankerckhoven 
et al., 2023). Physical changes are most pronounced during early 
adolescence, while psychological and mental development take 
center stage during later adolescence. At the neurobiological level, 
the brain experiences structural transformations in both white 
and gray matter. The limbic region, responsible for emotional 
reactions, behavioral responses, and learning, matures earlier than 
the prefrontal cortex, which governs executive functions, impulse 
control, and planning. This discrepancy leads to decreased 
inhibition alongside heightened perception and a propensity for 
seeking new experiences. Furthermore, sex hormones surge and 
become more active, particularly affecting the limbic system, thus 

TABLE 1 (Continued)

Author(s) Title Study 
design

Summary

Perloff (2014)

Social media effects on young 

women’s body image concerns: 

theoretical perspectives and an 

agenda for research

Theoretical study
Proposes a model that highlights the impact of individual vulnerability, social media use, 

and psychological processes on body image problems.

Sagrera et al. 

(2022)

Social media use and body image 

issues among adolescents in a 

vulnerable Louisiana community

Experimental 

study

Explores the impact of social media (SM) use on body image issues (BII) among 

adolescents (5.070) in a vulnerable community in Louisiana. The research highlights that 

increased time spent on social media correlates with higher reports of BII, especially 

among females; while both sexes reported BII with increasing time spent on SM. A 

diversity of platforms was associated with an increase in BII among SM users compared 

to non-users: Pinterest, Reddit, Snapchat, TikTok, Twitter and YouTube.
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intensifying the drive to explore novel and stimulating experiences 
(Holmes et al., 2016; Romeo, 2017; Bos et al., 2018; Riedel et al., 
2019). Simultaneously, physical and psychological changes during 
adolescence may evoke feelings of uncertainty and instability. 
Emotions and behaviors are not only shaped by social and cultural 
realities (Kinghorn et al., 2018), but also media communication, 
particularly through DT. Social networks and leverage technology 
and digital communities to cultivate a shared identity. Engagement 
in a social network (e.g., commenting, visiting, retweeting) may 
heighten adolescents comparison with peers, provide them with 
feedback and increase their sense of belonging to a group or 
digital tribe. This can help adolescents feel safe and allow them to 
recognize themselves more easily (Dienlin and Johannes, 2020). 
In their search for personal identity, adolescents tend to reproduce 
the characters with whom they identify, drawing on their 
surrounding environment and culture of consumption. In the 
realm of body and image, “beauty” is a modern object of mass 
culture, fueled by SM that accentuate the “cult of youth” (Shen 
et al., 2022). During adolescence, the formation of identity also 
relies on the individual’s capacity to assimilate their “new body” 
into a self-image that will be  aligns with societal ideals and 
curturally defined (Aniulis et  al., 2021; Ohashi et  al., 2023). 
Choukas-Bradley et al. (2022) proposes that the characteristics of 
SM (e.g., idealized images) intersect with developmental factors 
(e.g., the ideals of beauty) and the culture of appearance in 
adolescent girls.

Beauty is conditioned from unrealistic social expectations. SM 
play a delicate role in shaping communication and sharing of 
content (i.e., images and videos) among adolescents. Body image 
dissatisfaction (Hosseini and Padhy, 2023) may arise when 
adolescents, spent time, compare themselves to images of peers 
online, or when they receive negative comments or disapproval 
regarding their weight, body shape or eating habits (Marengo 
et al., 2018; Hummel and Smith, 2015). Comparison of physical 
appearance is a factor that can aggravate the concerns of 
adolescents about their body image and may lead to behaviors 
aimed at changing the appearance and seeking confirmation on 
SM (Papageorgiou et al., 2022).

Negative body image can trigger a number of behaviors aimed 
at “improving” one’s physical appearance, such as calorie 
restriction, physical activity and use of different aesthetic medical 
procedures to “remodel” the body, all of which may be practiced 
to an excessive, maladaptive extent (Sarwer and Polonsky, 2016). 
The cultural models that SM emphasizes became uncertain and 
risky. The “thinness ideal” on SM has been proven to heighten 
adolescents’ risk of developing disordered eating behaviors (Dane 
and Bhatia, 2023; Mushtaq et  al., 2023). Easy access to 
“pro-Anorexia” websites, which depict anorexia nervosa as a 
virtuous lifestyle (Norris et al., 2006; Simons et al., 2024), or the 
pursuit of ideal body shapes through surgical interventions may 
further exacerbate these issues (Sonmez and Esiyok, 2023). 
Research has than shown that negative comments targeting 
overweight individuals online may heighten their risk of 
developing pathological symptoms of depression (Soares Filho 
et al., 2021; Czepielewski, 2024). Dissatisfaction with one’s body 
and expressions of general discomfort and suffering may also 
increase vulnerability (De Carvalho et  al., 2020) to forms of 
non-suicidal self-harm, such as cutting, scratching and burning 

(Klonsky and Muehlenkamp, 2007; Gillies et al., 2018; De Luca 
et  al., 2023), often associated with depressive symptoms (Niu 
et al., 2024). Thus, body image is a significant factor contributing 
to adolescent wellbeing (Amaral and Ferreira, 2017; Jiménez 
Flores et  al., 2017; Bordeleau et  al., 2023) and physical health 
(Alipour et al., 2015). It was seen in experimental study of Jarman 
et al. (2021) how internalization and comparison of the ideals of 
appearance can mediate the relationship between the use of SM 
and body satisfaction. These data suggest that SM can negatively 
affect body satisfaction and general wellbeing in adolescents.

The characteristics of the positive body image refer to 
harmonious and functioning body perception, focused on self-
care (Tylka and Wood-Barcalow, 2015), neutral to identity/self-
worth where beauty is not the main aim; while the characteristics 
of the negative body image are related to a evaluations of a body 
centered on appearance (Piran, 2017), with attitude of control 
and/or modify physical aspect. These observations highlight the 
delicate role played by SM on body image, which stimulate in 
young people the culture of appearance, adherence to beauty 
standards and, for girls, the emphasis of body observation (self-
objectification) as an object to be  looked at and considered 
according to the physical aspect.

4.2 Capturing body image

A common sight is adolescents capturing themselves in quirky 
poses with their phones, paying particular attention to details. 
Typically, the resulting images are uploaded to blogs and social 
networks in the hopes that they will attract comments, or they are 
deleted if they fail to align with a desired look or meet with social 
disapproval. Consequently, images are innumerable and fluid—
instruments of communication and evidence of one’s presence, 
through body and relationship with the world (Le Breton, 2016).

Lachance (2011) explored the unique relationship that 
“hypermodern adolescents” have with time through their 
extensive utilization of new technologies, which has cultivated a 
novel culture of communication. In traditional and modern 
societies, rituals and myths organize time, nurturing a “meaningful 
connection with temporality” for children. However, DT and 
cultural artifacts are reshaping and provoking a fresh relationship 
with time for teenagers. In a society marked by ambiguous 
boundaries, where genuine independence is delayed, young 
individuals might grasp at temporality as a means to assert their 
emancipation. Walter Benjamin (2022) distinguished between 
“life” and “experience,” defining experience as a lived encounter 
subject to subjective interpretation. In the fast-paced modern 
youth culture, adolescents must develop strategies for translating 
their experiences into meaningful experiences.

4.3 Digital world and the future

In contemporary society, the image has achieved maximal 
expression, through technology (Revranche et  al., 2022). 
Adolescents are dedicating more time to online activities, such as 
exchanging photos and communicating with peers. Despite 
concerns about the potential effects of constant connectivity on 
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adolescents’ mental wellbeing, research has produced limited and 
sometimes conflicting evidence (Jensen et al., 2019; Odgers and 
Jensen, 2020; Blanchard et  al., 2023; Weigle and Shafi, 2024). 
Specific concerns have been voiced about adolescents’ 
inappropriate and distorted use of SM and the internet, with 
technology addictions, regard to privacy violations, cyberbullying 
and excessive use leading to chronic sleep deprivation, all of 
which may negatively impact cognitive abilities, academic 
performance and socio-emotional functioning (Caceres and 
Holley, 2023; Khalaf et al., 2023; Mesce et al., 2022). Intervention 
and prevention programs, as well as educational and parental 
support, may foster open communication with adolescents to help 
them responsibly navigate technology and establish appropriate 
limits for its use (Awad and Connors, 2023; Douglas et al., 2023; 
Goodyear, 2020). Empowering adolescents with digital literacy 
and skills means managing the risks associated with DT and 
establishing appropriate limits for its use (Holly et al., 2023). This 
prompts reflection on how this new culture of connection is 
replacing lived relationships, with potentially negative 
consequences (Lau-Zhu et  al., 2023). It is not surprising that 
during the COVID-19 pandemic, young individuals were 
significantly impacted by lockdowns and other restrictions, 
relying heavily on virtual channels. Vall-Roqué et  al. (2021) 
observed that the heightened use of SM platforms (e.g., Instagram, 
YouTube, TikTok, Twitter, Facebook) during the pandemic 
correlated with body image issues, diminished self-esteem, a 
proclivity toward weight loss, and an elevated risk of eating 
disorders among adolescents overall, especially among 
young women.

The emerging frontier of DT is generative artificial intelligence 
(AI), which is capable of creating various forms of content (i.e., 
text, audio, images, videos) that mimic human appearance and 
emotions (Schuengel and Van Heerden, 2023). The potential 
consequences of this technology on adolescents’ self-image, and 
body perception remain unknown, as scientific research has yet 
to produce clear findings (Frank, 2023; Gopnik, 2023). The use of 
DT is anticipated to increase in future generations, raising 
concerns about possible developmental risks. In this regard, 
Heffler et al. (2024) detected atypical sensory processes in early 
digital media experiences, necessitating further research to 
understand the relationship between screen time and specific 
sensory-related developmental and behavioral outcomes. The 
rapid pace of change has led scholars to call for a moratorium to 
facilitate research, reflection and regulation (Clarke, 2023). 
Indeed, the identification of activities that both promote and 
adversely affect the emotional and behavioral wellbeing of 
adolescents using social networks is crucial (Nicolì et al., 2022).

4.4 Limitations

This work has sought to provide a better understanding of the 
relationship between DT, body image and cultural implications in 
adolescence, but the framework described is not complete. It was 
appropriate to point out the benefits that DT can have on the 
wellbeing of adolescents, about opportunities for social 
connection or use for creative applications of DT. Another aspect 

not focused, is the need to equip the young with digital skills to 
use all the advantages of future digital transformations.

The strength of the study lies in the consideration of body 
image in a broad development perspective, and role played by the 
DT on the culture of appearance that strengthens in the adolescent 
the ideal of beauty characteristic of this growth phase.

5 Conclusion

Digital technology not only symbolize the future but have 
already become pervasive in the lives and interactions of both 
youth and adults. The impact of these contemporary digital 
dynamics is particularly significant during adolescence. DT has 
emphasized a way of communicating among young people 
“aesthetic” where the power of images and the rigor of representing 
themselves enhances the story. The use of digital images amplifies 
the intensity of one’s story, making it more real and even more 
alive. Adherence to ideal models (thinness ideal) reflects cultural 
beliefs that increase the sense of belonging. For its prolonged 
development phase, the adolescent tends to a culture of appearance 
that exacerbates behaviors related to attention and control of the 
body, which in turn adhere to beauty standards. The reality that 
DT and SM propose through idealized images, peer comparison 
and the stimulus to thinness enhances both cultural beliefs and 
the critical aspects of this developmental stage. The vulnerability 
that young people manifest, by engaging in SM, can turn into 
eating disorders, body aesthetic manipulations, while body 
dissatisfaction can generate suffering, depressive symptoms as 
well as self-harm. Particularly young fragile or with body 
psychological problems are exposed to digital degeneration that 
uses misleading messages or sites that induce pathological 
thinness. We also wonder if, in this mechanism, the adolescents 
are really free to express themselves, to tell their emotions as well 
as to recognize and approve themselves in SM. What we  have 
described seems to be instead a closed system, poor in experience, 
in which one is homologated and equal to the others or is crushed 
if different. Maybe the brains of teenagers are changing too? Let 
us go to a (near) future where the technology (generative) will 
be  able to create humanized realities. Would we  be  able to 
maintain our individuality? We currently have no answers but 
we  can certainly say that the images and representation of 
themselves that teens do in SM need to be filled with emotional 
content and real life experiences. This allows a healthy 
development and a state of wellbeing.

The unprecedented and inadequately understood nature of 
adolescents’ engagement with DT necessitates further exploration. 
This involves delving into trends, attitudes, and the repercussions of 
misinformation on SM and other platforms (Hayawi et al., 2022). 
Conscious management of social policies and service networks is 
needed (Kruzan et al., 2022), in order to encourage responsible use 
of DT among adolescents and to support healthy adaptation and 
wellbeing. From an academic perspective, it is imperative to enhance 
our comprehension of the ecological ramifications of DT on human 
development and to explore methodologies for leveraging 
technological advancements. This stands as the frontier of knowledge, 
necessitating continued research efforts.
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