Volume 1 (2026)

Jsiiicrgy;
C)Siery

ADOLESCENTS AT THE CROSSROADS OF IDENTITY: EXPLORING
THE ROLE OF SELF-UNDERSTANDING AND SOCIAL SUPPORT

Hellen Lie Grace Ghautama'*, Tina Hayati Dahlan?
"Universitas Pendidikan Indonesia (Indonesia)
2Universitas Pendidikan Indonesia (Indonesia)

*) email: hellenlie@upi.edu

Abstract

Adolescence is a complex transition period, where individuals face challenges in establishing self-
identity and adjusting to the social environment. Social support and self-acceptance play a crucial role
in adolescent emotional well-being. This study aims to analyze how these two factors contribute to
adolescent emotional well-being, using a case study approach through interviews and observations of
a female adolescent respondent. The results of the study indicate that peers play an important role in
the process of adolescent identity search. However, when an adolescent experiences social isolation
or difficulty in establishing relationships with peer groups, their emotional well-being can be disrupted.
Respondents in this study experienced feelings of alienation from their peers in the school environment,
but still had emotional support from a best friend since childhood. This social support has been shown
to be an important factor in helping adolescents cope with stress and build self-confidence. In addition,
self-acceptance is also an important element in adolescent emotional well-being. Respondents showed
that despite facing social and academic challenges, they were able to develop effective coping
mechanisms through drawing activities. Creative expressions such as drawing not only function as
psychological defense mechanisms, but also as tools to improve emotional well-being by diverting
negative emotions into more constructive forms. This study underlines the importance of quality social
support and strengthening self-acceptance for adolescents in dealing with psychological challenges.
Therefore, parents and educators are advised to encourage adolescents' participation in creative
activities and provide ongoing emotional support to improve their emotional well-being.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Adolescence is a critical developmental stage marked by rapid biological,
psychological, and social changes. While this transition provides opportunities for
growth and self-exploration, it also places adolescents at heightened risk for emotional
difficulties. Emotional well-being during adolescence is particularly crucial, as it shapes
psychological adjustment, coping capacity, and long-term mental health trajectories.
Emotional well-being generally refers to an individual’'s capacity to experience positive
emotions, regulate negative affect, and function adaptively when confronted with
developmental and environmental stressors.

One of the central developmental tasks during adolescence is identity formation.
According to Erikson’s psychosocial theory, adolescents navigate the stage of identity
versus role confusion, actively exploring personal values, social roles, and future
aspirations to construct a coherent sense of self (Papalia, 2021). Santrock (2019)
emphasizes that this identity development process is deeply embedded within social
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contexts, particularly peer relationships. As adolescents increasingly orient toward
peers rather than parents, acceptance, belonging, and social validation become
central determinants of emotional experience.

A substantial body of empirical evidence demonstrates that peer support plays a
critical protective role in adolescent emotional well-being. Research consistently
shows that supportive peer relationships are associated with lower levels of
depression and anxiety, higher self-esteem, and more adaptive coping strategies.
Butler et al. (2022) found that high levels of peer support can compensate for low
family and school support, functioning as an equivalent protective factor for
adolescents’ psychological well-being. Similarly, Mitchell et al. (2024), across eight
independent samples, confirmed positive associations between social support and
adaptive coping strategies, alongside negative associations with depressive
symptoms.

These protective effects of peer support have been documented across a wide
range of populations and social contexts. Evidence indicates that peer support
contributes to improved emotional well-being not only among adolescents, but also
among university students, non-student young adults, and individuals from ethnic and
sexual minority groups. Richard et al. (2022) demonstrated that peer support is
associated with higher levels of happiness, self-esteem, and adaptive coping,
alongside reduced symptoms of depression and anxiety across diverse demographic
groups. Similar protective patterns have been observed across different age groups
and health conditions, suggesting that the mental health benefits of peer support are
not limited to a single developmental stage or context (Yeo et al., 2025). Moreover,
Butler et al. (2022) found that peer support can function as a protective factor
comparable in strength to family or school support, with particularly pronounced effects
among children and adolescents.

Importantly, these benefits have been identified in multiple settings, including
digital environments, healthcare contexts, and community-based support systems,
highlighting the versatility of peer relationships as a psychosocial resource.
Nevertheless, critical evaluations of the literature caution that despite promising
findings, a substantial proportion of peer support studies rely on designs of limited
methodological rigor. Cooper et al. (2023) emphasize the need for more robust and
theory-driven research to strengthen causal inferences regarding the protective role
of peer support in mental health outcomes.

At the same time, peer influence represents a powerful and complex
developmental force. Peer relationships can foster positive emotional and behavioral
development, but they can also contribute to maladaptive outcomes depending on
context and relationship quality. Research suggests that peer influence is a pervasive
force shaping adolescent attitudes and behaviors, with effects varying across
developmental stages (Laursen et al., 2021). Adolescents’ heightened sensitivity to
social information creates a “window of vulnerability and opportunity,” making them
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particularly responsive to peer feedback and social cues (Sahi et al.,, 2023).
Experimental and observational studies indicate that exposure to peers can elicit both
positive and negative behavioral changes, with younger adolescents showing greater
susceptibility to social influence (Molleman et al., 2021). Importantly, Allen et al. (2024)
argue that intense peer connections are not inherently harmful but rather represent a
critical and often adaptive component of healthy development.

Developmental evidence further suggests that adolescents are particularly
vulnerable to these negative effects due to heightened sensitivity to social evaluation
and ongoing neurodevelopmental processes that amplify the emotional salience of
peer experiences (Sahi et al., 2023). Longitudinal and developmental studies indicate
that repeated negative peer interactions may disrupt critical social-cognitive
processes, thereby increasing the likelihood of internalizing problems such as anxiety
and depression over time (Andrews et al., 2020). More recent research emphasizes
that persistent loneliness can create self-reinforcing cycles of social withdrawal, further
exacerbate psychological vulnerability and hinder emotional recovery (Endedijk et al.,
2021). Although the precise magnitude of these long-term risks continues to require
further empirical clarification, the convergence of findings across diverse studies
underscores the critical importance of positive and supportive peer relationships
during adolescence.

In addition to external social resources, self-acceptance represents a crucial
internal psychological factor supporting adolescent emotional well-being. Self-
acceptance refers to an individual’'s capacity to acknowledge and embrace personal
strengths, limitations, and emotional experiences without excessive self-judgment. A
substantial body of research consistently confirms its central role in psychological
health and emotional adjustment. Foundational work by Ryff et al. (1995) identified
self-acceptance as a core dimension of psychological well-being, establishing its
theoretical importance within positive psychological functioning.

More recent empirical evidence further underscores the protective role of self-
acceptance in adolescent mental health. Ruan et al. (2023) found that lower levels of
self-acceptance are associated with higher symptoms of depression and anxiety,
highlighting its role as a vulnerability factor when impaired. Similarly, research by
Serey et al. (2025) demonstrated that adaptive emotional regulation strategies
centered on acceptance are consistently linked to higher life satisfaction, happiness,
and self-esteem, while simultaneously serving as protective factors against
depression and anxiety.

The robustness of these associations is reinforced by studies demonstrating the
explanatory power of self-acceptance for broader well-being outcomes. Voltmer et al.
(2023) identified self-acceptance as a key psychological resource underpinning
emotional well-being, while Morales-Rodriguez et al. (2020) reported that self-
acceptance accounted for a substantial proportion of variance (58.6%) in
psychological well-being indicators. Beyond mental health outcomes alone, Ng et al.
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(2020) further demonstrated that higher self-acceptance is associated with reduced
mortality risk and increased longevity, emphasizing its significance as a fundamental
psychological resource across the lifespan.

Despite extensive quantitative evidence linking peer support and self-acceptance
to adolescent well-being, fewer studies have examined how adolescents subjectively
experience these factors in their daily lives, particularly when facing peer exclusion or
social isolation. Moreover, the role of creative coping mechanisms, such as drawing
and other forms of artistic expression, remains underexplored in adolescent emotional
well-being research. Qualitative approaches, especially in-depth case studies, are
therefore essential to capture the nuanced ways adolescents integrate social support
and self-acceptance to cope with emotional challenges.

Based on this gap, the present study aims to explore the role of social support
and self-acceptance in adolescent emotional well-being through a qualitative case
study of a female adolescent. By examining her lived experiences of peer
relationships, emotional challenges, and creative coping strategies, this study seeks
to deepen understanding of how external and internal resources interact to support
emotional well-being during adolescence. The findings are expected to contribute to
developmental psychology literature and offer practical insights for parents and
educators in fostering adolescents’ emotional health.

2. METHODOLOGY

This study uses a qualitative approach with a case study method. The subject of
the study was a female adolescent (15 years old) who experienced challenges in
social and emotional aspects. Data collection techniques used included in-depth
interviews and participant observation.

In-depth interviews were conducted in a semi-structured manner to
comprehensively explore the subject's experiences related to social interactions, self-
acceptance, and coping strategies applied. Participatory observation was conducted
in the respondent's social environment, including at school and other daily activities,
in order to directly understand the dynamics of social interactions experienced.

The data obtained were analyzed using a thematic approach to identify patterns
and meanings that emerged in the subject's experience. The validity of the data was
strengthened by literature review and also comparing the results of interviews and
observations. The results of this study provide in-depth insight into the role of social
support and self-acceptance in improving the emotional well-being of adolescents.

3. FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION

In adolescence, one of the important roles is peers. As in Papalia (2021), peers
and gender play a role in the process of searching for identity. Peers are a source of
affection, sympathy, understanding, and moral guidance; a place to experiment; and

468



Volume 1 (2026)

Jsiiicrgy;
C)Siery

an environment to achieve independence and freedom from parents. According to
Vygotsky in Kalat (2016), through his theory of social cognitive development, social
interaction plays a very important role in the cognitive and emotional development of
adolescents. On the other hand, it turns out that forming a friendship in adolescence
is also not easy, sometimes a teenager feels isolated and does not get the friendship
group he needs. One of the findings that emerged in the interview was the feeling of
female adolescent respondents who often felt isolated at school, especially in their
interactions with female friends who considered them "weird". Based on the results of
the interview, the female respondent said "In class, I'm not too close to my friends,
especially the girls, because they already think I'm weird, right, and I'm not the type of
person who is easily subdued, so my friendship with them in class just flows as it is,
as long as we don't hurt each other."

Furthermore, in the following conversation, the female respondent also said,
"Actually, I'm not the type of person who is easily bullied, even though I'm not in a
group in class, but I'm more of an indifferent person. | usually don't respond to other
people's bullying, instead from there | often introspect and it can be a motivation."
From the results of the interview, the respondent showed resilience to bullying and
preferred to remain "indifferent”, but this feeling of alienation still had an impact on her
emotional well-being, where the lack of deep social relationships could still reduce
emotional quality. Villora's research (2020) shows that although adolescents may have
high resilience, lack of social support can lead to feelings of alienation that impact their
emotional well-being.

In a subsequent interview, the female respondent also said, "Now | prefer to be
friends with boys and friends outside my class, because they are more enjoyable. The
girls in my class are in gangs, circles, so | feel uncomfortable." Research by Weerman
(2018) shows that friendship not only functions as a source of emotional support, but
also as an arena where social norms and behavior are formed and learned. In the
interview, the phenomenon of "circles" or social groups formed among adolescents is
very relevant, because they can influence the dynamics of friendship and overall social
behavior. Furthermore, according to Selman's theory in Papalia (2014), friendship
plays an important role in the formation of adolescent social relationships. Adolescents
begin to understand friendship as an ongoing relationship that involves commitment
and trust. In this case, although the respondent felt isolated from her female friends at
school, in a subsequent interview, she said that she still had enough emotional support
from a close friend, her best friend from elementary school. In the interview, the female
respondent said, "She is my closest friend since 1st grade of elementary school, and
until now | still have a good relationship with her. Maybe because we both have a
hobby of drawing, and we like to support and motivate each other, we like to share our
feelings..."

Although her social support is generally limited, deep interaction with one person
who provides social support can provide strength to overcome loneliness and increase
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self-confidence. As in the study of Schriber & Guyer (2016), even though an
adolescent may not have many friends, support from one close friend can have a
significant positive impact on their emotional well-being. Research by Jacob (2023)
shows that social cognitive development during adolescence is greatly influenced by
social interaction, which includes the ability to recognize emotions and interact
effectively with others. Another study by Tuersunniyazi (2023) emphasized that family
support can also reduce the risk of negative impacts and can moderate the relationship
between stress and bullying.

This adolescent respondent also stated that she felt upset and angry when she
felt unappreciated or when her academic results did not meet her expectations.
Respondents said, “l feel sad when it’s like now, all my PTS scores are ruined, really
sad. Even though | feel like my potential is great and I'm capable, but in reality it’s far
from what | imagined. | feel worse when | realize that | have great potential, but | don’t
want to use my abilities optimally so the results are so sad, that’'s where | feel bad.
Finally I like to blame myself, why am | like this? Why do | have to be lazy, why am |
so bad? even though actually I'm capable and very capable.”

These negative feelings lead to feelings of inferiority, where sometimes the
respondent feels like blaming herself. However, she has an effective coping strategy
through her hobby of drawing, which provides an opportunity to express her feelings
and gain self-satisfaction. Drawing becomes a channel of expression that gives her
peace and helps her overcome negative feelings. As the respondent said, "When |
was really bored with my condition, my grades at school dropped, my friends avoided
me, finally | poured it all out into my hobby, which is drawing, even though there were
a lot of assignments, when | was in a condition like that | still vented it through drawing."

The female adolescent respondent used various strategies to deal with the stress
and discomfort of her feelings. One of them, the respondent used a coping method. In
this case, drawing functions as an emotional coping strategy that distracts adolescents
from feelings of anger and frustration (Syahril et al., 2024).

This shows how creative activities can be an effective coping mechanism,
helping adolescents manage negative emotions that arise due to academic failure or
dissatisfaction with themselves. Fauziyyah's (2020) research states that drawing
activities for children are believed to be an effective form of emotional channeling and
drawing activities can also be a form of therapy that helps children channel their
emotions that they have been suppressing in their subconscious.

Furthermore, Ambarsarie (2019) in Ekayamti (2023) states that stress coping is
an action to overcome, reduce, or even eliminate stress. Meida & Ariana's (2021)
research also states that in the context of adolescents, the use of adaptive coping
strategies, such as drawing, can be positively related to their mental health and
psychological well-being. Respondents' statements about drawing as a way to
manage their emotions can also be associated with sublimation (a defense
mechanism initiated by Sigmund Freud). In Aulia & Prabowo (2023), individuals who
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develop positive coping strategies, including sublimation, show higher levels of
psychological well-being. Where negative emotions are diverted through creative
expression, such as drawing, instead of expressing them directly (Elyasi et al., 2021).
Sublimation not only functions as a defense mechanism, but also as a tool for self-
development (Tay et al., 2019). This reflects an effort to cope with stress and anxiety
in a more constructive way.

Furthermore, adolescents who face various emotional stress challenges are very
important to develop self-regulation. In Blair & Raver (2015), it is explained that
individuals who have good self-regulation skills tend to be able to deal with negative
feelings in a healthier and more adaptive way. Bustamante's research (2019) also said
that adolescents can channel emotions through art which is part of the self-regulation
process, so that adolescents can learn to recognize and manage their feelings.

Feelings of kindness, competence, and higher morality compared to others can
be a positive encouragement for individuals to become more confident and respect
themselves. However, in the context of adolescents, especially girls, they begin to
experience problems with self-esteem and self-confidence as they enter adolescence
(Wade & Tavris, 2016). Adolescent self-esteem is greatly influenced by how they
assess themselves in various aspects of life. The ability to regulate emotions and self-
esteem also have a significant relationship, as in Gomez (2018), adolescents who are
able to regulate their emotions well tend to have higher self-esteem. Hoffmann (2016)
in Kartika & Tjakrawiralaksana (2021) also emphasized that involvement in creative
activities can help adolescents develop a positive self-identity, which contributes to
increased overall self-esteem.

4. CONCLUSION

The adolescent respondents interviewed by the author shared the difficulties they
faced both in academics and social relations, but they also showed satisfaction with
their drawing skills which became a strength in self-acceptance. This is an effort by an
adolescent to understand themselves which is part of a healthy and important process
and becomes a foundation for facing the challenges of their adolescent life.

Adolescents try to find who they are in the context of broader social relationships.
Social support received from close friends provides a solid foundation for adolescents
to build a clearer social and personal identity. With close friends who support and
accept them unconditionally, these adolescents are able to feel more accepted and
appreciated, which strengthens self-acceptance and reduces feelings of alienation.

The ability of adolescents to divert negative emotions and uncomfortable feelings
through creative expressions such as drawing is also one of the best ways to
overcome emotional challenges in a more constructive way and improve adolescent
psychological well-being. Adolescents can channel their energy and strength, focus
on developing talents, maximize the development of self-regulation skills, and get
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social support from both family and peers to overcome the emotional challenges they
are feeling. Therefore, it is important for parents and educators to pay attention to and
encourage adolescent participation in creative activities such as art, music, sports, and
other positive activities as a way to support positive adolescent self-development.
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