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Knowing Yourself 

Let’s see some general facts and evidences about adolescence, growing up , friendship and relationships.
1. Defining adolescence

All cultures recognize and mark the transition from childhood to adulthood. The concept of this transition as a life stage is called adolescence.
The World Health Organization (WHO) defines youth as all people between 15-24 years old, and adolescents (or teenagers) as people in the age range of 10-19. Young people aged 10-14 years are defined as being in their early adolescence, and those aged 15-19 in their late adolescence. 
Adolescence is a critical stage in people’s life in which physical, psychological, and social changes take place. Adolescence marks the progression from secondary sexual characteristics (changes in puberty such as a growth spurt, the maturing of reproductive organs, the onset of menstruation and having wet dreams, the growth of pubic hair, the development of breasts, voices becoming deeper) to sexual and reproductive maturity, (the development of adult mental processes and adult identity and the transition from total socio-economic dependence to relative independence). In this phase, in which children become adults, major decisions about roles in life are made.
During adolescence many young people experience critical and defining life events such as early marriage, first sexual intercourse, and parenthood. These life events were once considered inseparable, but this no longer holds true for many young people. 

2. Identity, self-image and personality

During adolescence, children are becoming more independent and begin to look at the future in terms of career, relationships, families, housing, etc. During this period, they explore possibilities and begin to form their own identity based upon the outcome of their explorations.
Identity is a strong sense of self, a set of definitive characteristics that are recognizable as ‘me’. It involves an awareness of your own uniqueness and distinct personality. If the development of this sense of self is impeded, this often results in young people’s confusion about themselves and their role in the world (‘I don’t know what I want to be when I grow up’). Identity means knowing who you are and how you fit into society. It requires you to take all you have learned about yourself and life and mould it into a unified self-image, usually one that your community, family, friends and peers find meaningful. 
Self-image defines how people evaluate themselves and how they think other people see them. It guides people’s behaviour and thought. It affects creativity, integrity and stability. Self-image plays an important role in the way people presents themselves, how they dress and perform, the kind of friends they have and the jobs and partners they choose. People with a positive self-image are more likely to succeed in life, to overcome barriers and obstacles and to turn challenges into opportunities. Self-image is related to one’s self-esteem.

During adolescence, self-esteem can be affected by physical and hormonal changes, and most importantly by how people look or how they think they look. Young people who have a goal in life often have higher self-esteem. So do those whose families are supportive. Belonging to a group of friends is also very important for adolescents' self-esteem. This is why young people want to do what their friends are doing.
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Personality reflects the way people are seen from the outside, also called their reputation. Personality can be defined by characteristics such as self-confidence, sociability, integrity, charm and creativity, or their opposites. There are often important disparities between people’s identity and their reputation.

3. Emotional changes and stability

Changes during adolescence are not only visible in physical appearance and the formation of a personal identity, but also in emotional well-being and stability or instability. During adolescence, physical and hormonal changes contribute to emotional changes that are accompanied by feelings of insecurity and low self-esteem. 
Emotional changes during puberty include different aspects. Changes in oestrogen levels in girls and testosterone levels in boys can cause mood swings. From time to time, adolescents can be more emotional and react to situations with greater intensity than before. Some adolescents have mood swings happening from one minute to the next – and they can be extreme: from extreme happiness to the depths of sadness.

In general, adolescents pay increasing attention to their physical appearance, their own appearance as well as that of other people and what other people think in general. How other people look and what they think impacts their self-esteem.
4. Social influence and relationships

Different actors in the social environment of adolescents have different influences. While the family has a major influence on young people in early adolescence this influence gradually decreases, as adolescents get older, and become more independent. At the same time, adolescents will experience a greater influence from friends and peers and other non-related adults. 

Peer influence

The opinions of friends and peers become more and more important to them, as adolescents seek acceptance in their peer group. In addition, adolescents may be tempted to imitate their role models in the media, sometimes with negative consequences. 

Besides the support adolescents will get from friends and peers when growing up, peer pressure may also lead them to practice unsafe behaviours. 

Adolescents adapt opinions and values of those people they look up to most: relatives, teachers and peers. While they are shaping their own identities, their self-awareness is also growing and they develop their own values. They will face different kinds of challenges, such as falling in love, deciding on a career or further studies, dealing with conflict in their family or between friends. 

In this period, therefore, adolescents will need support from their parents, relatives, friends, teachers and other people in solving problems. 

Friendship and peer pressure

Friendships are important in all phases of life. During adolescence, friendship can have the additional benefit of making people feel accepted and understood when they think their parents do not understand them. Friendships offer a possibility for adolescents to share fantasies, feelings, experiences, emotions, etc. 

Friends can have a positive or negative influence. ‘Good’ friends are supportive, helpful and will motivate someone to grow. They accept friends the way they are and will respect and support their decisions and views. They will ask their friends for their reasons for certain decisions, especially when they think they are making a wrong decision. ‘Bad’ friends give negative feedback, talk someone down and may involve someone in unhealthy behaviour, such as alcohol or drug abuse. They may pressurize someone to engage in behaviour against their will or force their opinions on them.

‘Good’ and ‘bad’ friends

All young people want to belong to a social structure, preferably their peer group. It is important for them to be accepted and to fit in. This also makes them susceptible to peer pressure. If young people cannot find ‘good’ friends, they may turn to a group that has a ‘bad’ influence. The notions of ‘good’ and ‘bad’ are very subjective and difficult to define. 

Bad friends can have a negative influence when they advise people to do something that are not in their best interest and not in line with their values. This is not enough reason to end the friendship: people can learn to communicate and negotiate their own decisions while respecting other people’s decisions. 

During adolescence, children practise risk-taking behaviours as they are trying to find their own identity and become more independent. This makes them very vulnerable to experimenting with or becoming addicted to using drugs and drinking, especially if there is peer pressure to do so. 
Resisting peer pressure

Resisting negative peer pressure may be difficult. It requires assertiveness and strength of character. Here are some suggestions for resisting peer pressure: 
· Practise assertiveness skills and saying ‘no’ for the bad characters.

· Know yourself and your rights.

· Know what values are important to you, and practise how to defend these.

· Build self-esteem.

· Take responsibility for yourself and your decisions and actions, while taking the perspective of relevant others into account. 

· Avoid risky situations where peers can easily exert pressure, such as alcohol or drugs abuse. 

· Find people with similar opinions and interests. Often it takes just one person to support a decision not to participate in possibly harmful behaviour. 

Media influence

Environmental factors influence personality, value development and self-esteem. In addition to family and friends, the mass media are an important source of influence. Young people increasingly receive information through different media, such as radio, television, movies, magazines and the Internet. These media often portray images of what society considers being ‘beauty’, ‘youth’ and ‘being a modern young person’. 

As adolescents become more independent and autonomous, they learn and get support from their friends and peers in the way they learned and received support from their parents before. Peers and friends become their new social reference framework for developing their own attitudes, norms and values. However, peer pressure and other social influences may also enhance risky behaviour, such as substance/drug abuse or risky sexual behaviour.[image: image3.png]




