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ABSTRACT

This article presents a conceptual framework for research exploring teen online communication. It
brings attention to the influences of related elements such as social and individual factors on adolescent
needs and behaviors in online communication. The proposed conceptual framework posits that ado-
lescent online behaviors are linked to their needs pertaining to developmental, social-psychological,
and cognitive demands. While adolescent needs are influenced by the social and individual factors,
such influences also impose indirect impact on adolescent online behaviors. This framework provides a
comprehensive picture of teen online communication in terms of the components involved in such com-
munication. Suggestions for future studies are outlined with regard to the validation and implementation
of the proposed framework.
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INTRODUCTION

Research on adolescent online communication has
grown rapidly in the past decade ranging from de-
velopmental identity to individual differences, and
from behaviors in chatrooms to communication
patterns on the Internet (Anolli, Villani & Riva,
2005; Greenfield, 2004; Gross, 2004; Livingstone,
2002; Valkenburg & Pater, 2007). Along the way,
several researchers have provided major concep-
tual and practical insights into our understanding
of how cognitive, psychological, social, and bio-
logical influences have affected adolescent online
communication behaviors (Eastin, 2005; Sheeks &
Birchmeier, 2007; Whitlock, Powers & Eckenrode,
2006). The key to deepening our understanding
of adolescent online communication behavior is
to synthesize existing conceptual frameworks
to create new, eclectic models that capture the
dynamics of teen online communication. These
new models must incorporate relevant historical
frameworks while simultaneously presenting
new theoretical perspectives that address the in-
teraction of the multiple domains of teen online
communication within a contemporary context.
Current theories explain teen online behaviors
based ondevelopmental models (Greenfield, 2004;
Subrahmanyan, Smahel & Greenfield, 20006) or
from the perspective of personality traits (Anolli
et al., 2005; Widyanto & McMurran, 2004) or
socialrelationship (Peter, Valkenburg & Schouten,
2006; Sheeks & Birchmeier, 2007; Valkenburg &
Peter, 2007). However, a comprehensive model
that examines the relationship of adolescent de-
velopment and online behavior needs to be set
forth. Ifthere is to be an indepth and more accurate
understanding of adolescent online behaviors,
researchers must account for the factors that
influence teen behaviors in online communica-
tion such as adolescent developmental needs,
individual differences, and social environments.
This paper explores the multifaceted aspects of
adolescent online communication by identifying
adolescent developmental needs, and related social

and individual factors. An integrated conceptual
framework will be proposed that examines the
relationship of various components including
adolescent cognitive, developmental and social
needs as well as individual and environmental
factors in teen online communication.

A REVIEW OF RESEARCH ON
TEEN ONLINE COMMUNICATION

Past research has been primarily focused on the
relationship between media effects and teen behav-
iors (Bushman & Anderson, 2001; Hrastinski &
Keller,2007; Rubin, 2002). For example, Suoninen
(2001) explored the media effects on adolescent
social communication and concluded that media
play an important part in adolescent “identity
work when young people build their own personal
spheres oflife” (p. 218). Groebel (2001) examined
youth media behavior such as aggressiveness
using the Internet by focusing on media effects
involved inteen online communication. Greenfield
and Yan (2006) argue that the existing research
should go beyond “media effects” to examine how
adolescent developmental needs relate to online
communication. Buckingham (2004) made a
similar statement by asserting that media studies
including the study of the Internet “need to move
beyond a determinist view of the effects media
technology on children ... to consider these new
media and communication technologies within
the context of broader changes in children’s cul-
ture” (p. 108). Lloyd (2002) points out that mass
media constructs must become integrated into a
broader understanding of adolescent psychologi-
cal functioning.

Investigation of teen online communication has
shown that adolescents vary significantly in their
online communication behaviors (Anolli et al.,
2005; Gross, 2004; McKenna, Green & Gleason,
2002). While some adolescents are proactive in
communicating with their peers, others are less
involved. Some try to develop positive relation-
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