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Abstract

This qualitative study explores how senior high school students conceptualize and experience “coolness” within the
intersecting realms of face-to-face interactions and social media platforms such as Facebook and TikTok. Employing
a phenomenological research design, data were gathered through semi-structured interviews with eight Grade 12
students from Sto. Niflo High School, selected via purposive sampling to capture diverse social experiences. Thematic
analysis revealed seven key themes: fashionable individuality and social recognition; the cool teen’s code of conduct;
fashion as rebellion and identity; authenticity over conformity; anxiety of appearance; algorithmic construction of
coolness; and social contagion of coolness. Findings highlight the complex negotiation between personal expression
and social validation, amplified by peer influence and digital algorithms. The study underscores the psychological
pressures adolescents face, including appearance anxiety and conformity tensions, while emphasizing the role of
authenticity in healthy identity formation. Implications point to the need for supportive, inclusive environments that
empower teens’ genuine self-expression amid evolving social landscapes.

Keywords: Adolescent identity, Social media influence, Peer recognition, Authenticity and conformity, Appearance
anxiety, Sto. Nifio High School

Introduction

Adolescent identity development is profoundly influenced by interactions with peers and engagement with
contemporary media, especially social media platforms. Traditionally, popularity and social status in high school have
been rooted in face-to-face relationships, extracurricular participation, and conformity to cultural ideals of “coolness”.
However, digital platforms like Instagram and TikTok have introduced new dimensions to social comparison and self-
presentation, allowing teens to curate their identities, seek affirmation, and negotiate social standing online as well
as offline.

While much research has examined youth social hierarchies and offline popularity, there is a notable gap in
understanding how adolescents define and experience “coolness” in environments that merge both online and offline
realities. Previous studies often overlook how social media, fame, and metrics such as likes and followers amplify or
alter perceptions of coolness, as well as the psychological impact these processes may have on teens’ identity
development and well-being. This lack of data hinders educators, families, and mental health practitioners from fully
addressing contemporary social pressures facing adolescents.

This qualitative research aims to explore and map the ways senior high students conceptualize and experience
coolness through both in-person and online interactions—focusing on platforms like Facebook and TikTok. By
gathering teens’ perspectives and experiences, the study seeks to provide actionable insights for teachers, parents,
and professionals to promote healthier social environments, support positive identity formation, and address harmful
pressures related to popularity and self-image. Results will inform broader discussions on adolescent well-being and
illuminate the evolving role of technology in shaping social norms and relationships.

Literature Review

Emergent research now shows that adolescents identify “coolness” with visibility, social influence, and independence,
most often linking popularity with likability. Adolescents identify “cool” friends with being funny, fashionable, and
trying things such as vaping or rule-breaking as a status signal, according to Yun and Graham (2019). Gender is
functional: boys generally get prestige through sports or aggression display, and girls seek popularity through social
media. This popularity-seeking is very performative in the sense that teenagers need to take on behaviors or roles
fitting into group norms. Such performances tend to be identity play, where teenagers experiment within boundaries
to figure out their social functioning and self-definition. These data highlight how social pressures guide adolescents’
understanding of status, blending authenticity with strategic self-presentation.

Rageliene (2022) calls out the dilemma adolescents experience in wanting to belong to cliques but also need to
remain themselves. This dilemma is intensified for minority groups, including LGBTQ+ youth, because they are
subject to social norms of exclusion or stereotyping their very presence. To fit in, the majority employ code-switching
strategies—adjusting words, acts, or looks—to comply with majority social norms and hide aspects of their authentic
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self. This dance between conformity and authenticity puts tremendous psychological stress on teenagers, because
they have to repress essential aspects of themselves in order to be accepted. Constant pressure to conform to “cool”
standards, where membership becomes more important than individuality, amplifies this internal conflict, which
results in stress, isolation, or low self-esteem. Marginalized youth are especially at risk, whose existence by definition
may question mainstream group norms, being forced to negotiate protection and identity. These results illustrate the
manner in which social constructions of “coolness” conceal exclusionary practices, posing as conformity at the cost
of mental well-being. In conclusion, Rageliene’s research indicates the less-obvious cost of social acceptance,
advocating for the creation of spaces that prize diversity over requiring assimilation.

Cross-cultural studies show that “cool” is defined rather differently across cultures, as the values and norms of the
society differ. Gautam (2023) discovers this difference in his own study, showing how collectivist cultures such as
China define popularity through intelligence and modesty as achievements, where they value traits that encourage
group unity. Individualist cultures such as the U.S., in contrast, associate “coolness” with extroversion, self-
expression, and nonconformity, where they value behaviors which emphasize individual differentiation.
Socioeconomic status further complicates the availability of socially acknowledged “cool” signs like branded or rare
signs like concert tickets, which are paid for. These class boundaries establish hierarchies in which economic
advantage determines who can perform or access economically valued dimensions of popularity. These findings
illustrate how “coolness” is not determined objectively but negotiated through intersecting cultural, economic, and
social conceptions, affirming systemic inequalities in the process.

Littlecott (2023) emphasizes the way young people challenge prevailing conceptions of popularity by establishing or
becoming part of anti-norm subcultures. Subcultures around music, fashion, or cyberspace reconstitute “coolness”
on the basis of specialist knowledge or expertise, and they give members a sense of belonging to peers otherwise
left out by conventional means. By valuing niche competence or expertise, such as becoming experts in non-
mainstream music styles or making do-it-yourself fashion, the groups establish alternative social hierarchies of value.
Despite contradictions, subcultural affiliation is not immune; gatekeeping practices (i.e., exclusion of others regarded
as less than “authentically” engaged) can manifest the same dynamics of exclusion they oppose. This tension creates
identity as a challenging endeavor as teens balance pressures to conform to a subculture’s code with the urge for
self-expression. Littlecott’s analysis finally illustrates how subcultures empower adolescents to defy homogenized
conceptions of coolness while unwittingly imposing new boundaries on individuality.

The quest for popularity among teenagers appears to be at an expensive price for mental health since social status-
seeking is associated with higher emotional distress. Zhang et al. (2023) found that adolescents who worry about
social status have higher anxiety, depression, and loneliness levels because they feel pressured to uphold fronts and
are afraid of rejection. Unlike authentic friendships based on trust and acceptance, status friendships are transactional
and fragile, and emotionally unsatisfying for adolescents. The research demonstrates that self-esteem based on
“coolness” provides a tenuous feeling of belonging as group hierarchies are prone to fluctuate with abrupt highs and
lows, which breeds the sense of inadequacy. Teenagers who enjoy healthy, stress-free friendships, on the other
hand, are more emotionally stable, indicating the fact that happiness depends more on relationship quality rather
than subjective popularity. These results discredit the idea that “coolness” is a promise of happiness, insisting on the
psychological danger of equating self-esteem with social visibility.

Statement of the Problem

During adolescence, teens develop their identity while navigating social dynamics like popularity. How teens perceive
popularity and its influence on their sense of self is not well understood. This study aims to explore teenagers' views
on popularity and identity and how these shape their behavior, relationships, and emotional well-being. Insights from
this research can help educators and parents better support teen social and personal growth. In this regard, the
study aims to answer the following questions.

How do students fine or describe what it means to be cool in senior high school?

What behaviors, traits or appearances are associated with being cool?

How does the pursuit of coolness affect students choices, relationships and self image?
What roles do social media trends or peer groups play in shaping these perceptions?

PN

Methodology

This section outlines the research design, describes the participants, details the tools and methods used for data
collection, and addresses the ethical considerations involved in the study.

Research Design

Phenomenological research design refers to a qualitative method or qualitative research design that aims at
investigating and describing individuals' lived experiences as they pertain to a certain phenomenon (Fellow, 2024).
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The research design applied to this subject is strong because it provides a strong framework for investigating the
subjective reality of teenagers in relation to popularity and identity. By an emphasis on lived realities and the use of
exacting analytical methods, the method can get at the important insights into the “cool factor” from the insiders’
point of view.

Research Locale

This research is carried out in Sto. Nifio High School, Barangay Sto. Nifio, Tanjay City, Negros Oriental, Philippines.
Research is on secondary schools in rural schools within the division to provide a balanced picture of varied student
experience. Barangay Sto. Nifio was chosen because it has a mix of socioeconomic backgrounds, ease of access to
schools, and cultural continuity with the study objectives. Rural schools like those in isolated barangays gain insights
into issues such as sparse resources or cultural social life. Including this, the study seeks to capture the influence of
environmental forces on students’ social behavior and perceptions. School administration permission shall be
obtained and ethical principles upheld with safeguards of student privacy and voluntary consent. This location
guarantees data reliability.

Research Participants

8 grade 12 students were carefully selected as participants which were used to cover a range of social experiences,
levels of involvement, and ages during adolescence (15-18 years). Purposive sampling is most suitable for this
subject because it makes it possible to purposefully select participants with particular qualities that are pertinent to
the research, which makes it possible to achieve a deeper understanding of intricate social phenomena in selected
subgroups (Palinkas et al., 2015).This purposive sampling approach made it possible to gather rich and detailed
information concerning how adolescents conceptualize and engage with popularity and identity. The sample consisted
of both very popular and more non-public teenagers, enabling the investigation of several facets of the “cool factor.”

Research Instrument

This study uses a semi-structured interview guide designed to explore teenagers’ perspectives on popularity and
identity. The content was validated by three Master’s graduate teachers. The interview questions are open-ended
within a predetermined thematic framework, allowing flexibility for follow-up questions that probe deeper into
participants’ personal experiences and meanings associated with ‘being cool’ and social status among peers.
Interviews are conducted either in-person or via videoconferencing to maintain a comfortable environment for teens.

Data Gathering Procedures

The data collection process consisted of three stages: preparation, implementation, and post-collection. In
preparation, participant criteria were set—senior high school students from Sto. Nifio High School, Tanjay City were
chosen, with ages 15-18 years old—and a trained interviewer was assigned to minimize bias. Consent was obtained
through formal letters to school officials and participants. During implementation, one-on-one interviews occurred
inside the classroom with open-ended questions about “coolness” and social relationships were conducted, recorded
with consent, and member-checked for accuracy. Data saturation was reached by the 5™ interview, but a total of 8
were completed to ensure theme repetition. In the post-collection stage, interviews were transcribed, coded, and
analyzed with confidentiality maintained by replacing names with codes. This ensured a consistent, ethical, and
thorough exploration of students’ social experiences.

Data Analysis

Data was generally gathered via interviews. Consistent with Braun and Clarke (2006), data was transcribed, coded
for significant chunks, and themes were extracted with a focus on teens’ language regarding their experiences.
Results emphasized how media messages and peer discussions shape the "cool factor"—the quest for popularity
entangled with identity construction.

Ethical Consideration

In the research conducted at Sto. Nifio High School for the 2025-2026 school year, key ethical measures were
observed to protect participants. Researchers obtained ethical clearance from the school and secured informed
consent from both students and their parents, clearly explaining the study’s purpose, procedures, and risks.
Participation was voluntary, with the option to withdraw anytime without consequences. Confidentiality was ensured
by using codes instead of names, and all data were securely stored and accessed only by authorized personnel. These
steps upheld the privacy and rights of the students, ensuring ethical and secure research practices.
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Findings

This section presents the findings of the study based on in-depth interviews with eight Grade 12 students from Sto.
Nifio High School, from which several overriding themes emerged, highlighting the participants' perspectives and
experiences. Using thematic analysis, key themes identified include coolness as expressed through fashionable
individuality and social recognition; the cool teen’s code of conduct; fashion as a language of rebellion and identity;
authenticity over conformity; the anxiety of appearance; the algorithmic construction of coolness; and the social
contagion of coolness. Each theme is supported by illustrative quotes from the participants, enriching the analysis
with personal insights and adding depth to the findings. These themes, together with relevant literature, provide the
foundation for the subsequent discussion, offering an integrative overview of the topic.

A thematic map of the study is also presented to visually organize these themes and their interrelations for the school

year 2024-2025.

Table 1. Thematic table of the teens’ perceptions of coolness

Codes

Categories

Themes

Well-Groomed Appearance
Adhering to School Dress Code
Trendy Clothing

Body Modification (Piercings)
Relaxed and Confident

Widely Recognized
Loose-Fitting

Style and Physical Presentation

Social Confidence and Recognition

Coolness as Expressed Through
Fashionable Individuality and
Social Recognition

AWOL

Casual/Informal Talk
Code-Switching Masters
Attention-Seeking Shenanigans
Rapid-Fire Chatter

The Art of Playful Rebellion
Boldly Breaking Boundaries

Expressive and Nonconformist
Communication Behaviors

The Cool Teen’s Code of
Conduct

Deconstructed Conformity
Fluid Boundaries

Cultural Heritage

Irony & Inversion
Autonomy

Practicality & Play
Permanent Rebellion
Temporal Awareness
Symbolic Adornment

Symbolic Acts of Identity and
Resistance

Fashion as a Language of
Rebellion and Identity

Unfiltered Self-Expression
Intrinsic Motivation

Rejection of External Validation
Unwavering Self-Assurance
Consistent Identity

Dismissal of Superficiality
Authenticity as a Priority

Value of Self-Acceptance

Authenticity and Inner-Driven Identity

Authenticity Over Conformity

Apathy Towards Social Status
Emotional Detachment from Trends
Socioeconomic Barriers to Conformity
Acceptance of Material Limitations
Decision Paralysis Under Pressure
Prioritization of Internal Validation
Rejection of Fashion-Based Judgment

Detachment from Social Pressures and
Material Conformity

The Anxiety of Appearance

Observational Mimicry
Influencer Modeling
Trend-Driven Conformity
Perspective Shift
Subconscious Influence
Cultural Norm Shift

Socially Conditioned Identity Formation

The Algorithmic Construction of
Coolness




3o INTERNATIONAL MULTIDISCIPLINARY JOURNAL OF RESEARCH
(&) FOR INNOVATION, SUSTAINABILITY AND EXCELLENCE (IMJRISE)

Online ISSN: 3028-032X | Print ISSN: 3028-0370
PUBLISHED BY: RISEJOURNALS.ORG Volume 2, Issue no. 11 |5

IMJRISE

Externalized Value System
Social Media Influences Idea

Shared Aesthetics Tangible and Symbolic Modes of The Social Contagion of
Visual Inspiration Influence Coolness
Personal Display

Verbal Suggestion

Material Possessions

Direct Recommendation

Clothing Display

Combined Influence

Coolness as Expressed Through Fashionable Individuality and Social Recognition

The essence of coolness, as perceived by these participants, is intricately woven with threads of fashionable
individuality and social recognition. It’s not merely about adhering to trends, but about expressing oneself through
unique choices, whether it's sporting cool clothes, edgy piercings, or even relaxed, baggy attire. This individuality,
however, is often amplified by social recognition, where being “famous” or well-regarded enhances one’s coolness
factor. The participants suggest that coolness isn't just about what you wear or how you look; it's about how you're
perceived and acknowledged within your social circles. Thus, coolness becomes a dynamic interplay between personal
expression and external validation. It's a statement of self that resonates with and is affirmed by others.

Participant 1 said,
"Being cool is all about the clothes you wear, rocking stylish outfits that make you stand out.”
Participant 4

"To me, coolness comes from expressing yourself with bold piercings, they show confidence and
individuality.”

Participant 6 added,
"True coolness is being famous, when everyone knows your name, you’ve made it.”

The participants view coolness as a blend of fashionable individuality and social recognition, where expressing unique
style—such as through distinctive clothing or bold piercings—is key, but being acknowledged and admired within
social circles ultimately defines one’s coolness. It goes beyond just appearance to include how well one is perceived
and validated by peers, making coolness a dynamic balance between personal expression and external approval.
Some participants emphasized that standing out with stylish outfits or confident accessories signifies coolness, while
others believed that being well-known or “famous” elevates one’s cool status.

The Cool Teens’ Code of Conduct

This Theme explores the behaviors and attitudes that some young people associate with being “cool.” It's a tongue-
in-cheek look at the unspoken rules that govern social status in certain school environments. This code often involves
a degree of rebellion against traditional norms, such as academic responsibility and formal language. Seeking
attention, whether through humor or mischief, is also a key component. The ability to code-switch between languages
and adopt a casual, informal style of communication further solidifies one’s position. Ultimately, this code reflects a
desire for acceptance and recognition among peers.

Participant 2 said,

"Being cool is when I can say 'yo, what’s up’ to my math teacher instead of '‘good morning” and he just
nods like it’s no big deal. Casual vibes, no stress—that’s cool.”

Participant 3 said,

"Being cool is when you’re cracking coding jokes with your tech squad one minute, then switching to
slang with your cousins at the cookout the next. If nobody calls you out for sounding like two different people?
That’s skill.”

Participant 4 stated,
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"Being cool is when you walk into a party wearing glow-in-the-dark eyeliner and literally everyone stops
mid-sentence to watch you. If they’re not whispering about you, you’re doing it wrong.”

Participants see fashion as a form of self-expression that challenges norms, such as oversized clothes representing
a break from conformity and baggy pants questioning traditional gender roles. Other elements like braids, crop tops,
and piercings symbolize cultural pride, body autonomy, and rebellion, while accessories like watches and necklaces
reflect personal significance. For example, participants described coolness as wearing well-worn baggy pants with a
carefree ponytail or confidently sporting a crop top regardless of the weather, emphasizing fashion as a bold
statement of identity and resistance.

Fashion as a Language of Rebellion and Identity

Fashion as a Language of Rebellion and Identity posits that clothing choices are not merely aesthetic but communicate
complex social messages. Oversized clothing signals deconstructed conformity, while baggy pants challenge
traditional gendered norms with fluid boundaries. Braids become a powerful nod to cultural heritage, and a tuxedo
worn casually represents ironic inversion. Crop tops assert body autonomy, while a simple ponytail balances
practicality and playfulness. Finally, piercings embody permanent rebellion, the watch becomes temporal awareness,
and the necklace represents symbolic adornment, showcasing the wearer’s unique identity.

Participant 1 stated,

"Being cool is wearing baggy pants that look like they've survived a hundred skate sessions and a ponytail
that says, 'I woke up like this—don't care.”

Participant 5 said,

"Cool is rocking a crop top every single day, even when it’s freezing—if your outfit doesn’t scream ‘'look at
me,’ what's the point?”

Authenticity Over Conformity

Authenticity Over Conformity champions the idea of prioritizing genuine self-expression above societal expectations.
It starts with unfiltered self-expression, choosing to wear what I want without reservation. This is fueled by intrinsic
motivation, as individuals dress for themselves, finding joy and confidence in their personal style. It involves a
rejection of external validation, where one doesn’t care what people think, fostering unwavering self-assurance even
if their choices are deemed “uncool”. This commitment to self results in a consistent identity, and a dismissal of
superficiality, as they don’t care if I look cool. Authenticity becomes a guiding priority, as they dress only for
themselves, not to impress, ultimately valuing self-acceptance and choosing to not like changing myself.

Participant 1 said,

"I just wear whatever I feel like—I dress for myself, not for what anyone else thinks.”
Participant 7said,

"I throw on whatever I want—if people don't think it’s cool, whatever. Couldn’t care less.”

The theme of Authenticity Over Conformity emphasizes the importance of genuine self-expression over meeting
societal expectations or seeking approval. Participants prioritize dressing for themselves, driven by intrinsic
motivation and confidence in their personal style, regardless of whether others view their choices as cool. This attitude
reflects a rejection of external validation and superficiality, resulting in a consistent sense of identity and self-
acceptance. As illustrated by participant statements, they wear what they feel like without concern for others’
opinions, valuing authenticity above all else.The theme of Authenticity Over Conformity emphasizes the importance
of genuine self-expression over meeting societal expectations or seeking approval. Participants prioritize dressing for
themselves, driven by intrinsic motivation and confidence in their personal style, regardless of whether others view
their choices as cool. This attitude reflects a rejection of external validation and superficiality, resulting in a consistent
sense of identity and Self-acceptance. As illustrated by participant statements, they wear what they feel like without
concern for others’ opinions, valuing authenticity above all else.

The Anxiety of Appearance
The Anxiety of Appearance explores the psychological burden placed on individuals to conform to ever-changing

standards of “coolness.” For some, this manifests as apathy towards social status, where they make no effort to
chase fleeting trends. Others face socioeconomic barriers to conformity, experiencing stress due to a lack of money
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to acquire fashionable items. Many develop emotional detachment from trends, choosing to not care if I don't look
cool, finding solace in acceptance of material limitations, stating what I have is what I wear. However, the pressure
to conform can lead to decision paralysis under pressure, making it impossible to decide what to wear. Ultimately,
the theme highlights the importance of prioritization of internal validation and rejection of fashion-based judgment
to mitigate the anxiety of appearance.

Participant 1 said,

"I never stress about how I look because I put zero effort into picking clothes—just grab whatever’s clean
and go.”

Participant 8 stated,

"I never get stressed about looking cool because honestly—if people don't think my outfit’s cool,
whatever. Don't care.”

The theme of The Anxiety of Appearance addresses the psychological pressures teens face to meet changing
standards of coolness, which can lead to stress, apathy, or emotional detachment. While some resist chasing trends
altogether, others experience stress due to financial limitations that prevent them from keeping up with fashion
demands. Many cope by accepting their material circumstances and choosing not to worry about looking cool, as
reflected in participants’ indifferent attitudes toward their outfits. However, the pressure to conform can also cause
decision paralysis when choosing what to wear. This theme underscores the importance of valuing internal validation
and rejecting fashion-based judgments to reduce anxiety related to appearance.

The Algorithmic Construction of Cool

This theme delves into how social media algorithms shape perceptions of coolness, particularly among students.
Observational mimicry drives students to copy trends seen online, while influencer modeling promotes adopting
styles from online personalities. This leads to trend-driven conformity, where popularity determines what is deemed
cool, thus leading to a perspective shift as social media alters notions of coolness. Subconscious influence subtly
molds preferences, and cultural norm shifts redefine collective ideas. Ultimately, externalized value systems emerge,
where social media heavily influences a student’s values and sense of self.

Participant 1 said,

“"Social media totally shapes what students think is cool—like, if every influencer is wearing neon bucket
hats, suddenly everyone at school wants one too.”

Participant 7 said,

"What students see on social media, whether it is influencers flexing designer brands or peers posting
curated fits, definitely shapes their idea of cool. If it’s all over your feed, you start thinking that’s the standard.”

Participant 8,

“"Whatever students see celebs posting in their feeds—even if it’s just a paid ad, becomes the new
‘cool.” It is like their brains get rewired to copy it.”

This theme explores how social media algorithms heavily influence students’ perceptions of coolness by promoting
trends through influencer modeling and widespread online visibility. Students often mimic styles seen on social media,
leading to trend-driven conformity where popularity dictates what is considered cool. This subconscious influence
subtly shapes preferences and shifts cultural norms, creating external value systems that heavily impact students’
identities and self-worth. Participants noted that trends popularized by influencers and celebrities quickly become
the standard among peers, demonstrating social media’s powerful role in redefining notions of coolness.

The Social Contagion of Cool

The Social Contagion of Cool” examines how ideas about what is considered “cool” are transmitted and adopted
within social circles, akin to the spread of a contagious phenomenon. Shared aesthetics play a key role, as individuals
influence each other by displaying their preferred styles and tastes. Visual inspiration is another pathway, with friends
showing photos of trendy clothes and items, sparking desire and emulation. The personal display of fashionable items
and material possessions further reinforces these trends, creating a tangible representation of “cool.” Verbal
suggestion and direct recommendation also contribute, as friends explicitly advise each other on what to wear or



INTERNATIONAL MULTIDISCIPLINARY JOURNAL OF RESEARCH
FOR INNOVATION, SUSTAINABILITY AND EXCELLENCE (IMJRISE)

Online ISSN: 3028-032X | Print ISSN: 3028-0370
PUBLISHED BY: RISEJOURNALS.ORG Volume 2, Issue no. 11 | 8

IMJRISE

adopt. This combined influence of visual cues and direct communication results in a collective adoption of certain
styles and behaviors, shaping individual identity within the group.

Participant 2 said,

"Friends influence me by showing photos of what’s trendy—like, if their social media posts are full of
streetwear fits, I start thinking that’s the cool standard.”

Participant 4 said,

“"Friends influence me in person, they’ll hype up their own clothes or let me try on their outfits, and
suddenly I'm like, Okay, this style is cool.”

Participant 8 said,

"My friends influence what I think is cool because they’re always telling me what’s in or out—like,
they straight-up define what'’s cool for our group.”

Participants highlighted that friends influence their perception of coolness by sharing photos of trendy styles,
personally showcasing clothing, and giving direct advice on what is fashionable. As one participant said, seeing social
media posts full of streetwear makes them view that as the cool standard. Another mentioned how friends hyping
their outfits or letting them try on clothes shapes their idea of what is cool. A third participant emphasized that
friends actively define what is in or out, directly shaping the group’s standards of coolness. Participants highlighted
that friends influence their perception of coolness by sharing photos of trendy styles, personally showcasing clothing,
and giving direct advice on what is fashionable. One participant noted, seeing social media posts full of streetwear
makes them view that as the cool standard. Another mentioned that friends hyping their outfits or letting them try
on clothes shapes their idea of cool. A third participant emphasized that friends actively define what is in or out,
directly shaping the group’s standards of coolness.

Discussion

The research generated seven broad and consolidated themes that represent teens’ perspectives on popularity and
identity: Coolness as Expressed Through Fashionable Individuality and Social Recognition, The Cool Teen’s Code of
Conduct, Fashion as a Language of Rebellion and Identity, Authenticity Over Conformity, The Anxiety of Appearance,
The Algorithmic Construction of Coolness, and The Social Contagion of Coolness. These themes are a representation
of how adolescents navigate self-expression, social belonging, rebellion, authenticity, and the pressures of societal
and digital influence in shaping their identity and social status.

Furthermore, the essence of coolness, as perceived by the participants, aligns with research showing that adolescents
use fashion as a tool for both self-expression and social recognition. Coolness is not merely about following trends
but about expressing individuality while gaining acceptance and status within peer groups. This reflects adolescent
identity development, where young people balance personal authenticity with social validation, making coolness a
complex interplay between uniqueness and external acknowledgment. As one study notes, during adolescence,
identity formation involves negotiating the tension between self-expression and the need for peer approval,
highlighting how social recognition amplifies individual style and status (Branje, 2021).

Additionally, the theme exploring the “Cool Teen’s Code of Conduct” captures the unspoken behavioral rules some
adolescents adopt to achieve and maintain social status, often characterized by a subtle rebellion against traditional
norms, such as academic obligations and formal conduct. Research indicates that during adolescence, obtaining a
reputation for being “cool” is a significant social goal linked to prestige and visibility within peer groups (Yun, 2019).
This code includes seeking attention through humor or mischief and adopting informal, casual communication styles,
including code-switching, which enhances social positioning and peer acceptance. Adolescents may resist
conventional expectations to assert autonomy and gain recognition, balancing rebellion and social belonging (Adler
& Adler, 1998). However, this pursuit of coolness can come with social pressures and risks, indicating the complex
nature of adolescent social dynamics and the strong influence of peer culture in shaping identity and behavior.

Moreover, the theme of Fashion as a Language of Rebellion and Identity emphasizes that clothing choices carry
complex social meanings beyond mere aesthetics, serving as powerful symbols of self-expression and cultural identity
during adolescence. Oversized clothing and baggy pants, for example, symbolize a breakdown of traditional norms
and gender boundaries, signaling an intentional departure from conformity. Similarly, braids act as markers of
cultural heritage, while casual tuxedos and crop tops express ironic inversions and assertions of body autonomy.
Accessories like piercings represent ongoing rebellion, and items like watches and necklaces serve as personal
symbols that convey the wearer’s unique identity. This aligns with research suggesting that adolescence is a critical
period for identity formation where fashion functions as a tool for exploring and communicating selfhood (Rani,
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2025). According to Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development, adolescents experiment with different styles and
behaviors to find a coherent sense of self, often using fashion as a language of rebellion and belonging. Through
these symbolic fashion choices, adolescents negotiate their individuality within broader social and cultural contexts,
resisting imposed norms while carving out their own identities.

In addition, the theme of Authenticity Over Conformity highlights the adolescent commitment to genuine self-
expression by prioritizing personal style over societal expectations. This behavior is fueled by intrinsic motivation,
where individuals dress for themselves and derive confidence and joy from their own choices rather than external
approval. Studies in adolescent psychology suggest that such authenticity enhances self-esteem and supports a
consistent identity, as adolescents reject superficial judgments and the pressure to conform to fleeting trends (Rifkin,
2025). Erikson’s theory of psychosocial development frames this as part of the identity versus role confusion stage,
where finding and asserting one’s true self is key to healthy development. Choosing authenticity over conformity
means adolescents embrace self-acceptance and resist altering themselves to fit others’ standards, fostering a stable
and resilient sense of self.

Similarly, the theme of The Anxiety of Appearance examines the psychological pressure adolescents face to conform
to shifting standards of “coolness,” which can cause significant stress and emotional burden. Research indicates that
social physique anxiety, the fear of negative evaluation of one’s appearance, strongly influences clothing choices and
self-presentation among young people, often leading to practical and concealing clothing selections in high-anxiety
individuals, while those with lower anxiety opt for more expressive fashion (Liao, 2024). Socioeconomic factors also
play a role, as financial constraints limit the ability to keep up with trends, contributing to appearance-related anxiety
and a sense of exclusion. Additionally, some adolescents develop emotional detachment from fashion trends,
adopting a mindset of acceptance about their material limitations, whichh offers relief from constant social judgment.
However, the pressure to conform can result in decision paralysis, complicating daily choices about appearance. To
mitigate this anxiety, internal validation and rejecting fashion-based social judgment are essential, fostering healthier
self-esteem and well-being among youth (Putri, 2025).

Furthermore, the theme “The Algorithmic Construction of Cool” focusing on the influence of social media algorithms
on perceptions of coolness among students highlights how online platforms shape fashion preferences and social
values. Social media algorithms promote observational mimicry by showcasing trending styles widely through
influencers, celebrities, and peer content, encouraging students to adopt these trends. This leads to trend-driven
conformity where popularity and algorithmically curated visibility determine what is deemed cool, reshaping cultural
norms and collective ideas about style (Muturi, 2025). Algorithms also create echo chambers that reinforce specific
trends, accelerating the pace of fashion changes and subtly molding students’ preferences and sense of identity.
Consequently, social media not only dictates fashion trends but also externalizes value systems, deeply impacting
students’ self-perception and social behavior.

Lastly, the theme of The Social Contagion of Cool investigates how perceptions of coolness spread within social
groups through shared aesthetics, visual inspiration, and direct peer influence. Research on social contagion theory
illustrates that fashion trends are transmitted like contagious phenomena through networks, where individuals adopt
styles and behaviors displayed by their friends and peers (Xiang et al., 2022). Visual cues, such as photos of trendy
clothes shared among friends, spark desire and imitation, while personal display of fashionable items reinforces these
trends, providing tangible representations of coolness. Verbal suggestions and explicit recommendations further drive
collective adoption of styles, shaping individual identity within the group. This combined influence of visual and verbal
communication fosters a shared understanding of coolness that evolves through continuous peer interaction.

This synthesis reflects the dynamic and multifaceted nature of teen popularity and identity today.
Conclusion

In summary, adolescent perceptions of coolness and identity are shaped by a dynamic interplay between fashionable
individuality, social recognition, and the pressures of conformity, with teens using fashion as both an instrument of
self-expression and a means of achieving peer acceptance. The pursuit of authenticity over superficial conformity,
the adoption of subtle codes of conduct, and acts of rebellion within style substantiate the complex journey of identity
formation, as adolescents navigate personal values against societal expectations. The anxiety surrounding
appearance, the algorithmic shaping of trends on social media, and the contagious spread of coolness among peers
highlight the ongoing negotiation between autonomy and the powerful influence of digital and social environments.
Ultimately, teen identity today is a nuanced product of this continuous balancing act, where authenticity, rebellion,
social pressures, and digital dynamics collectively inform how adolescents construct, express, and experience
popularity and selfhood.
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Recommendation

A key recommendation for supporting adolescents as they navigate popularity, fashion, and identity is to foster safe,
inclusive spaces where teens can freely express their individuality and experiment with different styles and roles
without fear of judgment or exclusion. Encouraging authenticity over conformity, celebrating personal strengths, and
nurturing positive peer relationships help teens build self-confidence and a healthy sense of belonging amid social
and digital pressures. Adults should model acceptance and curiosity, provide mentorship and guidance, and empower
teenagers to make choices aligned with their values, promoting resilience and supporting genuine self-esteem during
identity development.
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