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Abstract

In an era defined by rapid technological change, weakened cultural anchors, and pervasive digital media, youth are increasingly confronted with stress, alienation, and existential anxiety. This literature review explores how these conditions reflect deeper philosophical concerns, drawing on concepts such as Bauman’s “liquid modernity,” Erikson’s “identity crisis,” and Frankl’s “existential vacuum.” Using a Heideggerian-pragmatic lens, the study reinterprets youth not as a transitional phase but as a dynamic mode of being—marked by potentiality-for-Being, thrownness, and the pursuit of authenticity. Through thematic and interpretive analysis, the review highlights how young people respond to existential fragmentation through creative expression, reflection, and intentional action, forming a praxis of liberation. Ultimately, the study argues that existential liberation is not only a path toward psychological well-being but a vital alternative to despair, offering youth a way to reclaim meaning, agency, and the courage to live truthfully in a world that often resists it.
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Introduction
Life today moves fast. With new technologies, shifting cultures, and systems that often feel confusing or unfair, it is no surprise that many young people feel overwhelmed. The world does not always offer clear answers about who you are supposed to be or what really matters, and that can leave you feeling lost. Bauman (2000) calls this “liquid modernity”—a time when traditional guideposts like family values or community norms feel blurry or outdated. Erikson (1968) described this as an “identity crisis,” and Schachter and Galliher (2018) explain how it is made worse when young people feel disconnected from their communities. Add the constant stream of social media, where you see both global suffering and perfect-looking lives, and it is easy to feel anxious or powerless (Youvan, 2024). Frankl (1972) called this emptiness the “existential vacuum”—a feeling that life has no clear meaning. Andrews (2016) notes that this is becoming more common among youth today. But feeling this way does not mean something is wrong with you—it means you are asking deep questions that matter.

This review explores how stress, disconnectedness, and the search for something deeper show up in stories, research, and reflections about what it is like to be young today. Thinkers like Tillich (1952) and Frankl (1985) have long pointed out that asking big questions—like “What is the point?” or “Who am I really?”—is a normal part of growing up, especially when life feels uncertain. Young people often feel pressure from school, family, and society, which can lead to emotional stress and a sense of not fitting in (Miller, 2020). But instead of seeing youth as just a stage or a label, this study views it as a powerful time of figuring things out—a time full of potential, curiosity, and the desire to live honestly. Rogers (1995) called this a phase of becoming, where you are open to new experiences and trying to be real. Drawing from Heidegger (1976), we explore how young people do not just go through life—they wrestle with what matters and who they want to be. His idea of “being-there” (Dasein) helps us understand youth as a time when you are not just surviving, but actively shaping your life. Scholz (2017) adds that young people often push back against pressure to fit in, choosing instead to live in ways that feel true to themselves—and that’s where real growth begins.

Sometimes life feels like a routine—wake up, go to school, scroll through your feed, repeat. Heidegger (1976) described this kind of drift as “fallenness,” where people get caught up in doing what everyone else expects and lose touch with who they really are. It helps explain why stress and disconnection are not just emotional reactions—they are signs that something deeper might be off. Yalom (1980) describes how anxiety can show up when we start asking big questions about life, freedom, and what really matters. But this review does not just focus on the struggle—it also highlights how young people respond in powerful ways: through creativity, reflection, relationships, and small acts of courage. These responses show that meaning is not something you are handed—it is something you build by engaging with life (Scholl et al., 2014). That is what we call existential liberation—becoming truer to yourself, even when the world feels messy. In youth studies, this kind of growth often shows up in art, activism, and deep connections with others (Yalom, 1980; Miller, 2020).

In this review, we did not just read existing literature to summarize them—we tried to understand what they really say about being young today. We looked at how young people are portrayed in different kinds of writing: how they struggle, how they grow, and how they find ways to move forward. Instead of using complicated theories, we focused on stories and ideas that help make sense of real-life experiences. Gadamer (1975) calls this way of reading “interpretive,” which basically means trying to understand what life feels like from the inside. Research shows that youth often face emotional, social, and identity challenges, but also have the strength to adapt and find meaning (Christmas & Khanlou, 2019). This review is for anyone trying to figure out what it means to grow up in a world that does not always make sense—and for those who want to support that journey. As Miller (2020) points out, youth development is not just about age—it is about how we respond to life, reflect on our experiences, and build something meaningful from them.

Even though there is a lot of research about youth stress and disconnectedness, most of it focuses on surface-level issues—grades, peer pressure, social media, and mental health. These are important, but they do not always explain the deeper feeling of being lost or disconnected. What is missing is a way to understand how young people experience the world at a deeper level—how they feel about who they are, where they belong, and what gives life meaning. This review fills that gap by using a mix of philosophy and practical insight to explore how young people face fragmentation and how they begin to find their way toward something more whole. This study is guided by the following specific questions: (1) How does existing literature show what it is like to be young in a world that feels broken or disconnected? (2) How do stress and disconnectedness reflect deeper struggles with identity, belonging, and authenticity? (3) What kinds of actions, practices, or creative responses help young people move toward existential liberation? (4) How can combining philosophical ideas with real-life experiences help us see youth not as a problem to fix, but as a powerful time of transformation? 

This review departs from the conventional IMRAD format in favor of a thematic and interpretive structure, consistent with its Heideggerian-pragmatic lens of thematic inquiry. The themes—stress, alienation, and existential liberation—were not arbitrarily imposed but emerged from the ontological and practical concerns central to this philosophical stance. Reflexively, the authors acknowledge their own positionality as researchers attuned to the existential struggles of youth in a fragmented world. While the themes were pre-identified to guide the review, the process remained open to emergent insights, allowing the literature to challenge, refine, or deepen the initial thematic structure. Furthermore, the aim is not to test hypotheses but to illuminate existential conditions and possibilities through a layered engagement with literature. It primarily draws from scholarly books and peer-reviewed journals, while intentionally incorporating a select number of sources from news articles, official documents, and blogs to enrich the discussion with real-world context and broaden its credibility. 

Youth and its Promise
Being young is often described as a time of transition—somewhere between relying on others and learning to stand on your own, between innocence and responsibility. Psychology supports this view, with Arnett (2000) describing adolescence as a “liminal phase,” an in-between space where one is figuring out who they are and what they care about. But growing up is not just about milestones—it is about asking real, personal questions: Who am I? What matters to me? What kind of life do I want to live? These questions do not always come with easy answers, but they are part of what makes youth such a powerful and transformative time. Fitzgerald (2005) notes that these deep questions are often intensified by pressure to fit in, succeed, or meet expectations. Even if unspoken, these thoughts shape how young people see themselves and the world. Miller (2020) reminds us that this kind of inner questioning is not a weakness—it is a sign of growth, a way of creating meaning and becoming more fully oneself.

The ACT for Youth Center (n.d.) explains that identity development is one of the most important tasks during adolescence, and that young people often feel pulled between different versions of themselves depending on where they are and who they are with. Perez (2021), writing for The Orion, shares how the pandemic disrupted students’ sense of self, leaving many unsure of who they were before and who they were becoming after months of isolation and change. Similarly, Evangelidis (2025), in her blog Into the Self, describes how young people are learning to let go of outdated versions of themselves and embrace who they are becoming through reflection, emotional honesty, and creative self-expression. These stories show that youth is not just a phase—it is a journey of self-discovery. Even when it is messy or confusing, it is also full of possibility.

Sometimes life throws you into situations you did not ask for—school pressure, family expectations, social media noise, and economic stress. Philosopher Martin Heidegger (1976) had a word for this: thrownness. It is the idea that we are all born into a world we did not choose, yet we still have the power to make something meaningful out of it. Rather than simply reacting to life, Heidegger believed we stand at the edge of what we could become—a concept he called potentiality-for-Being. This is not about having everything figured out; it is about starting from where you are and learning to care about your life in a way that feels real. This kind of care, or Sorge, is what existential psychology sees as the foundation for living authentically and taking responsibility for one’s own path (Jacobsen, 2007; Hoffman et al., 2026).

This philosophical insight resonates with how young people are navigating their lives today. Bouder and Nelson (2025), writing for the University of Delaware’s Cooperative Extension, explain that teens develop identity by gradually integrating their own values and beliefs, often shaped by the people around them. Monash University’s Lens (2023) highlights how building a strong sense of self helps adolescents make better life choices and feel more confident in facing challenges. Baron (2016), in an article for Edutopia, shares how emotional transparency and honest relationships with teens foster deeper connection and support the discovery of their authentic selves. These voices show that even when the world feels chaotic, young people are finding ways to reflect, grow, and live more truthfully—echoing Heidegger’s call to embrace one’s potential and care deeply about the life one is becoming.

That feeling of being stuck between who you are now and who you are trying to become? It is something almost every young person goes through. Whether it is pressure from school, family, social media, or one’s own expectations, it can feel like a constant struggle to figure out who you really are. A wealth of research supports this—especially in adolescent psychology, which shows that identity formation is one of the most significant and emotionally complex challenges during youth. It is often messy, filled with doubt, anxiety, and emotional turbulence (Berman et al., 2006). Yet even in the midst of confusion, there is a quiet search for something real—something that feels true to the self. Heidegger called this authenticity: living in a way that is true to who you are, rather than conforming to external expectations or imitating others (Guignon, 2000). It is about choosing your own path and owning your story, even when it is difficult.

Vanegas (2024) explains that teens often turn to social media for role models but are met with unrealistic standards that can fuel anxiety and low self-esteem. Pérez-Torres (2024) describes social media as a “digital social mirror,” where identity is shaped through self-presentation, feedback, and constant comparison with peers and influencers. Gonzalez and Acosta (2023) further highlight how curated images and the pursuit of validation on platforms like Instagram and TikTok can distort self-image and lead to feelings of inadequacy. Yet they also emphasize that with awareness and intentional use, social media can become a space for empowerment and self-reclamation. In this light, the search for authenticity is not just a philosophical ideal—it is a lived experience. Even when young people feel lost or unsure, their efforts to find something true are acts of strength. They are not merely discovering who they are; they are actively shaping the kind of person they want to become.

When life gets overwhelming, young people do not simply shut down—they find ways to speak up and make sense of what is happening around them. Whether through journaling, music, painting, activism, prayer, or deep late-night talks with friends, these creative outlets become lifelines. They are not just hobbies or distractions—they are expressions of identity, moments of clarity, and acts of resilience. Research shows that expressive and reflective activities help young people build emotional strength and shape their identity, especially during difficult times (Guzder & Yohani, 2016). These practices help youth feel more grounded, more real. And when they engage in something that feels true—whether writing lyrics, sketching thoughts, or standing up for a cause—they are not just surviving; they are growing. Miller (2020) found that youth who participate in expressive activities report greater mental well-being and a stronger sense of purpose. This kind of growth is what some psychologists call existential liberation—becoming more fully oneself, even when the world feels confusing or broken. It is a concept rooted in existential-humanistic psychology, which values authenticity, creativity, and personal meaning as key to psychological health (Hoffman et al., 2026).

Rohlfing (2023) explains how arts education helps teens not only perform better academically but also feel more confident and resilient, especially those facing adversity. Malchiodi (2016) describes visual journaling as a powerful tool for processing emotions and uncovering deeper meaning in life. Ruskell (2025), writing for CNN, shares how freedom, creativity, and unstructured play helped her feel more alive and independent as a teen—echoing the idea that self-expression and exploration are essential to youth well-being. These real-life stories show that when young people are given space to express themselves, they do not merely cope—they transform. Through creativity and reflection, they reclaim their voice, rediscover their strength, and move closer to becoming who they truly are.

Being young is not just about growing up—it is about trying to make sense of a world that often feels confusing, unfair, or overwhelming. It is about figuring out who you are while being pulled in different directions by school, family, social media, and society. More and more, youth is seen not merely as a phase, but as a space full of possibility, struggle, and transformation—a time when individuals are not just reacting to the world, but actively shaping their place within it (Miller, 2020). Holding onto the hope of living in a way that feels true—even when everything around seems to push toward conformity—is central to this journey. The tension between fitting in and staying true to oneself is a core concern in existential psychology, which emphasizes the importance of making choices that reflect personal values, even when those choices are difficult (Guignon, 2000; Yalom, 1980).

This existential tug-of-war is not confined to theory—it is lived daily by young people across the globe. Subramaniam (2021) writes that while conformity can offer a sense of acceptance, it becomes harmful when it forces individuals to suppress parts of who they are. Koehler (2023) emphasizes that resisting conformity requires courage, self-awareness, and the support of others who affirm individuality. A feature by The Learning Network (2023) in The New York Times highlights how teens are using creativity, activism, and storytelling to challenge stereotypes and reclaim their voices. Similarly, a blog by Growth Mindset (2025) reminds readers that personal transformation often begins with small, intentional acts of authenticity—choosing to be real, even in subtle ways, can lead to profound change over time. Youth, then, is not just a transitional stage—it is a journey of becoming: messy, brave, and deeply personal, shaped by both inner strength and the pressures of the world around.

Stress and its Consequences in Youth
Stress is something almost every young person knows too well. Whether it is the pressure to get good grades, keep up with social media, meet family expectations, or figure out your future, it can feel like the world is constantly asking you to prove yourself. And it is not just in your head—research shows that academic pressure is strongly linked to mental health issues such as anxiety, depression, and even suicidal thoughts among teens (Steare et al., 2023). Social media, while it can foster connection, also adds stress through constant comparison, idealized lifestyles, and cyberbullying (Harrison et al., 2025). Family expectations, especially when they clash with personal goals, can lead to long-term stress and identity struggles (American Psychological Association, 2023). Most of the time, stress is treated as a mental health issue—and it is—but there is also something deeper going on. Sometimes, stress is your mind’s way of signaling that something does no feel right. That maybe you are living in a way that does not match who you really are. Philosophers like Heidegger called this inauthenticity—a state where life feels disconnected from the true self, and anxiety begins to build as a result (Guignon, 2020).

A blog on Substack by Recovering Overthinker describes how the very things used to escape stress—like endless scrolling or chasing approval—can leave one feeling emptier inside. Another post titled Authentic but Penalized explores how growing up in systems that punish honesty and emotional expression can lead to chronic stress and confusion about identity (Recovering Overthinker, 2025). In Psychology Today, Lumanlan (2025) argues that while social media is often blamed for teen anxiety, the real issue may lie deeper—in economic insecurity, family dynamics, and the relentless pressure to always be “on.” A report from Rutgers University shows that strong family relationships can protect teens from the worst effects of stress, even when they are facing poverty or social pressure (Rand Institute, 2024). These voices remind us that stress is not just about being overwhelmed—it is about being out of sync with oneself. And when young people notice that dissonance, they are already taking the first step toward something more honest, more grounded, and more aligned with who they truly are.

Stress does not always come from obvious sources like exams or deadlines—it can also arise from feeling disconnected from yourself. For many young people, the pressure to meet expectations, fit in, follow trends, and live up to what family, school, or society demands creates a kind of inner tension that goes beyond surface-level anxiety. This deeper form of stress is tied to a loss of authenticity, where life begins to feel like a performance rather than a personal journey. Martin Heidegger, a philosopher who explored the nature of existence, called this inauthenticity—a state where individuals live by external standards instead of their own. In Being and Time, Heidegger (1927/2010) describes the they-self, a mode of being where people surrender their own possibilities and simply go along with what “everyone else” is doing. Scholars have noted that this existential disconnection can be a major source of stress and confusion, especially for youth navigating identity in a hyperconnected world (Guignon, 2020; Dreyfus, 1991).

The Recovering Overthinker blog describes how many individuals feel trapped in “psychological basements,” stuck in roles they did not choose, chasing approval while feeling increasingly empty inside (Recovering Overthinker, 2025). In Psychology Today, Janning (2025) observes that today’s youth are often torn between the pressure to perform and the desire to be real, leading to emotional burnout that goes beyond being busy—it touches on the loss of joy and meaning. A counseling report from the American Counseling Association highlights how teens who feel pressured to conform often experience identity confusion and existential anxiety, particularly when they lack safe spaces to explore who they truly are (Maxwell & Gayle, n.d.). These voices remind us that stress is not just about external demands—it is also about the internal dissonance that comes from living out of sync with one’s true self. And recognizing that dissonance is not a weakness—it is the beginning of reclaiming one’s own path and relieving a deeper kind of stress.

One of the most pervasive forms of stress among youth today comes not just from tasks or deadlines, but from the pressure to perform—to look impressive, be likable, and seem successful, even when it does not feel true to who they are. It is like living on a stage where the audience is always watching, especially through the lens of social media and the expectations of school and family. Studies show that this kind of performance pressure and constant comparison can take a serious toll on mental health, leading to anxiety, depression, and identity confusion (Steinberg, 2014; Twenge, 2017). Heidegger (1927/2010) had a word for this experience—fallenness. It describes the condition of being caught up in routines, roles, and expectations that do not arise from one’s own choices but from what society demands. Dreyfus (1991) explains that fallenness is a way of living where everyday distractions pull individuals away from their deeper potential. The more young people try to live up to these external pressures, the more they may feel disconnected, anxious, or even numb—a pattern linked to rising psychological distress among youth who struggle to balance societal expectations with their inner truth (Guignon, 2020).

This kind of stress—rooted in the tension between external performance and internal authenticity—is something young people are increasingly pushing back against. Davis (2020), writing in Psychology Today, describes how teens feel pressured to “stand out” and constantly optimize themselves, often leading to burnout and emotional exhaustion. The Recovering Overthinker blog captures this sentiment, describing how many individuals feel trapped in “psychological basements,” stuck in roles they did not choose, chasing approval while feeling increasingly empty inside (Recovering Overthinker, 2025). A feature in The New York Times highlights how teens are using writing, art, and activism to push back against these pressures and reclaim their voices, showing that authenticity is still possible even in a world full of noise (The Learning Network, 2023). These stories remind us that the struggle to be real is not just a philosophical concern—it is a lived experience of stress. And in resisting fallenness, young people are not only reclaiming their voices—they are relieving a deeper kind of stress that comes from being disconnected from themselves.

Stress, when left unaddressed, does not remain static—it evolves, often quietly, shaping the emotional and psychological landscape of young people. In its milder forms, stress may show up as fatigue, irritability, or a lingering sense of self-doubt (American Psychological Association, 2023). These early signs are easy to dismiss, yet they often signal a deeper internal conflict between external demands and personal authenticity. As stress intensifies, it can lead to more noticeable shifts: anxiety, social withdrawal, and a loss of motivation (Steinberg, 2014; Twenge, 2017). Young people may begin to disengage from activities they once enjoyed, feeling overwhelmed by expectations they cannot fully meet or reconcile with their own values (Lumanlan, 2025). In more severe cases, stress can spiral into depression, identity confusion, and even existential despair (Maxwell & Gayle, n.d.; Guignon, 2020). The pressure to perform, conform, or succeed can leave youth feeling hollow—like they are living someone else’s life, disconnected from their own sense of purpose (Heidegger, 1927/2010; Dreyfus, 1991).

Stress, however, is not always just a bad thing—it can be a wake-up call. When life gets intense, it can push you to ask big questions like, “What do I really care about?” “Who am I doing this for?” or “What kind of life do I want to live?” These moments of discomfort can spark something deeper—a kind of personal reflection that helps you grow. Psychologists have found that this kind of existential questioning often leads to identity development and emotional growth in teens (Yalom, 1980). 

Alienation (or Disconnectedness): The Subtle Burden Endured by Youth
Sometimes, being young can feel like floating through life without a clear sense of where you belong or what truly matters. You might feel out of place in your own school, community, or even online spaces—like you are showing up but not really being seen. This feeling is what many writers and researchers call alienation (or disconnectedness). It is not merely about loneliness or being misunderstood; it is a deeper kind of disconnection, where the world itself stops feeling like home. Philosopher Martin Heidegger (1927/2010) described this mood as unhomelikeness (or estrangement) —a state where everything familiar begins to feel strange, forcing you to confront yourself in a new and often unsettling way.

Studies show that this kind of alienation often arises in environments that prioritize performance and image over genuine connection and authenticity (Seeman, 1975; Twenge, 2017). Stolorow (2007) notes that such dislocation is increasingly common among teens, especially in digital spaces that amplify exclusion and uncertainty. Vanegas (2024), writing in Psychology Today, explains how social media fosters illusions of perfection, leaving teens feeling disconnected from their real selves and unsure of where they fit in. Similarly, Mason (2022), in her Substack blog Future of Belonging, explores how loneliness and alienation are growing issues for young people in a world that feels constantly shifting and often too heavy to carry. The New York Times has featured dozens of stories showing how teens are using writing, activism, and creativity to push back against these feelings and reclaim their sense of belonging (The Learning Network, 2023). These voices remind us that feeling disconnected does not mean you are broken—it means you are searching. And that search is part of what makes you real.

Sometimes, it feels like the world around you just stop making sense. You wake up, go through your day, scroll through your feed, talk to people—but something feels off. Like the world is there, but you are not really in it. Philosopher Martin Heidegger (1927/2010) called this mood unhomelikeness (Unheimlichkeit) or estrangement —a strange sense of estrangement, where the world, which is supposed to feel familiar and meaningful, suddenly feels distant or hollow. He saw this as a revealing mood, one that exposes how fragile everyday life can be and forces you to confront who you really are. Dreyfus (1991) adds that when this sense of worldhood (or lived world)—the feeling that life has structure and meaning—breaks down, it can lead to alienation and anxiety.

Many young people feel this loss deeply, especially in a time when everything moves fast, expectations are unclear, and real connection is hard to find (Twenge, 2017; Stolorow, 2007). In today’s digital world, this feeling is becoming increasingly common. Daugherty (2024), writing in Psychology Today, explains how digital overload constantly activates our stress response, making it harder to feel calm or grounded. A feature in Harvard Magazine describes how teens are caught in “grind culture,” pressured to be productive, perfect, and socially visible—all while struggling to find meaning in it (Harvard Magazine, 2023). Israa Nasir (2025), in her Substack blog, shares how young adults often feel like they are following a life script that does not fit, leading to a quiet crisis of identity and purpose. These voices show that when the world feels fragmented or fake, it is not just you—it is a shared experience. And recognizing that can be the first step toward building something more real.

Alienation (or disconnectedness), when experienced by young people, often begins subtly—showing up as restlessness, emotional fatigue, or a vague sense that something is missing (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2024; Maxwell & Gayle, n.d.). These early signs may be dismissed as ordinary stress or mood swings, yet they often signal a deeper existential discomfort: a quiet dissonance between the self and the world. As this disconnection deepens, it can lead to more pronounced effects such as social withdrawal, identity confusion, and a loss of motivation (Shumaker, 2017; Mayo Clinic, n.d.). Young people may begin to disengage from relationships, passions, or goals that once felt meaningful, unsure whether their efforts reflect who they truly are (Maxwell & Gayle, n.d.). In its most severe forms, alienation can spiral into depression, existential despair, and a haunting sense of detachment—not just from others, but from one’s own life (Tocaven, 1978; Guignon, 2020). The world may begin to feel hollow, fragmented, or unreal, as if the young person is merely going through the motions in a life that no longer feels like their own. These manifestations are not just psychological—they are ontological, reflecting a rupture in the sense of belonging and meaning that is essential to being-in-the-world (Heidegger, 1927/2010; Dreyfus, 1991).

But feeling disconnected does not have to be the end of the story. In fact, it can be the beginning of something powerful. Many young people are already finding ways to rebuild their sense of meaning and connection—through creativity, community, and honest reflection. Whether it is making art, writing poetry, joining a cause, or simply having real conversations, these actions help you feel like you belong again. McInerney (2009) argues that for youth who feel alienated, especially in marginalized communities, what is needed is a kind of education that does not just teach facts but helps build agency and belonging through critical engagement. 

Tracing Paths Toward Existential Liberation (or Authenticity)
Existential liberation is not about pretending everything is okay or escaping from problems—it is more like waking up to your own life. It begins with the realization that you have choices, that you can shape your path, and that you do not have to live by someone else’s script. Philosopher Martin Heidegger called this resoluteness—the act of facing life head-on, even when it is difficult, and choosing to act from your own truth rather than simply going with the flow. Wrathall (2014) explains that Heidegger’s idea of authenticity is not about moral goodness, but about how we exist in the world: it is when we stop hiding behind routines and expectations and begin making decisions that reflect who we truly are.

Suddick et al. (2021) deepen this understanding by exploring concepts like thrownness (being born into a world we did not choose), dwelling (finding meaning in everyday life), and authenticity as tools for transforming personal struggle into something meaningful. Davidov and Russo-Netzer (2022) add that real authenticity emerges when we stop filtering our lives through others’ expectations and begin living from our own experience.

This awakening is unfolding in everyday life. Chau (2021) observed how students began asking deeper questions during the pandemic—not because they were reading existential texts, but because the instability around them demanded personal meaning. Hickman (2019) and Kennedy-Williams (2020), writing in The Guardian, report that climate anxiety is prompting young people to reflect on their values and act, even amid uncertainty. At Sunflower Landing, counselors are helping teens explore their emotions through art and storytelling, showing that healing and self-discovery do not require complex theories—just a space where one can be real (Eubanks, 2020). These stories remind us that existential liberation is not an abstract idea—it is about finding your voice, owning your story, and choosing to live in a way that feels true to you.

Sometimes, the journey to finding yourself does not begin with big decisions—it starts quietly. It might be writing in a journal, making music, painting, or simply sitting alone and thinking about life. These small acts are not just hobbies; they are ways of exploring identity and reconnecting with the self. Chisholm and Olinger (2017) show that creative practices like drawing and journaling help teens express themselves, especially in schools where traditional learning often leaves little room for personal stories. For others, self-discovery may come through joining a group, speaking up about something important, or engaging in spiritual practices. King, Mangan, and Riveros (2022) explain that spiritual and religious engagement helps young people find meaning and grow by connecting with something larger than themselves and learning from older generations. Tovar, Rosillo, and Spaniardi (2023) add that self-expression—whether through social media, art, or writing—plays a vital role in shaping identity and helping youth feel more grounded in who they are.

This kind of self-discovery is happening all around us. Forthun, Nesbit, and Shaw (2021), from the University of Florida Extension, highlight how spirituality and creative reflection—such as journaling, music, and art—can help teens explore their values, build resilience, and find meaning in their lives. Odendahl (2021), from the University of Minnesota Extension, describes how journaling became a powerful tool for youth during the pandemic, helping them process emotions and develop self-awareness. Art therapy is also gaining traction as a way for adolescents to express identity and heal; Kids First Services (2025) emphasizes that painting, collage, and sculpture allow teens to explore who they are in ways that words sometimes cannot. Meanwhile, the Pongo Poetry Project in Seattle works with incarcerated youth, showing how poetry and storytelling can be lifelines for those navigating trauma and isolation—offering them a voice and a sense of dignity (Pongo Poetry Project, 2025). These real-life examples show that reconnecting with oneself does not require deep philosophy—it just takes creativity, honesty, and the courage to begin.

You do not need to have everything figured out or make dramatic changes to start living with purpose. Often, it is the small, everyday choices—like saying no to something that does not feel right, choosing what energizes you, or asking honest questions—that begin to shift your life. Russo-Netzer and Tarrasch (2024) found that teens who focus on meaning and make intentional decisions, even minor ones, tend to experience greater satisfaction and mental well-being. It is not about being perfect—it is about being real. Alchin et al. (2023) emphasize that authenticity, or acting in ways that reflect your true self, is one of the strongest predictors of emotional health. This kind of authenticity often grows through daily decisions and relationships. Even tiny acts—standing up for your beliefs or trying something new that excites you—can shape your identity. Varga (2011) reminds us that these everyday choices are existential ones; they help build who you are and reveal who you are becoming.

The U.S. Surgeon General’s Advisory on Youth Mental Health highlights how small, intentional actions—like connecting with others, expressing yourself creatively, and setting boundaries—can significantly improve well-being and help young people navigate life’s challenges (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2021). Jessica Pierson Russo (2022) writes about youth programs that foster authenticity, showing how being true to oneself plays a vital role in building identity and emotional strength. Psychology Today notes that many teens today are searching for realness in a digital world full of filters and curated perfection. Finding authentic role models and making grounded choices can help them feel more confident and less anxious (Vanegas, 2024). These examples show that living with intention is not about diving deep into philosophy—it is about being honest with yourself, making meaningful choices, and growing one step at a time.

The journey toward clarity and purpose is not linear—it twists, stumbles, and evolves. Some days you feel confident and clear; other days, you might feel lost. That is okay. Shumaker (2017) explains that growing up and finding meaning rarely follows a smooth path. It unfolds in cycles—moments of confusion, reflection, and clarity shaped by relationships and personal experiences. What matters is that you keep moving, keep asking questions, and keep choosing to live in ways that feel true to you. Sheets-Johnstone (2020) builds on Heidegger’s idea of Being-in-the-world, emphasizing that real growth comes from lived experience, not just abstract thought.

This kind of growth is visible in everyday life. Bouder and Nelson (2025), writing for the University of Delaware Extension, outline how teens develop emotionally by navigating identity, autonomy, and relationships—not in a straight line, but through trial, error, and reflection. A blog from She Leads Foundation shares how art-based activities like painting and music give young people a way to process emotions and build confidence, especially when words fall short (Smith, 2024). Psychology Today also highlights how creative experiences—painting, writing, music—support mental health by helping people connect with their emotions, build resilience, and discover new parts of themselves (Vanegas, 2024). These stories show that transformation does not come from having all the answers—it comes from showing up, being honest, and allowing yourself to grow through the ups and downs.

If you are searching for something deeper, remember that the journey toward a meaningful life begins within. It does not start with certainty—it begins with noticing what matters to you, asking honest questions, and having the courage to be yourself, even when the world feels confusing or disconnected. Davidov and Russo-Netzer (2022) describe this kind of authenticity as a commitment to your inner truth, where meaning begins with self-awareness and the bravery to live by your values. Alchin et al. (2024) explain that authenticity is not something you are born with—it is something you build, especially during uncertain times, through reflection, independence, and support from others. Kramer (2024) adds that existential courage means being willing to take emotional and social risks to grow and live meaningfully, even when it is uncomfortable or goes against expectations. Every time you choose to be real, you are stepping closer to freedom.

The Circle of Courage model, used in youth development programs across the U.S., shows how belonging, mastery, independence, and generosity help young people build resilience and live with purpose (Brendtro et al., 1990). A blog from TeenCoaching.org shares how teens are learning to ask questions like “Who am I?” and “What do I believe in?”—not to impress others, but to understand themselves and make choices that feel true (TeenCoaching.org, 2024). Second Step® Insights emphasizes that self-awareness is a key skill for teens, helping them manage emotions, build confidence, and make thoughtful decisions that shape their identity. These stories remind us that the path to authenticity does not require deep philosophy—it just takes honesty, reflection, and the courage to grow (Second Step®, 2024).

The diagram serves as a symbolic representation of the literature review’s central themes. At its core is a young person placed within a fragmented world. This figure embodies the youth’s struggle with stress and alienation, yet also reflects a gradual movement toward self-discovery and meaningful engagement. This progression deepens into a journey of authenticity, ultimately culminating in the transformative state of Existential Liberation (see figure 1).

Figure 1
Symbolic representation of the literature review’s central themes
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Conclusion
In a world increasingly shaped by fragmentation, pressure to perform, and confusing social signals, many young people face not only stress and alienation but also the deeper risk of falling into despair. Yet this study shows that even in confusion and emotional pain, there is a powerful alternative: the path of existential liberation (or authenticity). While some may feel trapped in cycles of numbness or hopelessness, the same conditions that cause anxiety can also spark a turning point—a moment to reflect, to choose, and to begin living in a way that feels true. Through creative expression, honest conversations, and small acts of courage, young people can reclaim their sense of meaning and agency. In this light, existential liberation is not just a philosophical idea—it is a lifeline, a radical and deeply personal way of saying: “I matter, and I choose to live fully, even when the world feels broken.”
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