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During the adolescent years of a person's life,  they experience an intense period of growth, major transitions, and many new emotions all at once. Throughout this period of emotional growth, young adults tend to rely on vulnerability when communicating with anyone. This transitional stage of life makes developing meaningful friendships and creating a support system essential. Being vulnerable with others through self-disclosure, both develops and impacts friendships deeply, especially for adolescents. This paper explores how vulnerability functions in friendships through the lens of the Social Penetration Theory (SPT). This theory is appropriate to assess vulnerability through self-disclosure due to its special attention to themes of depth, breadth, and reciprocity, all of which constitute intimacy in friendships. In 2025, studies show that 25% of respondents between 15 and 18 years old feel “very lonely” and lonliness can lead to serious health implications and an increased risk of several chronic diseases and mental health disorders like anxiety and depression (Fleck, 2023). Furthermore, social deprivation during the teenage period of someone’s life can negatively affect adolescent development, highlighting the importance of peer interactions (Orben et al., 2020). This highlights how important it is for teenagers to create stronger friendships through vulnerability and self-disclosure as it is a critical developmental need. Understanding how self-disclosure operates in young adult interactions or peer relationships offers insights into the development of emotional intimacy for those in this stage of life. This raises the question at the core of this paper: How does vulnerability through self-disclosure (as determined through the framework of Social Penetration Theory) affect the development and quality of adolescent friendships? 

This paper will first explain and outline the key components of the Social Penetration Theory then analyze and apply that lens to research how self-disclosure and vulnerability play critical roles in the development of quality adolescent friendships. Followed by critiques on the theory’s oversimplifications and suggestions on future research directions such as exploring the digital world and acknowledging different minority groups that adolescents may identify with. 
[bookmark: _53hx0x9yobjl]Social Penetration Theory
The Social Penetration Theory (SPT) was developed by Altman and Taylor in 1973 and is centered around developing relationships through self-disclosure. It's used to demonstrate how relationships go from superficial to more intimate and is referred to in discussions of developing emotional closeness and deepening friendships. This theory uses an onion and its layers as a metaphor to depict how people gradually share and reciprocate deeper and deeper layers of their private information. The key concepts of this theory are breadth, depth, and reciprocity. The depth of disclosure is how personal or intimate the content of the information one shares is and the breadth is the quantity or range of different topics one is comfortable with sharing or has shared with someone else. Reciprocity is the mutual exchange of disclosures that deepens trust. The Social Penetration theory can be used to visualize and measure how intimate or how developed a person’s disclosure is with someone else. In this context, vulnerability is both a relational risk and a developmental tool for adolescents to promote trust, intimacy, and mutual understanding/support. In the adolescence stage of life, the dynamics of breadth, depth, and reciprocity are especially relevant as teenagers are trying to navigate complex social environments, beginning to form more emotionally rich relationships and also starting to experience the repercussions of vulnerability for the first time. 
[bookmark: _hmbx3qgfqaw3]Literature Review: Self -Disclosure & Vulnerability 
Humans constantly seek companionship and support as we go through life's stages together (Berkeley Executive Education, 2022) especially during adolescence, there is a deep need for connection, belonging, or emotional intimacy through interpersonal understanding. Vulnerability is defined as the willingness to expose personal thoughts, emotions, or experiences that could lead to emotional risk or rejection (Brown, 2012). Vulnerability is enacted through self-disclosure. Self-disclosure is simply revealing information about yourself to another person. Interpersonal communication scholars have found that self-disclosure is the core of social life and “[s]haring personal information is the means by which relationships are built and maintained because effective disclosures contribute to greater intimacy, trust, and closeness in a relationship” (Crowley, 2019).  Moreover, it is also found that initiating support from others stems from self-disclosure and vulnerability which simultaneously increases intimacy and deepens relationships (Bauminger et al., 2008). So when an adolescent opens up to someone, it not only invites emotional support from those who they opened up to but it strengthens bonds too. 

Early findings on self-disclosure as a developmental task made by Derlega et al. (1993) states that self-disclosure is a developmental process that evolves with age, with adolescents gradually learning to share more personal and emotionally charged information. It’s also been found that self-disclosure in adolescence has been identified as critical to meeting social developmental goals and forging close, connected friendships and relationships (Vijayakumar & Pfeifer, 2020). Additionally, researchers Costello et al. (2024) conducted a study to examine the development of vulnerable self-disclosure where the participants were observed annually while interacting or seeking and providing support to their best friends each year from age 13 to 18. This study found that adolescents who reported higher-quality friendships also reported greater levels of self-disclosure over time. Furthermore, high levels of disclosure in adolescence predicted similar patterns in adulthood, suggesting that adolescent friendships are critical training grounds for future relational intimacy. This research is important to consider because it shows that how teens communicate with their peers or friends can shape how they’ll handle close relationships in adulthood or may have lasting effects on emotional development in future relationships. 
[bookmark: _nqqy3bwz0d7w] Reciprocity
As mentioned briefly before, reciprocity is a core component or mechanism of SPT that promotes further intimacy through shared vulnerability hence deepening connections. One study found that vulnerable self-disclosure co-develops within adolescent friendships, meaning that as one friend shares deeper content, the other is likely to reciprocate information just as vulnerable Derby et al. (2020). This means that reciprocity is a fundamental part of advancing relationships because if both people in a relationship are vulnerable with each other oftentimes it means their emotional intimacy is stronger. This co-development of self-disclosure can also strengthen emotional closeness and mutual trust. This study from 2020 showed that deeper layers of self between participants were revealed alongside one another which further reflects the onion layer process of SPT because as their conversation reveals deeper (more vulnerable) layers of the self, the SPT onion metaphor illustrates the layers of the self that are peeled away as trust and intimacy increase. The findings from Derby et al. (2020), makes it evident that mutual vulnerability acts as a social cue that can advance relationships because it signals the ability to connect and engage in meaningful emotional exchanges with peers and reinforces the SPT intimacy-building process. This makes sense because imagine if a teenager shares a story of deep sentiment to their peer but their peer just doesn’t seem to care or respond at all, this signals discomfort and that those two teens are not close. Also returning to the previous point of possible lasting effects of teenage disclosure, this may leave the teen who disclosed the deep information vulnerable and uncomfortable in sharing anything too quickly in future relationships. 
Authors Denise Solomon and Jennifer Theiss nicely explain that self-disclosure of more problematic details can both escalate a relationship but also backfire. These authors say that a study “found that people generally paid more attention to a person’s intimate disclosures on Twitter, but those disclosures only led to positive evaluations if the poster was already perceived as having similar qualities (Baruh & Cemalcilar, 2015).” However this statement is immediately followed up with another point that “discovering that you and another person share a rare or negative attitude can fuel a connection (Alves, 2018; Weaver & Bosson, 2011).” This highlights the complexity of vulnerable self-disclosure as it’s a fine line between strengthening or damaging a relationship. This excerpt also shows that reciprocity is not just about matching depth but also how disclosures may be perceived based on context or how similar those peers may be. This makes sense because if people don’t have similar beliefs, values, or experiences the same bit of information could be perceived completely differently than intended and may not be accepted as one wishes. This also explains why self-disclosure in real life is not always consistently getting deeper with someone and not always advancing relationships in a linear way. An optimistic takeaway from Solomon and Theiss’ point is that mutual vulnerability is risky but has the potential to be wonderfully rewarding with a much deeper connection or escalated friendship than before sharing such a deep detail. 
There have also been several studies that examine what regulates the self-disclosure process in adolescents. According to Rotenberg (1995), adolescents use observed trustworthiness and prior experiences to decide when and how to disclose, indicating that vulnerability is selectively deployed. This means that vulnerability is mainly regulated by social cues which ties back to the earlier discussion of SPT’s use of reciprocity and depth. It’s also realistic to consider that not all adolescent friendships develop the same way and Rotenberg’s findings help explain why some friendships deepen through vulnerability and others might not depending on how recipients evaluate how comfortable they are with disclosing their personal information. These findings also make one consider the role judgment plays in self-disclosure. Adolescents in real life –especially when in middle/high school dealing with dsifferent cliques– are actively learning not just what to say but to who and when which is very important in any relationship. Especially in todays world where most of our social lives are on a digital platform, it is especially critical that teenagers understand what to share online and consider who may see it. This discussion of disclosure regulation lightly references the Communication Privacy Management Theory (CPM) which can also be used to address how adolescents navigate vulnerability and privacy boundaries when sharing information. According to the CPM theory, every person has the right to control their own information, and if they share that private information with someone else, it becomes co-owned between the people sending and receiving that information. Although this theory is not a primary topic of this essay, it is still worthy of briefly being considered when determining how teenagers regulate their information and choose who to open up to. 
[bookmark: _ww82lcmbvbu7]Critique and Future Directions 
While the Social Penetration Theory is crucial to understand the role of vulnerability and self-disclosure in adolescent friendships, it still has some limitations when applied to diverse adolescent experiences. One critique of the theory is that SPT sort of  implies that relationship development is constantly linear. It assumes that relationships progress from superficial to deeper levels however in the real work it is evident that teenage years are complicated and teenage friendships are even more complicated therefore adolescent relationships are not as simple as the theory makes it out to be. It is possible that in reality teenagers may rapidly reach very vulnerable conversations or withdraw after there is a breach of trust. The theory provides a solid foundation or format of how relationships progress but it oversimplifies the unpredictableness of the real world especially when it comes to teenagers who are extremely hormonal and emotionally charged. 
Another critique to keep in mind is that the Social Penetration Theory barely takes into account the role of context or identity based variables including gender, cultureal norms, personal backgrounds, and sexual orientation. The identity-based factor is important when focusing on teenagers’ interpersonal communication because today a large population of teenagers openly identify as part of the LGBTQ+ community and the SPT does not account for the different risks of self-disclosure across cultural contexts especially in unsupportive environments for minorities. This may lead the SPT to overgeneralize adolescents and make inaccurate assumptions about their choices when self-disclosing. 
Future research should look into how digital communication affects the self-disclosure process especially on social media as that is a major form of communication especially for the rising younger-generations who since birth have had access to the digital media. While some studies have begun to address this topic, it is such a dense and complicated subject that really changes the world of communication therefore tons of more research is needed to understand how online platforms shape the perceptions of vulnerability and intimacy. Adolescents most likely disclose differently on social media platforms therefore may affect the development of friendships. 
[bookmark: _35l6h1m1y0qw]Conclusion 
Overall, adolescents’ willingness to be vulnerable with their peers through self-disclosure deeply enhances the development and quality of their friendships. It is also clear that emotional intimacy, trust, and mutual understanding  play significant roles for emotional connection with others and the Social Penetration Theory explains this this through depth, breadth, and reciprocity. Despite the linear nature of SPT, this paper has noted that adolescents’ experiences are rarely as predictable or simple as the theory implies. As digital platforms continue to reshape our world, future research should explore the role social media may play in the communication of adolescents and how that influences their relationships. 
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