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Abstract

Purpose: The present study aimed to explore the process of social identity formation among female high
school students in Kerman and to identify the factors contributing to the development and erosion of their
social identity within the school context.

Methodology: This applied qualitative study was conducted using a narrative research approach with a
descriptive orientation. The study population consisted of female students in upper secondary schools in
Kerman. Using purposive sampling, eight students with rich narrative experiences were selected. Data were
collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews conducted over approximately one month. Interview
duration ranged from 35 to 90 minutes, and follow-up interviews were conducted when necessary. Data
analysis was performed using inductive thematic analysis based on Braun and Clarke’s six-step framework with
the aid of Atlas.ti8 software. To ensure trustworthiness, pilot interviews, participant validation, and
supervision by qualitative research experts during coding and categorization were employed.

Findings: The findings indicated that students’ social identity was constructed through individual and social
dimensions encompassing seven major categories. In the individual dimension, personal identity included
acquired traits, identity model construction, identity-building actions, and identity manifestation in
appearance. In the social dimension, categories such as identification and self-categorization, social influence,
social interactions, school climate, stereotyping, and identity motivations emerged. Identity-building
practices, positive social interactions, charismatic teachers, individual mobility strategies, and identity
motivations strengthened social identity. In contrast, stereotyping, competitive school environments,
ideological teachings, boring formalism, reduced social activities, and lack of educational liberalism
contributed to the erosion of students’ social identity.

Conclusion: The results demonstrated that schools play a critical role in either strengthening or weakening
adolescents’ social identity. Creating supportive and participatory school environments, expanding cultural
and social activities, promoting teamwork, reducing negative competition, and providing opportunities for
self-expression can enhance students’ sense of belonging and social identity development. Reconsidering
school climate and acknowledging students’ cultural and social diversity may prevent identity erosion and
contribute to adolescents’ psychological well-being, social cohesion, and social development.
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Detailed Abstract
Introduction

In the contemporary world, social identity has become one of the most significant concepts in social psychology, sociology, and
educational studies. Rapid cultural transformations, globalization, technological expansion, and the increasing complexity of social
interactions have intensified concerns regarding identity formation among adolescents. Adolescence is considered a critical developmental
stage during which individuals attempt to construct a coherent sense of self and establish meaningful connections with social groups. Social
identity theory emphasizes that individuals derive part of their self-concept from their membership in social groups and from the emotional
significance attached to such memberships (Scheepers & Ellemers, 2019; Tajfel et al., 1979). According to this perspective, identity
is not merely an individual characteristic but a socially constructed phenomenon emerging through interactions, categorizations, and
group affiliations.

Schools represent one of the most influential contexts in which adolescents experience social relationships and identity development.
Students spend a substantial portion of their lives within educational settings where they interact with peers, teachers, institutional norms,
and cultural expectations. Consequently, schools become environments where social identity is continuously negotiated, reinforced, or
challenged (Reynolds et al., 2017; Rich & Schachter, 2012). Rescarch has demonstrated that positive school climates and strong
feelings of belonging contribute significantly to adolescents” psychological adjustment, academic engagement, and social participation
(Kim, 2018; Shirdel et al., 2022). Conversely, negative school environments characterized by excessive competition, exclusion, or

rigid ideological structures may undermine students’ social identity and emotional well—being.

Social identity has profound implications for mental health, social adaptation, and educational outcomes. Studies have shown that strong
social identification promotes self-esteem, psychological resilience, life satisfaction, and social support (Greenaway et al., 2016;
Hausser et al., 2020). Haslam and colleagues argued that group-based social connection plays a central role in reducing loneliness and
promoting mental health (Haslam et al., 2022). Similarly, Cruwys et al. found that continuity of social identity enhances academic
performance and life satisfaction among students (Cruwys et al., 2021). These findings suggest that social identity functions not only as

a cognitive construct but also as a protective psychosocial resource.

At the same time, contemporary adolescents increasingly face identity-related tensions due to cultural diversity, media exposure, social
comparison, and changing value systems. The identity crisis associated with globalization and digital communication has intensified
adolescents’ search for belonging and meaning (Rubab et al., 2020). Recent studies indicate that even virtual environments and online
gaming communities can contribute to teenagers’ sense of belonging and collective identity (Xu, 2025). Nevertheless, despite the

growing influence of digital spaces, schools remain one of the primary social institutions shaping adolescents’ identity experiences.

Previous studies have examined various factors influencing adolescents’ social identity, including family relationships, peer interactions,
school climate, and socioeconomic conditions. Bagheri et al. demonstrated that peer groups and school belonging positively influence the
social identity of female students (Bagheri et al., 2018). Karimi and Kazemyan reported a positive relationship between parent-child
relationship quality and adolescents’ social identity (Karimi & Kazemyan, 2018). Albarello et al. highlighted the interplay between
personal and social identity during adolescence and emphasized its role in psychological adjustment (Albarello et al., 2018).
Furthermore, Haertle and Oles showed that narrative identity formation may reduce the risk of social maladjustment among adolescents

(Haertle & Oles, 2023).

Narrative approaches to identity emphasize that individuals construct their identities through stories and interpretations of lived
experiences. McAdams and McLean conceptualized narrative identity as an internalized and evolving story integrating past experiences,
present understanding, and future aspirations (McAdams & McLean, 2013). Similarly, Campion described identity as an ongoing social
process shaped by interaction patterns and meaning-making practices (Campion, 2019). Narrative inquiry therefore provides an
appropriate framework for understanding how adolescents interpret school experiences and construct social identity within educational

contexts.

Despite the growing body of literature on social identity, many previous studies have adopted quantitative approaches and have focused
primarily on relationships between variables rather than exploring the lived experiences and subjective narratives underlying identity
formation. There remains limited qualitative research examining how adolescents themselves understand and narrate the process of social

identity construction within schools. This gap is particularly evident in the context of Iranian female adolescents, whose experiences are



shaped by unique cultural, educational, and social dynamics. e present study aimed to explore the narrative proces

identity formation among female high school students in Kerman an the factors contributing to the developm

of their social identity.
Methods and Materials

The present study employed a qualitative narrative research design with a descriptive and inter
consisted of female students attending upper secondary schools in Kerman, Iran. Participants were se
based on their ability to provide rich and meaningful narratives concerning their school experiences and ide rmation processes.

Eight female students participated in the study.

Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured narrative interviews conducted over approximately one month. Interviews ranged
from 35 to 90 minutes in duration, with an average duration of approximately 61 minutes. In some cases, follow-up interviews were
conducted to clarify participants’ experiences and deepen understanding of emerging themes. Interviews began with broad narrative
prompts encouraging participants to describe their school experiences, interpersonal relationships, perceptions of belonging, and personal

identity development.

All interviews were audio-recorded with participants’ consent and subsequently transcribed verbatim. Ethical considerations included
obtaining verbal informed consent from participants and their parents, ensuring confidentiality, and assigning identification codes to all

participants. Participants were informed that their participation was voluntary and that they could withdraw from the study at any time.

Data analysis was conducted using inductive thematic analysis based on Braun and Clarke’s six-step framework. Atlas.ti8 software was
utilized to facilitate coding, categorization, and theme development. Initial codes were extracted from participants’ narratives and
subsequently grouped into broader conceptual categories. To enhance trustworthiness, pilot interviews were conducted, participant

validation procedures were implemented, and qualitative research experts supervised the coding and categorization process.
Findings

The findings revealed that students’ social identity was constructed through a dynamic interaction between individual and social
dimensions. Seven major categories and twenty-four conceptual themes emerged from the data analysis. Two overarching categories

were identified: factors contributing to the development of social identity and factors contributing to the erosion of social identity.

Within the individual dimension, the category of personal identity included acquired traits, identity-building actions, identity model
construction, and external manifestations of identity. Participants frequently described personal characteristics such as ambition, self-
reliance, emotional isolation, curiosity, and perseverance. Many students emphasized their efforts to construct ideal identity models based

on admired characteristics such as strength, independence, resilience, and emotional security.

Identity-building practices emerged as an important mechanism of identity development. Sports participation, music preferences, artistic
interests, and academic achievements were described as meaningful activities contributing to self-definition and social belonging. Several
participants explained that engagement in sports and creative activities provided them with a sense of competence, recognition, and

collective identity.

In the social dimension, identification and self-categorization processes played a significant role in shaping students’ social identity.
Academic identity emerged as one of the dominant forms of identification within the school context. Students often defined themselves
through academic achievement, competition, and educational aspirations. In some cases, this strong academic orientation contributed to

social distancing and reduced emotional interaction with peers.

Social influence processes also appeared prominently in participants’ narratives. Teachers were frequently described as influential figures
ose support, ¢ encouragement significantly shaped students’ self-perceptions and educational identities. Individual

rtant theme. Some students attempted to improve their social position by changing schools or

d erosive aspect of identity formation. Positive peer relationships contributed to

onal support, whereas ne tions such as stereotyping, comparison, ridicule, and distrust undermined

ocial identity. Many participants repor reduction in social intimacy and increasing preference for emotional

rotective strategy.
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School climate emerged as one of the most influential contextual factors. Participants criticized excessive academic competition,
ideological rigidity, lack of educational freedom, monotonous formalism, and reduced social activities within schools. Uniform
regulations, pressure for conformity, and limited opportunities for self-expression were frequently perceived as suppressive experiences

Contributing to identity conflict and emotional alienation.

The findings also demonstrated that the COVID-19 pandemic negatively affected students’ social identity experiences by reducing face-

to-face interactions, weakening school attachment, and intensifying feelings of isolation and academic disengagement.
Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study indicate that social identity formation among female adolescents is a complex, multidimensional, and
socially embedded process shaped by interactions between personal experiences, school environments, peer relationships, and cultural
structures. The study demonstrated that schools function not merely as educational institutions but also as critical social spaces where

adolescents negotiate belonging, recognition, and self-definition.

One of the central findings was the dual role of school environments in both strengthening and weakening students’ social identity.
Positive interactions, supportive teachers, collective activities, and opportunities for participation contributed to stronger feelings of
belonging and identity coherence. Conversely, competitive atmospheres, rigid structures, stereotyping, and emotional exclusion

weakened students’ social attachment and increased identity tensions.

The findings also revealed that adolescents actively construct identity through narrative meaning-making. Students interpreted their
experiences, relationships, and aspirations in ways that helped them develop coherent self-understandings. Identity-building practices

such as sports, music, and educational achievement served as symbolic resources for constructing meaningful social identities.

Another important finding concerned the growing tendency toward emotional isolation and reduced social trust among adolescents. Many
participants described intentional distancing from peer relationships as a strategy for protecting themselves from negative social
experiences. This suggests that contemporary adolescents may experience increasing difficulty in establishing stable and emotionally

supportive social connections.

Overall, the study highlights the importance of creating supportive, inclusive, and participatory school environments that promote
belongingness, emotional security, and opportunities for authentic self-expression. Schools that encourage cooperation, cultural diversity,
dialogue, and collective engagement may play a crucial role in strengthening adolescents’ social identity and psychological well-being.
The findings further emphasize the need for educational policies and practices that move beyond purely academic competition and address

the broader social and emotional dimensions of adolescent development.
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