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Abstract

Objective: Adolescence marks the beginning of an individual’s conscious and se-
lective engagement with their surrounding world and the organization of personal
identity. With the increasing presence of adolescents in cyberspace, it is clear that
the opportunities and threats posed by the virtual environment on the education-
al path of adolescents, particularly regarding their identity formation, stem from
understanding the contexts and roots of the virtual space’s influence. Given the
growing and addictive use of cyberspace by adolescents and its impact on their
identity dimensions, the identity formation of contemporary Iranian adolescents
faces numerous challenges, including confusion, conflict, and identity doubt. The
main question of this research is about the causes and contexts of the identity for-
mation challenges faced by adolescents, which relate to cyberspace and the second
life of contemporary Iranian youth.

Method: To explore the causes of the identity formation challenges in the dual
real-virtual space, this research employs thematic analysis. The primary aspect
of using this method is to extract rich codes from interviews and studies. For
this purpose, 500 relevant articles were identified, from which the top 50 were
selected, and ultimately, the texts of these 50 articles were coded and thematically
analyzed. Since the transformations and changes of the new generation are com-
plex and rapid, especially the serious identity challenges that emerged during the
unfortunate events of Fall 2022, there were insufficient scientific articles to ana-
lyze the latest developments. Therefore, interviews were conducted to supplement
the research data. Interviews were held with 15 experts in sociology, psychology,
ethics, educational sciences, culture and communication, cyberspace, and experi-
enced managers in organizations related to the issue, discussing the main question
of this research. The distinction and innovation of this research compared to pre-
vious studies lie in its focus on identity challenges and online identity formation.
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Methodologically, it combines relevant articles and interviews with experts, and
in terms of results, it outlines a conceptual network of the causes and contexts
of these challenges with a comprehensive perspective and 360-degree results. In
the initial coding, over 112 rich themes (in terms of content) related to the main
research question were extracted. Through three stages of categorization—initial
categories, intermediate categories, and major categories—ultimately, under the
axis of causes and contexts related to cyberspace, the identity formation challeng-
es of contemporary Iranian adolescents were categorized into three major catego-
ries, with a total of 19 intermediate categories classified under these three.
Conclusion: The findings of this research indicate that the causes of identity chal-
lenges related to cyberspace can be divided into two general categories: 1. The
inherent characteristics of cyberspace, which largely result from the direct conse-
quences of communication and information technologies in their current form. 2.
The manner of the subject’s presence in cyberspace, regardless of their application
and digital lifestyle. The inherent characteristics of cyberspace can be summarized
as follows: the high power of media in shaping identity, the lack of real backing for
the values of cyberspace, biased representations of reality, accessibility to harm-
ful content, the potential for crisis creation and resolution, cyberspace as a realm
of imagination, the blurring of the boundaries between reality and unreality, the
multiplicity and diversity of semantic signifiers, and the absence of a superior
central signifier, as well as the timelessness, placelessness, and borderlessness of
cyberspace. The manner of the subject’s presence in cyberspace can be summa-
rized as follows: feelings of freedom and choice, a sense of knowledge, lack of op-
portunities for solitude and self-reflection, moral desensitization, and continuous
rethinking and reconfiguration of online identity. These two causes largely refer
to the nature of cyberspace and its effects on identity formation, and thus are valid
worldwide; this is also observable in the referenced scientific studies by authors
from various countries. These two issues, whether intentionally or unintention-
ally, challenge the pre-existing constructs of identity and identity formation, and
it must be accepted that this human characteristic necessarily adapts itself to this
space. Now, the question arises: what exact changes will occur in the constructs
of identity and identity formation as a result of these transformations? In light
of the third cause, namely “the predominance of the role of cyberspace in shap-
ing the foundational identity institutions prior to the virtual age,” the importance
of the above question becomes more pronounced. The findings of this research
provide a critical and active perspective for stakeholders in the ecosystem of ado-
lescent growth and development, encouraging them to refine their understanding
of the adolescent’s situation and reconsider the roles of effective institutions in
their identity formation process, thereby reforming their approaches, strategies,
and solutions.
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