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Abstract

Adolescence is a period of self-recovery within the context of life and identity formation.
In recent times, virtual space appears to play a significant role in shaping adolescent
identity. The aim of the present study was to examine the lived experiences of adolescent
girls regarding their personal and family identity as influenced by their presence in
virtual space, using a psychological approach in the city of Karaj. To achieve this aim,
a qualitative research design with a phenomenological method was employed, and
interviews were conducted with 19 adolescent girls aged 13 to 16. Content analysis of
the interviews led to the extraction of three main categories: "identity relations,"
"identity platform," and "identity fluidity." The overarching theme emerging from these
categories was defined as "personal and family values influenced by the duality of real
and virtual lifeworlds". Participants with diffused identity reported spending less than 4
hours per day on virtual platforms, whereas those in the moratorium and identity
foreclosure stages reported using virtual space more than 4 hours per day. Furthermore,
individuals with a diffused identity viewed virtual space as a tool for self-improvement,
increasing awareness, and updating general knowledge. In contrast, those experiencing
identity moratorium used virtual platforms as a means to internalize others' beliefs.
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Among the digital applications used, the most frequently used app was Shad, while
Snapchat and Pinterest were reported as the least used.
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Introduction

One of the key developmental impacts of adolescence is the formation of
individual identity, which emerges through the interaction of biological-genetic
factors, cultural tendencies, family upbringing (Barikloo, 2013), society, and
virtual space (Atkinson, Atkinson, Smith, Bem, & Nolen-Hoeksema, 2014).
This issue is particularly significant for girls in our society, as their personal and
family identities are shaped by gender, cultural values, societal norms, and the
influence of digital environment. In such a context, identity formation becomes
a dynamic, complex, fluid, and challenging process (Mostafa Bolourdi &
Abdollahi, 2018).

This study seeks to answer the fundamental question: How is the identity of
adolescent girls shaped in relation to virtual space? The phenomenological
method provides an appropriate framework for exploring adolescents’ unique
experiences of this phenomenon, taking into account the context, time, social
positioning, and personal history.

Methodology

The research method employed in this study is phenomenology (Shiyan, 2023),
which aims to explore the meaning of individuals' personal lived experiences
through their subjectivity and self-description (Dogson, 2023). The data
collection tool used was in-depth interviews (Iman, 2018) with a
phenomenological approach, ensuring adherence to the principle of informed
consent. These interviews, each lasting between 45 to 60 minutes, were
conducted with 19 first-period secondary school students in Alborz province in
2012. The interviews continued until data saturation was achived. For the
psychological analysis, data were examined using Moustakas’ (1994) seven-step
method. Additionally, external supervision was incorporated into the research
process.
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Findings

In the current study, the number of hours of use of virtual space was less than 4
hours for people who had identity dispersion, and for people who were in the
phase of identity interruption and identity recording, it was more than 4 hours a
day. Also, people with an identity gap used cyberspace as a tool for progress,
increasing awareness and updating public information. The people with an
identity gap used cyberspace to internalize the opinions of others. The main
categories resulting from the codes obtained in the current research, according
to the theoretical foundations, include 1- identity relationships (the output of the
individual's own approach, interpersonal and family relationships), 2- identity
platform (the result of success or failure in identity search: identity acquisition,
identity crisis and identity transformation) and 3- identity fluidity (result of
reality, virtual space and living world is a mosaic with a two-way effect on both
of them). The theme extracted from the categories of the current research is
considered as "personal and family values affected by the dual life of the real
and virtual world". The following results can be obtained from the combination
of Bezronsky's, Marcia's and Erikson's theories. Specific information style can
be seen in adolescents with an identity gap. Adolescents in the stage of identity
capture or dispersion have adjustment problems when faced with issues related
to identity. In the dispersion of identity, the least maturity in the development
of identity has been witnessed and the cognitive style of avoidance -
disconnection can be observed. The identity formation process for adolescent
girls reflects a labyrinthine journey through reality, virtual space, and a mosaic-
like world, ultimately resulting in a fluid sense of self. Identity serves as the
basis for personal, interpersonal, and family relationships. In this context, an
individual may successfully achieve identity, become confused between
polarities and enter an identity crisis, or experience a transformation leading to
a different self-concept than before.

At the practical level, this research can be considered a preliminary step in
understanding the identity development of adolescent girls in relation to virtual
space. Given the topic and the participants’ gender, the group of adolescent girls
required special attention to reduce potential harm and successfully navigate
this critical developmental stage.
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Table 3. Characteristics of participants in the research
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4 Baran 15 Eighth 8 WhatsApp
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14 Ava 15 Ninth 3 Shad, WhatsApp
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16 Diana 13 Eighth 5 Ita, Instagram, Shad
17 Gundam 15 Ninth 2 Instagram, Shad, YouTube
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19 Nafs 14 Eighth 6 WhatsApp
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