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Abstract

The main objective of this study was to examine the effects of normative pressure, social adaptation, and self-esteem on
youth social identity, considering the mediating role of religiosity. This survey-based study collected data using a researcher-
made questionnaire. The statistical population consisted of young individuals aged 18-29 in Ahvaz, from whom 400
participants were selected through multistage stratified random sampling. Data analysis employed Structural Equation
Modeling (SEM), including exploratory and confirmatory factor analyses, using SPSS and AMOS. Reliability was verified
through Cronbach’s alpha, and model fit indices across parsimonious, absolute, and comparative categories confirmed the
adequacy of the measurement model. The results indicated a significant positive association between normative pressure
and social identity, both directly and indirectly through religiosity. Social adaptation also showed a significant positive
relationship with social identity, mediated by religiosity. However, no significant relationship was found between self-
esteem and social identity, nor between self-esteem and religiosity. Path analysis confirmed that religiosity served as a
mediator only for normative pressure and social adaptation, but not for self-esteem. The findings demonstrate that normative
pressure and social adaptation are key determinants of youth social identity, with religiosity reinforcing these influences. In
contrast, self-esteem does not play a meaningful role in predicting social identity. Overall, the study highlights the central
importance of social and cultural factors in shaping youth identity.

Keywords: Identity, Normative pressure, Social adaptation, Self-esteem, Religiosity, Youth, Ahvaz, Mediation, Subjective
norms.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Identity formation during adolescence and young adulthood has increasingly become a central topic in
sociological, psychological, and cultural research, especially in societies undergoing rapid modernization and
value transformation. Identity, in its contemporary interpretation, is no longer regarded as a fixed and stable
construct; rather, it is shaped through continuous interaction with social norms, cultural expectations, and
individual meaning-making processes. Theoretical work on identity emphasizes the reciprocal nature of the
relationship between individuals and their social environments, a perspective well articulated in symbolic
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interactionism and sociological approaches to selfhood (Blumer, 2013; Giddens, 2007). Increasingly, young
people must negotiate multiple, and at times contradictory, value systems, which creates pressure for adaptive
strategies that influence identity outcomes.

One major set of forces shaping identity formation among youth consists of social norms, peer influences, and
normative pressure. Studies demonstrate that subjective norms and perceived expectations of others strongly
influence behavioral intentions and self-concept, particularly during adolescence when individuals are highly
sensitive to acceptance or rejection by peers (Manning, 2009; Rimal & Real, 2003). Normative pressure may
operate both directly, by shaping attitudes and behaviors, and indirectly, by influencing psychological
processes that are central to identity development. In contexts experiencing cultural transitions, such as
contemporary Iran, these pressures are magnified. As shown in research on identity crises and future cultural
transformations among Iranian youth, social change often produces dissonance between traditional identity
markers and modern expectations (Meskhini et al., 2023). Such contradictions can intensify the struggle for
identity consolidation.

Another factor closely tied to identity formation is religiosity, which plays a multifaceted role in many
societies, including Iran. Religiosity provides moral frameworks, behavioral guidelines, and collective
meaning systems that can shape both personal and social identity. Prior studies show that participation in
religious activities is associated with reduced risky behaviors and greater emotional stability in adolescents
(Mellor & Freeborn, 2011; Sinha et al., 2007). Research on intergenerational religious transmission among
families further highlights the role of religious identity in reinforcing belonging and continuity across
generations (Giuliani & Regalia, 2023). Moreover, the psychological and social benefits of religiosity—
including enhanced well-being, a stronger sense of purpose, and resistance to social pressures—have been
documented across cultures (Alves et al., 2010; Vahedi & Ahmadiyan, 2014). Nevertheless, the relationship
between religiosity and identity is complex, particularly among youth navigating competing cultural
expectations. In some cases, strong religious commitment may strengthen personal identity while weakening
alignment with secular social identity, as shown in studies of Iranian-Islamic identity and value-based identity
construction (Azizkhani, 2021; Haqiqat, 2018).

A related construct with potential influence on identity formation is social adaptation, which encompasses
behavioral alignment with social expectations, integration within social networks, and harmonious functioning
in social environments. Studies emphasize that higher levels of social adaptation are associated with more
stable identity structures and stronger feelings of belonging (Amiri et al., 2014; Chang & Suttikun, 2017).
Likewise, theories of normative influence and cultural alignment suggest that individuals with higher
adaptation capacities are more likely to internalize group norms, which may influence identity consolidation
(Kincaid, 2004; Parsons, 2007).

In contrast, the role of self-esteem in shaping identity is widely acknowledged in psychological literature but
remains less clear in culturally complex contexts. While some research shows a positive link between self-
esteem and healthy identity formation (Dumas et al., 2012), other studies note that social and cultural
constraints may diminish the impact of self-esteem on social identity. The divergence across empirical studies
raises important questions about the contextuality of self-esteem as an identity predictor.

Given the diversity of these influences, scholars argue for integrative models that combine social,
psychological, and cultural determinants of identity. The importance of analyzing identity through the lens of
ideals, beliefs, cultural values, and social interactions has been emphasized repeatedly in contemporary
theoretical work (De Ruyter & Conroy, 2002; King, 2019; Schwartz, 2012). In particular, researchers
highlight the mediating role of religiosity in shaping how social pressures and personal attributes are
internalized during identity formation (Leite et al., 2023; Smith & Denton, 20009).
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In Iran—where religious norms, social expectations, and modern value systems intersect—understanding the
mediating influence of religiosity on identity is especially critical. Studies indicate that youth in Iran
increasingly experience conflicts between inherited religious values and evolving cultural expectations, which
has fueled identity uncertainties (Hasanpour et al., 2019; Spellman & Spellman-Poots, 2004). Similarly,
emerging research on adolescents and young adults shows the interplay of technology, family dynamics, and
cultural pressures in shaping identity trajectories (Chen, 2025; Yim & McCann, 2024; Zhang, 2025).
Considering these social dynamics, empirical examination of the pathways linking normative pressure, social
adaptation, self-esteem, and religiosity to social identity is both timely and necessary.

The present study contributes to this growing body of research by examining the direct effects of normative
pressure, social adaptation, and self-esteem on social identity among youth in Ahvaz, and by determining
whether religiosity mediates these relationships. The analysis provides insights into how cultural and social
forces interact with psychological constructs to shape identity within a rapidly changing socio-cultural
environment.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a cross-sectional survey design using a researcher-developed questionnaire to measure
normative pressure, social adaptation, self-esteem, religiosity, and social identity among youth aged 18-29 in
Ahvaz. A multi-stage stratified random sampling method was used to select 400 participants to ensure adequate
representation from the city’s different districts. Data were analyzed using structural equation modeling,
including exploratory and confirmatory factor analyses. Reliability was assessed with Cronbach’s alpha, and
model fit was evaluated through multiple goodness-of-fit indices. Structural paths were tested to determine
both direct and mediated effects.

Findings

The analysis revealed a significant positive relationship between normative pressure and social identity.
Normative pressure also showed a significant negative association with religiosity. Furthermore, religiosity
demonstrated a significant negative association with social identity, indicating an inverse relationship between
these two constructs.

Social adaptation exhibited a significant positive relationship with social identity, while also showing a
significant negative association with religiosity. This suggests that higher social adaptation predicts lower
religiosity and higher social identity.

In contrast, self-esteem did not demonstrate a significant relationship with either religiosity or social identity,
indicating that it does not serve as a predictor of identity outcomes within this sample.

Mediation analysis showed that religiosity significantly mediated the relationship between normative pressure
and social identity, as well as between social adaptation and social identity. However, religiosity did not
mediate the relationship between self-esteem and social identity, consistent with the absence of direct effects.
Discussion and Conclusion

The findings suggest that social identity among youth in Ahvaz is strongly shaped by social forces such as
normative pressure and social adaptation. The presence of a mediating effect of religiosity offers insight into
how culturally embedded value systems influence identity processes. While religiosity strengthens or redirects
the influence of social factors on identity, it does not appear to interact meaningfully with psychological
constructs such as self-esteem. This result supports the notion that in sociocultural contexts where collective
norms and religious values remain highly salient, psychological traits may play a less central role in identity
formation.

The inverse association between religiosity and social identity also suggests that religious identity and social
identity may represent distinct or competing identity trajectories for some youth. The absence of a significant
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link between self-esteem and social identity further reinforces the possibility that sociocultural determinants
outweigh individual psychological variables in shaping identity in this population.

Overall, this study highlights the importance of considering the cultural and social positioning of youth when
examining identity formation processes. The interplay between social norms, adaptation behaviors, and
religious values provides a nuanced understanding of identity dynamics in transitional societies. These findings
underscore the need for integrative frameworks that acknowledge both structural and personal influences on
identity and illuminate the role of religion as a central mediating force.
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