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Abstract

This study aimed to explore the role of educational governance in adolescents’ identity formation and to explain its requirements for
achieving sustainable development. This qualitative study employed the grounded theory method based on the Strauss and Corbin
paradigm and was conducted in Alborz Province, Iran. The study population consisted of actors operating at the family, school, and
policymaking levels, who were recruited through purposive sampling supplemented, where necessary, by snowball sampling. Sampling
continued until theoretical saturation was achieved, resulting in 22 participants. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews
and analyzed using open, axial, and selective coding with MAXQDA 2022. Analysis of 387 pages of transcribed interviews generated
1,892 initial codes, which were subsequently refined through constant comparison into 116 concepts and 28 subcategories. The credibility
of the findings was enhanced through member checking, peer review, and maintenance of a comprehensive audit trail. The analysis
identified “disruption of the educational governance network™ as the central phenomenon of the paradigmatic model. Excessive
centralization, the policy—practice gap, weaknesses in monitoring and evaluation, short-term and project-oriented approaches, ambiguity
in institutional responsibilities, and prioritization of academic objectives emerged as causal conditions. Cultural and ethnic diversity,
migration and marginalization, generational and value conflicts, weakened social capital and institutional trust, and the dominance of
digital culture constituted major contextual conditions. Existing responses were predominantly compensatory, restrictive, reactive, and
unsustainable. Consequences at the individual level included identity confusion and moratorium, fragmented identity, weakened religious
and national identity, and psychological and behavioral problems. Institutional consequences included teacher burnout and declining
family trust, whereas macro-level consequences comprised weakened social capital, deterioration of human capital quality, and
impediments to sustainable development. Adolescent identity formation should be understood not merely as an individual or family-level
process but as one substantially shaped by the quality, coherence, and coordination of educational governance. Transitioning from a
centralized and fragmented system toward a networked, participatory, context-sensitive, accountable, and outcome-oriented governance
model—supported by decentralization, meaningful stakeholder participation, and strategic engagement with digital environments—can
strengthen integrated adolescent identity and enhance the human and social capacities required for sustainable development.

Keywords: Educational governance; Adolescent identity formation; Sustainable development; Governance network disruption;
Grounded theory.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Adolescence represents a critical developmental period during which individuals construct relatively coherent
understandings of themselves, their values, social memberships, cultural affiliations, and future roles. Identity
formation during this period is not merely an intrapersonal process; rather, it emerges from continuous
interaction with families, schools, cultural institutions, media environments, and broader governance
structures. In the Iranian context, religious, national, cultural, and social components are particularly
significant in shaping young people’s identities, and previous research has shown that identity is influenced
by the quality of individuals’ relationships with social institutions and their exposure to different cultural and
normative environments (Chitsaz Qomi, 2004; Mahmoudi & Askari, 2018). Studies examining Iranian-
Islamic identity have similarly emphasized that identity formation among young people is a multidimensional
process influenced by family relationships, educational experiences, sociocultural conditions, and institutional
practices (Mousizadeh & et al., 2020). At the same time, educational alienation may emerge when young
people perceive educational institutions as disconnected from their lived experiences, needs, and aspirations,
thereby weakening their sense of belonging to formal structures of socialization (Zokaei & Esmaili, 2012).
The contemporary identity environment is increasingly complex because adolescents encounter numerous, and
sometimes contradictory, sources of meaning. Social media and digital communication have become
influential arenas in which cultural identities are negotiated, reconstructed, and expressed, often challenging
the exclusive authority of traditional institutions such as the family and school (Motahari et al., 2024).
Educational institutions nevertheless continue to exert considerable influence over students’ self-perceptions,
aspirations, social roles, and conceptions of their future (Lee et al., 2024). Accordingly, deliberate educational
interventions that address academic identity and future orientation may contribute to more coherent identity
development (Mohadesi et al., 2025). These findings suggest that schools should not be regarded merely as
sites of knowledge transmission; they are also institutional contexts in which identity, belonging,
responsibility, and social participation are developed.

Understanding this process requires moving beyond individual institutions toward the broader concept of
educational governance. Governance concerns the distribution of authority, responsibilities, coordination
mechanisms, participation, accountability, and relationships among institutions involved in education and
socialization. Research has demonstrated that governance structures can influence the formation and
reinforcement of national identity and other collective orientations (Hasani-Far & Abbaszadeh Marzbali,
2010). Similarly, concerns have been raised that educational systems overly centered on performance,
credential acquisition, and market-oriented knowledge consumption may weaken the identity-forming
functions of education (Quddus, 2012). Sustainable governance therefore requires coordinated institutional
arrangements capable of translating formal policies into meaningful practices adapted to local realities (Castro-
Gomez et al., 2026; Marginson, 2024). This is particularly important under conditions of institutional
pressure, rapid social transformation, and competing educational demands (Stonehill et al., 2024).

The digital transformation of educational environments has further increased the need for coherent governance.
Research indicates that sustainable digital transformation depends not only on technology but also on
institutional readiness, digital competencies, strategic planning, and clear governance pathways (Nwaigwe et
al., 2026). Agile governance and appropriate service and architecture planning likewise facilitate sustainable
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responses to changing educational environments (Batmetan, 2026). More broadly, governance for
sustainability requires integrating long-term developmental goals into the central structures and practices of
institutions rather than treating sustainability as an isolated program (Sacchi et al., 2023). In organizational
environments, weak cooperation, fragmented responsibilities, and collective-action problems may further
undermine institutional effectiveness (Toupaesfandiari et al., 2024). Despite these insights, the relationship
among educational governance, adolescent identity formation, and sustainable development has received
limited integrated attention, particularly within culturally diverse and migration-intensive Iranian contexts.
Therefore, the present study aimed to explore the role of educational governance in adolescent identity
formation and to explain its conditions, strategies, and consequences in relation to the achievement of
sustainable development.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a qualitative research design using grounded theory based on the Strauss and Corbin
paradigm. The study was conducted in Alborz Province, Iran, which was selected because of its demographic,
social, and cultural diversity, including ethnic heterogeneity, migration, marginalization, and the coexistence
of different lifestyles and identity orientations. These characteristics provided an appropriate context for
examining the complex interactions among educational institutions, families, social environments, and identity
formation.

The study population consisted of actors operating at three interconnected levels: family, school, and
policymaking. Participants were selected primarily through purposive sampling based on their knowledge,
professional experience, institutional position, and direct involvement with adolescent education and identity-
related issues. Snowball sampling was used when access to particular key informants was difficult. Sampling
and data analysis proceeded concurrently, and recruitment continued until theoretical saturation was reached,
defined as the point at which additional interviews no longer generated substantively new categories or
conceptual relationships. A total of 22 participants were interviewed. The sample included 12 women and 10
men and represented a range of educational backgrounds, professional experiences, and geographic locations
across cities in Alborz Province.

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews conducted using an interview guide developed in
accordance with the research questions and conceptual foundations of the study. The interview format allowed
the researchers to explore predetermined areas while also pursuing emerging issues in greater depth. Interviews
were conducted in settings selected to ensure participant comfort and confidentiality. Informed consent was
obtained, interviews were audio-recorded with permission, and recordings were transcribed immediately after
completion.

Data analysis followed the three-stage grounded theory process of open, axial, and selective coding.
MAXQDA 2022 was used for data organization and analysis. During open coding, 387 pages of interview
transcripts were examined line by line, resulting in 1,892 initial codes. Through constant comparison,
refinement, combination, and abstraction, these codes were reduced to 116 concepts and subsequently
organized into 28 subcategories. During axial coding, relationships among categories were examined within a
paradigmatic framework consisting of causal conditions, contextual conditions, strategies, and consequences.
Selective coding was then used to identify the core category and construct the final explanatory model. The
rigor of the study was strengthened through member checking, peer review, and maintenance of a
comprehensive audit trail containing interview recordings, transcripts, analytic notes, and MAXQDA project
files.

Findings

Data analysis identified “disruption of the educational governance network™ as the central phenomenon of the
study. This category referred to the lack of coherence, coordination, functional integration, and shared
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responsibility among the principal institutions involved in adolescent education and identity formation.
Participants consistently described a fragmented system in which families, schools, religious institutions,
national media, and digital environments communicated different, and sometimes contradictory, messages to
adolescents. Rather than functioning as an integrated educational network, these institutions often operated
independently, creating ambiguity and inconsistency in identity-related socialization.

Six major causal conditions contributed to the formation and intensification of this governance disruption.
These included excessive centralization of decision-making, a persistent gap between policy and
implementation, weakness in monitoring and evaluation systems, short-term and project-oriented approaches,
ambiguity and overlap in institutional missions, and the prioritization of academic and examination-related
goals over educational and developmental objectives. Excessive centralization emerged as a particularly
influential condition because uniform educational programs were often perceived as insufficiently responsive
to the social and cultural diversity of local communities.

Five contextual conditions further intensified the central phenomenon. These were cultural and ethnic
diversity, migration and marginalization, generational gaps and value conflicts, weakened social capital and
institutional trust, and globalization accompanied by the dominance of digital culture. Participants emphasized
that adolescents in Alborz Province were exposed to multiple cultural orientations and identity references,
making standardized educational approaches increasingly ineffective. Digital media further complicated the
situation by providing adolescents with immediate access to global cultural content and alternative identity
models beyond the control of traditional educational institutions.

The strategies currently used to respond to governance fragmentation were identified at both micro and macro
levels. At the micro level, some teachers engaged in compensatory individual initiatives, while some families
relied on restricting adolescents’ access to digital content. Other actors transferred responsibility to different
institutions or engaged in mutual blame. At the macro level, short-lived projects and restrictive approaches to
digital environments predominated. These strategies were generally reactive, fragmented, and unsustainable.
Although individual teacher initiatives occasionally produced positive outcomes, their effects were limited
because they lacked systematic institutional support.

The consequences of disrupted educational governance emerged at three levels. At the individual level,
adolescents experienced identity confusion and moratorium, fragmented and unstable identities, weakening of
religious and national identification, and psychological and behavioral difficulties. At the institutional level,
the disruption contributed to teacher burnout and declining family trust in formal educational institutions. At
the macro level, participants associated fragmented governance with weakening social capital, reduced quality
of human capital, and difficulty in achieving sustainable development. The final paradigmatic model therefore
demonstrated a chain through which fragmented educational governance, intensified by contextual pressures
and insufficient strategies, could adversely affect both adolescent identity formation and broader
developmental capacities.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that adolescent identity formation should be understood as a governance-related process
rather than exclusively as an individual, familial, or psychological phenomenon. The central category of
disruption in the educational governance network demonstrates that identity development is strongly
influenced by the degree of coherence among the institutions that produce and transmit values, norms,
expectations, and cultural meanings. When families, schools, cultural organizations, media institutions, and
digital environments operate without coordination, adolescents are required to reconcile competing messages
without adequate institutional guidance. Such conditions can contribute to identity uncertainty and make
sustained commitment to social, cultural, and collective values more difficult.
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The causal conditions identified in the study further demonstrate that problems in adolescent identity formation
are partly rooted in structural weaknesses within educational governance. Centralized policymaking may
reduce sensitivity to local conditions, while gaps between policy and implementation can prevent formally
stated educational objectives from becoming meaningful experiences for adolescents. Similarly, quantitative
and formalistic evaluation systems may encourage institutions to focus on visible activities rather than
developmental outcomes such as belonging, identity integration, participation, and responsibility. Ambiguity
in institutional responsibilities can also encourage parallel activities, transfer of responsibility, and reduced
accountability.

The contextual findings show that educational governance must increasingly respond to cultural plurality,
migration, generational change, declining institutional trust, and digital transformation. These conditions
cannot be managed effectively through uniform or purely restrictive policies. In particular, digital
environments should be approached as spaces of identity formation that require active educational engagement
rather than simple control. Adolescents need opportunities to develop media literacy, critical thinking,
evaluative judgment, and the ability to negotiate multiple sources of cultural meaning.

The study also suggests that the existing responses to governance fragmentation are insufficient because they
depend heavily on individual effort or temporary programs. Sustainable improvement requires
institutionalizing successful practices and creating durable mechanisms for coordination among stakeholders.
Teachers should receive structural support rather than being expected to compensate individually for systemic
weaknesses, while families and adolescents should be treated as active participants in educational decision-
making rather than passive recipients of policy.

At the broader societal level, the findings connect adolescent identity formation with sustainable development.
A society’s future human and social capital depends partly on whether younger generations develop coherent
identities, social trust, a sense of belonging, responsibility, and willingness to participate in collective life.
Fragmented educational governance may therefore have consequences beyond adolescence by weakening the
social and human capacities required for long-term development.

In conclusion, the study demonstrates that strengthening adolescent identity requires reconstruction of
educational governance as an integrated, participatory, accountable, context-sensitive, and adaptive network.
Decentralization, clearer institutional responsibilities, meaningful participation of families and adolescents,
outcome-oriented evaluation, support for teachers, and intelligent engagement with digital environments can
contribute to greater coherence in identity-related education. By moving from fragmented and reactive
governance toward coordinated and network-based governance, educational systems can create conditions in
which adolescents are better able to develop stable, integrated, and socially grounded identities while
simultaneously strengthening the human and social foundations of sustainable development.
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