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Background and Aims: student life is sensitive period for identity
formation, and cyberspace has transformed the process of identity
formation as a new platform. Despite the widespread use of social
networks, no indigenous theoretical framework has been developed to
determine digital identity health indicators. The present study aimed to
model the digital identity health of Iranian students.

Method: This study was conducted with the aim of exploratory
modeling of Iranian students' digital identity health based on the
perspectives of experts. Data were collected through semi-structured
interviews with 10 experts in the relevant field who were selected
through purposive sampling with maximum diversity. Lincoln and
Guba criteria were used to ensure reliability, and Cohen's kappa
coefficient (0.865) was used to measure coding reliability.

Findings: In-depth data analysis led to the extraction of 47 primary
codes, 6 sub-themes, and 2 main themes. The first main theme, “Core
dimensions of digital identity health,” included five dimensions of
digital identity coherence, digital identity continuity, authenticity and
autonomy, online-offline balance, and digital critical reflection. The
second main theme, “Behavioral signs of identity health,” included
four signs of stable patterns of self-representation, response to
rejection and negative feedback, quality of digital silence, and
management of boundaries and privacy.

Conclusion: The results showed that the digital identity health of
Iranian students is a multidimensional and dynamic construct that is
formed from the interaction of core dimensions and behavioral signs.
The presented exploratory model, with an emphasis on educational
applications, can be a basis for designing media literacy programs in
schools, empowering families for conscious monitoring, and
formulating support policies based on student empowerment.
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Extended abstract
Introduction

Adolescence and the schooling years represent a critical period for identity formation, a process that has
been fundamentally transformed by cyberspace as a novel platform. Within the Iranian cultural context,
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this transformation is particularly pronounced due to the high penetration rates of the internet and
smartphones among students. Despite the widespread use of social networks, a localized theoretical
framework for determining the indicators of digital identity health has yet to be developed. Consequently,
the present study was conducted to model the digital identity health of Iranian students.

Methods

This study employed a qualitative approach utilizing thematic analysis. Data were collected through semi-
structured interviews with ten experts in the relevant field, selected via purposive sampling to achieve
maximum variation. To ensure trustworthiness, Lincoln and Guba's criteria were applied, and Cohen's
Kappa coefficient (k = 0.865) was utilized to assess the inter-rater reliability of the coding process.

Results

Deep analysis of the data resulted in the identification of 47 initial codes, 6 subthemes, and 2 overarching
themes. The first overarching theme, "Core Dimensions of Digital Identity Health," comprised five
dimensions: digital identity coherence, digital identity continuity, authenticity and autonomy, online—
offline balance, and critical digital reflexivity. The second overarching theme, "Behavioral Indicators of
Digital Identity Health," encompassed four indicators: stable patterns of self-presentation, responses to
rejection and negative feedback, the quality of digital silence, and the management of boundaries and
privacy.

Based on the findings of the thematic analysis, a conceptual model of digital identity health among Iranian
students was developed with a particular emphasis on its educational applications. In this model, digital
identity health is conceptualized as the central construct emerging from the interaction of two primary
components. The first component, the core dimensions of digital identity health, defines the conceptual
nature of the construct and includes digital identity coherence, digital identity continuity, authenticity and
autonomy, online—offline balance, and critical digital reflexivity. The second component, the behavioral
indicators of digital identity health, represents the observable and measurable manifestations of these
dimensions through stable patterns of self-presentation, responses to negative feedback, the quality of
digital silence, and the management of personal boundaries and privacy.

The proposed model suggests that digital identity health is a dynamic, multidimensional construct whose
underlying dimensions can be assessed through observable behavioral indicators. Furthermore, the model
provides a theoretically grounded framework for the design, implementation, and evaluation of educational
interventions across three interconnected levels: schools, families, and educational policymaking.
Conclusion

The findings indicate that digital identity health among Iranian students is a dynamic and multidimensional
construct that emerges from the interaction between its core dimensions and behavioral indicators. The
proposed model, with its emphasis on educational applications, provides a theoretically grounded
framework for the development of school-based media literacy programs, the empowerment of families to
engage in informed guidance and supervision, and the formulation of supportive educational policies
aimed at strengthening students' digital competencies and well-being.

Drawing on the findings of this study, several educational implications can be identified across the levels
of schools, families, and educational policy.

At the school level, the prominence of critical digital reflexivity highlights the need to integrate critical
digital and media literacy into the school curriculum. In addition, the identified behavioral indicators
underscore the importance of equipping school counselors and educational staff with the knowledge and
skills to recognize early signs of unhealthy digital identity development—such as excessive dependence on
social approval (e.g., "likes"), inability to disengage from digital environments, and pronounced
discrepancies between online and offline identities—and to implement timely preventive and supportive
interventions.

At the family level, the dimensions of authenticity and autonomy, together with students' responses to
rejection and negative online feedback, emphasize the importance of educating parents to adopt informed
guidance rather than restrictive control. Parents should be encouraged to maintain open and supportive
communication with their children regarding their online experiences and to recognize that the quality of
digital engagement—including the nature of online content, motivations for use, and patterns of social
interaction—is more influential than screen time alone. Furthermore, in light of the online—offline balance
dimension, parents should be supported in helping adolescents establish healthy and sustainable routines
that promote balance between digital participation and offline activities.

At the policy level, the findings suggest that educational and digital governance strategies should prioritize
student empowerment rather than relying primarily on restrictive approaches. Consistent with the
dimension of critical digital reflexivity and the broader contextual challenges identified in this study,
policymakers should invest in the development of culturally relevant digital content, strengthen national
digital and media literacy initiatives, and establish regulatory frameworks that promote greater
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transparency and accountability in the algorithms used by social media platforms. Such policies can foster
safer and more developmentally supportive digital environments while enhancing students' capacity for
informed, autonomous, and responsible participation in the digital world.
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