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Abstract

Background. Adolescence is a critical period marked by biological, cognitive, and
existential transformations, at the center of which lies the identity crisis. While conventional
psychological approaches often emphasize individual, familial, and social factors, the
profound role of spirituality as an internal resource for meaning-making and identity
formation remains underexplored.This article aims to reframe the role of spirituality in
adolescent identity development—not merely as a supportive or stress-reducing factor, but
as a fundamental substrate for organizing identity experiences and transforming identity
confusion into an opportunity for inner growth.

Results: Spirituality provides an internal compass rooted in innate human inclinations
toward meaning, goodness, and perfection. During adolescence, this inner guidance
becomes more active. Recognizing spirituality as a “meaning-structuring” force rather than
just a “harm-reducing” tool can help adolescents experience identity crises as natural and
meaningful parts of their development. This perspective has significant implications for
mental health interventions, educational systems, and healthcare models, calling for safe
spaces to explore existential and spiritual questions.

Conclusion: A paradigm shift is needed in adolescent health models—integrating
spirituality as a core component of identity development, not just an adjunct variable.
Acknowledging adolescents’ spiritual search can enhance psychological validation, self-
efficacy, and transformative growth.
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(Persian)

Adolescence is one of the most sensitive and
complex periods of human development. It is a stage
in which individuals not only face rapid biological and
cognitive changes but also engage more deeply in
redefining the "self" and answering fundamental
questions about identity, meaning, and their place in
the world. Central to these transformations is the
"identity crisis," which Erikson identifies as the core
of an adolescent's psychosocial development.t?

While identity crisis has often been examined
within  classical  psychological — frameworks—

emphasizing individual, familial, and social factors—
it appears that the role of spirituality as an internal
source for meaning-making and psychological
cohesion has not yet received the attention it deserves.
The prevailing view in the health sector often treats
spirituality as a secondary, supportive factor or a
moderating variable alongside other psychosocial
factors. In this approach, spirituality is introduced as a
tool for stress reduction, increased resilience, or
improved psychological adaptation. Research
indicates that adolescents who achieve a sense of
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meaning, purpose, and connection to something
greater than themselves exhibit greater flexibility
when facing identity anxieties, high-risk behaviors,
and feelings of emptiness. However, from a broader
perspective, spirituality is the foundation through
which an adolescent can transform the suffering of
identity ambiguity into an opportunity for deeper self-
understanding and identity formation. Therefore, if
spirituality is measured merely as a variable
equivalent to social support or as a supplementary
intervention, its profound role in identity formation
remains overlooked. 3*

As Erikson describes, the identity crisis results
from the tension between continuity and change.
Successfully resolving this crisis requires achieving
internal cohesion and meaningful continuity in the
experience of the "self." The adolescent strives to
create a sense of integration between past experiences,
social expectations, and future horizons. This is not
merely the result of conforming to social expectations
or choosing external roles, but requires answering
fundamental existential questions about meaning,
value, purpose, and the direction of life. SAt this
juncture, spirituality can play a role far beyond a
supportive factor, acting as a substrate for organizing
the identity experience.lIt should be noted that many
contemporary studies examine spirituality as an
external or acquired variable, paying less attention to
its internal and developmental roots. Based on
anthropological perspectives as well as specific
philosophical and religious approaches, humans
possess an innate inclination toward meaning,
goodness, and perfection—an inclination that can be
viewed as an internal compass for navigating life's
crises. This inherent guidance does not necessarily
manifest as explicit, formulated beliefs; instead, it
often appears as questioning, existential restlessness,
and a desire to find deeper answers.*®

Adolescence is precisely the period when this
internal guidance is activated with greater intensity.

Ignoring this developmental dimension may reduce
the identity crisis to a mere psychological or social
conflict. From this viewpoint, an adolescent's
confusion is a sign of recalibrating their path based on
internal guidance. Spirituality, in such a view,
provides a language and framework in which these
questions are perceived not as threatening, but as
meaning-generating. It allows the adolescent to
experience an identity crisis not as a sign of confusion
or pathology, but as an opportunity for inner growth.
Recognizing an adolescent's spiritual search—even
when accompanied by doubt, questioning, or
reappraisal—can strengthen their sense of being seen
and provide psychological validation. 457

From a practical standpoint in health sciences, this
approach has significant implications. Mental health
interventions for adolescents may fail to grasp the
profound meaning of the crisis if they focus solely on
emotion regulation, skill-building, or behavior
modification. Conversely, an approach that
recognizes spirituality and internal guidance can help
adolescents view life crises as a part of their natural
and meaningful growth process. This not only
increases self-efficacy but also prevents the reduction
of spirituality to a short-term therapeutic tool. It
enhances its transformative capacity in reconstructing
personal identity. Perhaps it is time for adolescent
health models to incorporate spirituality at the level of
a "meaning-structurer" rather than just a "harm-
reducer" in their theoretical and practical equations.

In this framework, the role of educational and
health systems also requires rethinking. Providing safe
spaces for dialogue about existential questions,
values, and adolescents' spiritual concerns can be
considered part of comprehensive health care. This
does not mean promoting a specific belief, but rather
respecting the internal process of meaning-seeking—
a process that, if ignored, may manifest in the form of
psychological or behavioral crises.
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