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ABSTRACT

The aim of this study was to develop a model explaining adolescents’ meaning-making
based on family mechanisms. Considering the importance of adolescence in shaping
individual and social identity, the research sought to provide a comprehensive model of
meaning-making processes. This study employed a qualitative approach using grounded
theory according to Strauss and Corbin’s method. Data were collected through semi-
structured interviews with 22 adolescents aged 15 to 18, including 12 boys and 10 girls.
Purposeful sampling was applied to cover diverse family and social experiences, and data
analysis was conducted in three stages: open, axial, and selective coding. The findings
revealed that the extracted axial codes included family meaning-making processes,
meaning-supportive family context, meaning-supportive sociocultural context, internal
capacities for sustaining meaning, transformation of family interactions, erosion of the
family's value—cultural system, erosion of meaning and inner stagnation of adolescents,
socioenvironmental pressures, inner reconstruction of meaning, meaning-oriented family
processes, meaning-oriented social and cultural connections, individual outcomes of
meaning-making, family outcomes of meaning-making, and cultural-social outcomes of
meaning-making. These categories together outlined a model showing that adolescent
meaning-making is a dynamic and multilayered process influenced by family mechanisms,
cultural-social contexts, and internal capacities. The overall conclusion indicates that the
family serves as the primary context for adolescent meaning-making, and attention to
family mechanisms can provide effective strategies for enhancing psychological well-
being, identity coherence, and social capital among youth.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

In recent decades, adolescence has increasingly been experienced within a
context of rapid cultural and social transformations that have rendered
relatively stable frameworks of meaning, values, and identity more pluralistic
and fluid (Branje, 2022). The expansion of diverse sources of information,
exposure to multiple discourses, and the increasing range of available choices
have, on the one hand, created new opportunities for self-definition and, on
the other hand, introduced greater levels of ambiguity and instability into
adolescents’ lived experiences (Avci et al., 2024). In such a context, the issue
of meaning-making becomes particularly significant, as adolescents are
simultaneously engaged in redefining their identities, reconsidering inherited
values, and shaping future-oriented directions (Branje et al., 2021). In
developmental psychology literature, meaning-making is conceptualized as a
dynamic process through which individuals interpret, organize, and
reconstruct their experiences within a coherent framework (De Moor, 2023;
Park, 2022). This process is not merely the result of individual efforts; rather,
it develops through continuous interaction with relational and cultural

contexts (Habermas, 2025).

Within the Iranian cultural context, the family is considered one of the
most important social settings influencing the formation of adolescents’
meaning frameworks (Amanollahi et al., 2025). Family relationships, intra-
family dialogues, ways of interpreting life events, and the manner in which
families respond to adolescents’ questions and experiences can all play a role
in strengthening or weakening meaning coherence (Saroukhani, 1990;
Qanbari Barzian et al., 2017). Similarly, studies have shown that the quality
of parent—adolescent relationships and the level of emotional support within
the family are associated with adolescents’ sense of meaning in life, hope for
the future, and identity coherence (Behlakeh et al., 2021; Mohammadi-Nasab
et al., 2021). Nevertheless, a considerable portion of existing research has
mainly examined the relationship between family variables and meaning in
life through quantitative designs, paying less attention to reconstructing the
interactional processes through which meaning-making emerges within
everyday family experiences (Li et al., 2025; Han & Yuen, 2024; Shek et al.,
2025). In the Persian research literature as well, although several studies have
investigated meaning in life and some related family factors, the contextual
processes through which adolescents’ meaning-making develops still require
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deeper examination (Rahanandeh et al., 2024; Hamzehgardeshi et al., 2019;
Fereydooni & Shamshiri, 2025).

Accordingly, understanding adolescents’ meaning-making requires an
approach capable of reconstructing the interactional and contextual processes
through which meaning develops within family relationships. Given that
meaning-making is a dynamic phenomenon closely tied to lived experience,
qualitative approaches can provide valuable opportunities to explore the
mechanisms underlying its formation. Therefore, the main aim of the present
study was to develop a model of adolescents’ meaning-making based on
family mechanisms within the context of their lived interactions.

Methodology

This study employed a qualitative methodology using a grounded theory
approach, as no established model existed for adolescent meaning-making
based on family mechanisms. Grounded theory enabled the development of a
systematic model grounded in participants’ lived experiences. Participants
were adolescents aged 15-18 in Tehran (2025), selected through purposive
sampling based on predefined criteria, including perceived family influence
and a meaningful score on the Meaning in Life Questionnaire (MLQ; Steger
et al., 2006). Data collection continued until theoretical saturation. Analysis
followed Strauss and Corbin’s (1998) three-stage coding procedure (open,
axial, and selective coding). Trustworthiness was ensured through member
checking and review by qualitative research experts.

Results

Twenty-two adolescents aged 15 to 18 years, including 12 boys and 10 girls,
participated in this study. In terms of family structure, 6 participants (27%)
lived in three-member families, 9 participants (41%) in four-member families,
and 7 participants (32%) in five-member families. The participants were
relatively evenly distributed between public and private schools. Most of
them were either the first or second child in their families, and the occupations
of their parents ranged across various categories including employee, self-
employed, teacher, homemaker, and retired. In addition, the scores on the
Meaning in Life Questionnaire ranged from 48 to 63, indicating a desirable
level of meaning among the adolescents included in the study.
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Table 1. Selected Open and Axial Codes Extracted from Adolescents' Narratives

Paradigm Axial codes Open codes
categories

Causal Family meaning-making Intergenerational internalization of
conditions processes spiritual values

Participation in meaning-oriented
family rituals and practices
Contextual Meaning-supportive family A flexible family environment for
conditions context expressing diverse beliefs
Adolescent participation in family
decision-making
Intervening Internal Capacities for Development of self-directed
Conditions Sustaining Meaning learning and personal growth
Persistence and resilience in
developmental pathways

Barriers Transformation and Distortion Authoritarian and controlling
of Family Interactions parenting styles
Overprotective parental support
Strategies Inner Reconstruction of Reflective thinking and cognitive
Meaning self-exploration

Learning from mistakes and
behavioral re-evaluation

Consequences Individual Outcomes of Life satisfaction and inner
Meaning-Making contentment
Sense of self-worth and self-
esteem

The findings of the study indicated that meaning-making in adolescents’
narratives was an interactive, dynamic, and multi-level process that
developed within the context of family interactions. The core category of the
study was the “emergence of adolescents’ meaning-making in the dynamic
context of family mechanisms,” which shows that adolescents organized their
experiences in relation to the quality of emotional relationships, value
patterns, and communication styles within the family, and continuously
restructured these meanings when encountering various social situations. In
this model, family meaning-making processes emerged as causal conditions,
including the internalization of family values, the experience of emotional
support, participation in meaningful interactions, and observing consistency
between parents’ words and actions. These processes provided the initial
framework through which adolescents interpreted their life experiences.

At the contextual level, family and socio-cultural contexts played an
important role in the continuation and deepening of meaning-making. The
presence of a dialogical climate within the family, flexibility in relationships,
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and the possibility of expressing viewpoints freely helped adolescents reflect
on and interpret their experiences. Moreover, experiencing acceptance of
one’s values and beliefs within the broader social environment could
strengthen the stabilization of meaning. In addition, several internal capacities
of adolescents—such as self-awareness, responsibility, realism,
perseverance, and spiritual reliance—functioned as intervening conditions
that enhanced the reconstruction of meaning when facing failures and life
challenges.

Conversely, certain barriers could lead to disruptions in meaning-making.
The most important of these barriers included premature parental judgments,
value inconsistencies within the family, and the absence of an open space for
dialogue, all of which weakened adolescents’ meaning coherence. Under such
conditions, adolescents employed a range of individual, familial, and social
strategies to maintain and reconstruct meaning. The most significant of these
strategies included personal reflection and reconsideration of experiences,
family dialogue, and participation in value-oriented social and cultural
connections.

The consequences of this process appeared at three levels: individual,
familial, and social. At the individual level, the development of meaning
coherence was associated with a stronger sense of purpose, greater life
satisfaction, and increased resilience when facing difficulties. At the family
level, meaning-making contributed to improved interaction quality, greater
mutual respect, and the strengthening of supportive relationships. At the
social level, this process facilitated more responsible participation in
collective activities and social interactions among adolescents. Overall, the
model derived from the data indicates that adolescents’ meaning-making is a
relational and context-dependent process that develops through ongoing
interaction with the family and continues in connection with broader social
contexts.

Discussion

This study developed a processual model of adolescent meaning-making
grounded in family mechanisms conceptualized as a multidimensional system
of interacting conditions. Family meaning-generating processes, including
intergenerational transmission of spiritual values and parental value
congruence, functioned as causal conditions, consistent with prior findings
(Slichenko, 2022; Aisyah, 2025). A meaning-supportive family climate
characterized by trust and openness, alongside sociocultural engagement,
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facilitated meaning development (Tu, 2023; Kim et al., 2012). Internal
capacities such as self-directedness and cognitive flexibility operated as
intervening factors (Yanovska & Kogut, 2020). In contrast, disrupted family
interactions and psychological control undermined meaning coherence (Shek
et al., 2021), while erosion of cultural value systems further weakened
meaning-making (Peplak et al., 2025). Inner stagnation and shame reflected
additional risks (Goffnett & Routon, 2022). Meaning reconstruction through
reflective processes (Lassig, 2022), dialogical family practices (Radez et al.,
2018; Ospina-Romero et al., 2024), and media literacy (Vraga & Tully, 2017)
promoted positive individual, familial, and social outcomes, including
enhanced well-being and relational cohesion (Genest et al., 2021).

Conclusion

Overall, the findings highlight adolescents’ meaning-making as an interactive
and context-sensitive process in which the family plays a central role, offering
a framework for promoting identity coherence and psychological well-being.
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