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This study aimed to explore the key components of identity development in
adolescents with sensory impairments. This qualitative study employed a
phenomenological approach to examine the lived experiences of adolescents with
sensory impairments. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews with
31 participants recruited via online platforms. Theoretical saturation was reached,
ensuring a comprehensive understanding of identity development in this population.
Interviews were transcribed and analyzed using thematic analysis, with NVivo
software facilitating the identification of core themes and subthemes. The results
highlighted four primary themes shaping identity development in adolescents with
sensory impairments. Personal identity formation was influenced by self-
perception, emotional regulation, autonomy, and future aspirations. Social identity
was shaped by peer relationships, family dynamics, social stigma, and the presence
of mentors. Cultural and community belonging emerged as a significant factor, with
participants emphasizing the role of cultural engagement, media representation, and
community participation in shaping their identity. Coping strategies, including the
use of assistive technologies, psychological resilience, and adaptive social skills,
were found to play a crucial role in navigating identity-related challenges. These
findings align with existing literature emphasizing the intersection of self-
perception, social interactions, and cultural narratives in identity formation. The
study underscores the complexity of identity development in adolescents with
sensory impairments, highlighting the interplay between personal, social, cultural,
and adaptive factors. The findings suggest that fostering inclusive educational
environments, providing mentorship opportunities, and improving media
representation can positively impact identity formation in this population. Further
research is needed to explore identity development across diverse cultural and
socioeconomic backgrounds to develop targeted interventions.

Keywords: Adolescents, sensory impairments, identity development, social inclusion, self-
perception, cultural belonging, coping strategies.
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1. Introduction

dentity development in adolescence is a complex process

influenced by personal, social, and cultural factors. For
adolescents with sensory impairments, this process involves
unique challenges and opportunities shaped by their lived
experiences, accessibility barriers, and societal perceptions.
Identity formation is a dynamic construct that integrates self-
perception, social relationships, and cultural belonging, all
of which are significantly affected by sensory limitations
(Rivas-Drake et al., 2021). Adolescents with sensory
impairments often navigate their identity development in
contexts that may either support or constrain their self-
concept and autonomy, making it essential to explore the key
factors influencing their experiences (Patterson et al., 2021).
Understanding the identity formation of adolescents with
sensory impairments can provide valuable insights into the
psychological, social, and educational mechanisms that
shape their sense of self.

A core component of identity development is personal
self-perception, which includes self-esteem, emotional
regulation, and independence. Adolescents with sensory
impairments may develop a strong sense of self through
overcoming challenges, yet they also experience periods of
self-doubt and frustration. Some individuals struggle with
internalized stigma and negative societal attitudes, which
can affect their self-esteem and mental health (Osborne et
al., 2021). Conversely, adolescents who develop effective
coping mechanisms and receive adequate support from their
families and communities often report higher self-
confidence and resilience (Subramanian & Kattumuri,
2024). The concept of self-advocacy is particularly
important in this context, as it enables individuals to express
their needs, access resources, and establish autonomy over
their personal and academic lives (Leal et al., 2022). As
sensory impairments affect one’s ability to interact with the
world, identity formation becomes a continuous negotiation
between personal strengths, external limitations, and
environmental supports.

Social interactions and peer relationships are crucial in
the identity development of adolescents. Friendships, social
inclusion, and experiences of discrimination or acceptance
all shape an adolescent’s perception of their place in society.
Research indicates that adolescents with sensory
impairments may face social exclusion, bullying, or
stereotyping, which can negatively impact their emotional
well-being and identity (Khanlou, 2021). However, the
presence of supportive friendships and inclusive social
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environments can foster a positive sense of self and
belonging (Cushley et al., 2024). Adolescents with sensory
impairments often develop alternative ways of socializing,
such as relying on assistive technologies, nonverbal
communication, or specialized social groups (Nikita &
Asha, 2024). These adaptations allow them to build
meaningful relationships despite potential communication
barriers. Additionally, mentorship from individuals with
similar experiences has been shown to enhance self-efficacy
and social confidence (Nambuwasam et al., 2024). A strong
social identity can contribute to overall psychological well-
being and provide adolescents with a sense of agency in
navigating social expectations.

Cultural identity and community belonging are also
significant factors in the identity development of adolescents
with sensory impairments. The way in which adolescents
engage with cultural narratives, societal norms, and
disability representation in the media shapes their self-
perception (Gaya & Ahmad, 2024). Research highlights that
media portrayals of disability can either reinforce
stereotypes or empower individuals by showcasing diverse
and positive representations (Sanchez et al., 2023). Many
adolescents with sensory impairments seek role models who
share their experiences, as positive representation can foster
a sense of pride and belonging (Karvonen et al., 2022).
Additionally, involvement in community activities and
advocacy efforts helps individuals develop a stronger sense
of identity and purpose (Prasanth et al., 2024). Participation
in disability-focused organizations and cultural groups
allows adolescents to engage with others who share similar
experiences, creating a supportive environment that affirms
their identity (Sirju, 2021).

Educational experiences play a central role in shaping
identity, particularly for adolescents with sensory
impairments. The accessibility of education, teacher
attitudes, and the availability of accommodations
significantly influence how adolescents perceive themselves
and their future potential (Lindsay et al., 2024). Inclusive
educational settings that provide assistive technologies,
individualized learning strategies, and social support
contribute to positive identity formation (S., 2023).
However, students who experience exclusion or inadequate
support may internalize negative perceptions about their
abilities, affecting their academic motivation and self-worth
(Hocking et al., 2021). Some adolescents report feeling
isolated in mainstream schools due to a lack of
understanding from teachers and peers, whereas specialized
educational environments often provide a sense of belonging
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and tailored support (Cakar et al., 2024). The role of
educators in fostering a supportive and inclusive learning
environment cannot be understated, as their attitudes and
interventions significantly impact students’ self-perception
and aspirations (Tran & Bifuh-Ambe, 2021).

Coping strategies and adaptation mechanisms play a
critical role in the identity formation of adolescents with
sensory impairments. Many individuals develop resilience
by employing adaptive strategies, such as utilizing assistive
technologies, engaging in self-advocacy, and seeking
emotional support (Mah et al., 2020). The use of
technological aids, such as screen readers, cochlear implants,
and mobility devices, enhances autonomy and allows
adolescents to participate more fully in social and academic
activities (Nieman & Deal, 2024). Furthermore,
psychological coping strategies, including mindfulness and
self-motivation, enable individuals to navigate challenges
and reinforce a positive self-concept (Pandi et al., 2024).
Studies have shown that adolescents who actively engage in
self-advocacy and problem-solving tend to report higher
levels of confidence and personal agency (Rivas-Drake et
al., 2021). The ability to adapt to changing environments and
societal expectations is a defining characteristic of
successful identity development in this population (Cakar et
al., 2023).

Religious, cultural, and personal belief systems also
contribute to identity development, particularly in shaping
values, resilience, and coping mechanisms. Some
adolescents find strength in religious or spiritual beliefs,
which provide a framework for understanding their
experiences and challenges (Pandi et al., 2024). Religious
teachings that emphasize acceptance, perseverance, and
community support can serve as powerful sources of
motivation for adolescents with sensory impairments (Gaya
& Ahmad, 2024). Additionally, cultural beliefs about
disability influence how adolescents perceive themselves
and their place within their communities (Subramanian &
Kattumuri, 2024). In some cultures, disability is viewed
through a medicalized lens, whereas in others, it is integrated
into broader social and familial structures (Leal et al., 2022).
These varying perspectives shape the way adolescents
construct their identities and navigate social interactions
(Sanchez et al., 2023).

Despite the challenges associated with sensory
impairments, many adolescents develop a strong sense of
self by embracing their unique experiences and leveraging
their strengths. The narratives of adolescents with sensory
impairments highlight themes of resilience, determination,

11

Psychological Research in Individuals with Exceptional Needs 3:2 (2025) 9-16

and self-discovery (Cushley et al., 2024). Some individuals
view their impairment as an integral part of their identity,
shaping their perspectives and aspirations in meaningful
ways (Patterson et al., 2021). The ability to redefine
limitations as opportunities for growth is a key factor in
fostering a positive sense of self (Nikita & Asha, 2024). This
perspective is often reinforced through exposure to positive
role models, supportive social networks, and inclusive
communities (Katz-Wise et al., 2021). As society becomes
increasingly aware of the importance of inclusivity and
accessibility, adolescents with sensory impairments are
finding new avenues for self-expression and empowerment
(Nambuwasam et al., 2024). This study aimed to explore the
key components of identity development in adolescents with
sensory impairments.

2.  Methods and Materials
2.1.  Study Design and Participants

This study employed a qualitative research design to
explore the key components of identity development in
adolescents with sensory impairments. Given the subjective
and multifaceted nature of identity formation in this
population, a phenomenological approach was used to
capture the lived experiences of participants. The study
focused on adolescents with various sensory impairments,
including visual and auditory disabilities, to gain a
comprehensive understanding of their identity development
processes. A total of 31 participants were recruited through
online platforms, ensuring diverse representation across
different demographic backgrounds. The inclusion criteria
required participants to be adolescents aged between 13 and
19 years with self-reported sensory impairments. Informed
consent was obtained from both participants and their
guardians before participation in the study.

2.2. Measure
2.2.1. Semi-Structured Interview

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews,
which allowed for an in-depth exploration of the
participants' experiences and perceptions regarding their
identity development. An interview guide was designed to
ensure consistency while allowing flexibility for participants
to elaborate on their personal experiences. Key topics
included self-perception, social interactions, emotional well-
being, and challenges related to their sensory impairments.
The interviews were conducted online via video
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conferencing platforms to accommodate participants’
accessibility needs. Each interview lasted approximately 45
to 60 minutes and was recorded with participant consent.
Theoretical saturation was achieved when no new themes
emerged from the data, indicating a comprehensive
understanding of the phenomenon under investigation.

2.3. Data Analysis

Data analysis was conducted using NVivo software to
facilitate systematic coding and theme development. The
recorded interviews were transcribed verbatim, and the
transcriptions were carefully reviewed to ensure accuracy. A
thematic analysis approach was employed, involving an
iterative process of open coding, axial coding, and selective
coding. Initial codes were generated from the data, and
recurring patterns were identified to develop broader themes.
The credibility of the analysis was enhanced through
researcher triangulation and participant validation, where
selected participants reviewed the emerging themes to
ensure their perspectives were accurately represented. The
final themes provided a structured understanding of the
identity development process in adolescents with sensory

Psychological Research in Individuals with Exceptional Needs 3:2 (2025) 9-16

impairments, shedding light on their unique challenges and
strengths.

3. Findings and Results

The demographic characteristics of the participants
indicated diversity in age, gender, type of sensory
impairment, and educational background. The study
included 31 adolescents with sensory impairments, ranging
in age from 13 to 19 years, with a mean age of 16.2 years
(SD = 1.8). The sample consisted of 17 males (54.8%) and
14 females (45.2%). Regarding the type of sensory
impairment, 16 participants (51.6%) had visual impairments,
while 15 participants (48.4%) had auditory impairments. In
terms of educational background, 12 participants (38.7%)
were enrolled in specialized schools for individuals with
sensory impairments, whereas 19 participants (61.3%)
attended mainstream educational institutions. Additionally,
20 participants (64.5%) reported using assistive technologies

regularly in their daily and academic lives. These
demographic characteristics provided insight into the
diverse experiences of adolescents with sensory

impairments and how various factors might influence their

Table 1

The Results of Qualitative Analysis

identity development.

Categories (Themes)

Subcategories (Subthemes)

Concepts (Open Codes)

Personal Identity
Formation

Social Identity and
Interactions

Cultural and Community
Belonging

Coping Strategies and

Self-Perception

Emotional Regulation
Sense of Independence
Future Aspirations
Peer Relationships

Family Dynamics

Social Stigma

Role Models and
Mentorship

Participation in Community

Educational Inclusion

Representation in Media
Use of Assistive

Self-awareness, Acceptance of impairment, Body image, Self-esteem

Coping mechanisms, Resilience, Frustration management, Emotional expression
Autonomy, Decision-making, Self-reliance, Problem-solving skills

Career goals, Academic ambitions, Personal growth, Hopes and fears

Friendship challenges, Social inclusion, Shared experiences, Bullying experiences

Parental support, Sibling relationships, Overprotection, Family expectations, Emotional
attachment

Discrimination, Societal stereotypes, Prejudice, Self-stigmatization
Support from individuals with similar impairments, Guidance, Inspirational figures

Engagement in cultural events, Involvement in disability advocacy, Community support

Accessibility in schools, Teacher support, Peer acceptance, Academic accommodations,
Extracurricular participation

Media portrayals, Positive role models, Advocacy for visibility
Adaptive devices, Digital accessibility, Learning aids, Technological empowerment, Social

Adaptation Technologies media use

Psychological Coping Mindfulness, Seeking professional help, Self-motivation, Self-advocacy

Mechanisms

Adaptive Social Skills Communication strategies, Conflict resolution, Building trust, Navigating social
expectations

Resilience Development Overcoming setbacks, Developing self-confidence, Persistence in challenges, Motivation
for success, Emotional support networks
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The findings of this study identified four main themes
related to the identity development of adolescents with
sensory impairments: personal identity formation, social
identity and interactions, cultural and community belonging,
and coping strategies and adaptation. Each theme comprised
multiple subcategories that revealed the nuanced
experiences of participants, supported by their own
narratives.

Personal identity formation was a central theme in the
participants’ experiences, encompassing self-perception,
emotional regulation, sense of independence, and future
aspirations. Self-perception played a crucial role in how
adolescents understood their impairment and its impact on
their identity. Some participants expressed a journey toward
self-acceptance, while others struggled with body image and
self-esteem. One participant noted, "At first, | felt different
in a way that made me uncomfortable, but over time, |
realized that my impairment does not define my worth."”
Emotional regulation was another key aspect, with
participants describing various coping mechanisms,
including resilience and frustration management. A
participant shared, "There are days when | feel
overwhelmed, but | have learned to channel my emotions
through music and writing." The sense of independence
varied among participants, with some demonstrating strong
self-reliance and problem-solving skills, while others faced
challenges in decision-making. Future aspirations also
shaped identity development, as many participants
highlighted their career goals and academic ambitions. "I
want to prove that having a sensory impairment doesn't mean
I can't succeed in my chosen field," one participant
remarked.

Social identity and interactions significantly influenced
how participants navigated their relationships with others.
Peer relationships were often a source of both support and
exclusion, with some participants experiencing strong
friendships based on shared experiences, while others faced
bullying and social isolation. One participant recounted,
"My closest friends understand my needs and never make
me feel left out, but not everyone is as accepting.” Family
dynamics played a crucial role in shaping identity, with
participants highlighting both supportive and overprotective
tendencies from their families. "My parents always want to
protect me, but sometimes it feels like they don’t trust me to
be independent," one adolescent explained. Social stigma
was another prevalent issue, with participants encountering
discrimination and societal stereotypes. Some internalized
these negative perceptions, while others actively resisted
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them. "People assume | can't do things just because of my
impairment, but I always prove them wrong," one participant
asserted. The presence of role models and mentors was a
determining factor in self-confidence, with many
participants citing the influence of individuals who shared
similar experiences. "Meeting someone who has achieved so
much despite their impairment inspired me to believe in
myself," a participant shared.

Cultural and community belonging emerged as a theme
that shaped the participants’ sense of identity beyond
personal and social factors. Participation in the community,
whether through cultural events or disability advocacy,
played a vital role in fostering a sense of belonging. "Being
part of a group that fights for our rights makes me feel like |
belong,” a participant stated. Educational inclusion was
another key area, with experiences varying from supportive
environments to significant accessibility challenges. One
participant expressed frustration: "I wish teachers
understood that small changes could make a huge difference
for students like me." Representation in media also
influenced identity development, as participants reflected on
the importance of positive portrayals. "Seeing someone like
me in a movie makes me feel like | am not invisible," one
participant said, emphasizing the impact of visibility.

Coping strategies and adaptation were fundamental to the
participants’ experiences, with the use of assistive
technologies playing a crucial role in facilitating
independence. Many participants highlighted how adaptive
devices, digital accessibility, and learning aids empowered
them. "Technology is my bridge to the world—without it, |
would struggle to keep up," one participant commented.
Psychological coping mechanisms, including mindfulness
and self-advocacy, were commonly employed to navigate
challenges. "I remind myself every day that my impairment
does not define me; my actions do," a participant shared.
Adaptive social skills also played a significant role in
identity development, with participants learning to
communicate effectively, navigate social expectations, and
build trust. Resilience development emerged as a defining
factor, with participants demonstrating persistence in the
face of adversity. "Every challenge | overcome makes me
stronger and more confident in who | am," one participant
concluded.

4. Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study provide valuable insights into
the key components of identity development in adolescents
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with sensory impairments. The results revealed that identity
formation in this population is shaped by four main themes:
personal identity formation, social identity and interactions,
cultural and community belonging, and coping strategies
and adaptation. Each of these themes highlights the unique
challenges and strengths that adolescents with sensory
impairments navigate in their developmental journey. These
findings align with existing literature that emphasizes the
role of self-perception, social relationships, cultural
narratives, and adaptive mechanisms in shaping identity
(Patterson et al., 2021; Rivas-Drake et al., 2021).

Personal identity formation emerged as a central
component in the identity development of adolescents with
sensory impairments. Participants described varying levels
of self-acceptance, with some individuals embracing their
impairments as part of their identity, while others struggled
with self-esteem and emotional regulation. This aligns with
previous research indicating that self-perception plays a
critical role in determining the overall well-being of
adolescents with disabilities (Osborne et al., 2021).
Adolescents who developed a positive self-concept were
more likely to demonstrate resilience, self-advocacy, and a
sense of autonomy in their daily lives (Subramanian &
Kattumuri, 2024). These findings are consistent with studies
that have highlighted the importance of self-efficacy and
emotional regulation in the psychological well-being of
adolescents with disabilities (Leal et al., 2022). Furthermore,
participants who reported strong future aspirations often
demonstrated a proactive approach to overcoming
challenges, supporting prior research that suggests goal-
setting and personal ambition contribute to a stable and
positive identity (Lindsay et al., 2024).

Social identity and interactions were also found to play a
significant role in shaping identity development. Many
participants reported mixed experiences in social
relationships, with some finding supportive friendships,
while others experienced exclusion or bullying. This is in
line with previous studies indicating that adolescents with
sensory impairments often face social challenges due to
communication barriers and societal misconceptions
(Khanlou, 2021). Research suggests that the presence of
strong peer relationships enhances self-esteem and fosters a
positive social identity (Cushley et al., 2024). The impact of
family dynamics was also evident, as participants described
both supportive and overprotective parental attitudes. Prior
research has found that overprotection from parents, while
well-intentioned, can hinder the development of autonomy
in adolescents with disabilities (Nikita & Asha, 2024).
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Conversely, family environments that encouraged
independence and self-advocacy were associated with
higher levels of self-confidence and emotional well-being
(Nambuwasam et al., 2024). The role of mentorship was
another significant finding, as adolescents who had access to
mentors with similar impairments expressed greater
confidence in their abilities, aligning with studies
emphasizing the importance of role models in identity
development (Sanchez et al., 2023).

Cultural and community belonging emerged as a critical
factor influencing identity development. Participants who
actively engaged in their communities through cultural
events, disability advocacy, or peer support groups reported
a greater sense of belonging. This finding is supported by
research suggesting that participation in cultural and
advocacy activities fosters a strong group identity and self-
worth in individuals with disabilities (Gaya & Ahmad,
2024). Representation in media was another key concern, as
many participants noted the lack of positive portrayals of
individuals with sensory impairments. These results are
consistent with previous research that underscores the
impact of media representation on self-esteem and identity
construction in marginalized groups (Karvonen et al., 2022).
Studies have shown that when adolescents see themselves
represented in empowering ways, they are more likely to
internalize positive self-perceptions and reject societal
stereotypes (S., 2023). The intersection of cultural narratives
and disability identity suggests that fostering inclusive
representation and increasing awareness in media and public
discourse can play a significant role in shaping identity
development in this population (Cakar et al., 2023).

Coping strategies and adaptation mechanisms were found
to be essential components of identity development. Many
participants described using assistive technologies,
psychological coping strategies, and social adaptation
techniques to navigate daily challenges. These findings align
with previous research indicating that assistive technologies
not only enhance accessibility but also contribute to a
stronger sense of independence and empowerment (Mah et
al., 2020). Studies have shown that adolescents who use
technological aids such as screen readers, hearing devices,
and digital accessibility tools report higher levels of self-
confidence and autonomy (Nieman & Deal, 2024).
Psychological coping strategies, such as mindfulness, self-
motivation, and self-advocacy, were also reported by
participants, further supporting research that identifies these
mechanisms as protective factors in adolescent development
(Pandi et al., 2024). The role of resilience in identity
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formation cannot be overlooked, as participants who
developed problem-solving skills and self-determination
reported higher levels of self-efficacy, a finding consistent
with existing literature on the subject (Rivas-Drake et al.,
2021). These results reinforce the idea that adaptive
mechanisms are crucial for mitigating the challenges faced
by adolescents with sensory impairments (Cakar et al.,
2024).

The findings of this study contribute to the growing body
of research on identity development in adolescents with
sensory impairments. While previous studies have explored
the psychological and social aspects of identity formation,
this study provides a holistic perspective by integrating
personal, social, cultural, and adaptive dimensions. The
results highlight the importance of fostering supportive
environments that promote self-confidence, autonomy, and
social inclusion in this population. Furthermore, the study
underscores the need for inclusive policies, educational
accommodations, and representation in media to create a
more equitable society for adolescents with sensory
impairments (Prasanth et al., 2024).

Despite its contributions, this study has several
limitations. First, the sample was limited to 31 participants
recruited through online platforms, which may not fully
represent the diverse experiences of adolescents with
sensory impairments in different cultural and socioeconomic
contexts. Additionally, self-reported data may be influenced
by social desirability bias, as participants may have
presented their experiences in a way that aligns with
perceived expectations. Another limitation is that the study
focused solely on adolescents, without considering the
perspectives of caregivers, educators, or professionals who
interact with them daily. Future studies should consider
incorporating multiple perspectives to gain a more
comprehensive understanding of identity development in
this population.

Future research should explore identity development in
adolescents with sensory impairments across different
cultural and educational settings. Longitudinal studies could
provide deeper insights into how identity formation evolves
over time and the long-term impact of early interventions.
Additionally, comparative studies examining the differences
in identity development between adolescents with varying
degrees of sensory impairments could offer valuable insights
into individualized support strategies. Further research
should also investigate the intersectionality of disability with
other social identities, such as gender, race, and
socioeconomic status, to provide a more nuanced
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understanding of the complexities involved in identity
formation.

Educators, policymakers, and caregivers should prioritize
creating inclusive environments that support identity
development in adolescents with sensory impairments.
Schools should implement accessibility measures, such as
assistive technologies and individualized learning plans, to
ensure that students with sensory impairments have equal
opportunities to succeed. Social inclusion programs and
mentorship initiatives can play a vital role in fostering
positive peer relationships and providing role models for
adolescents. Additionally, media organizations should
prioritize authentic and diverse representations of
individuals with sensory impairments to challenge societal
stereotypes and promote a sense of belonging. By
implementing these practices, society can better support
adolescents with sensory impairments in developing a
strong, confident, and well-integrated sense of identity.
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