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ABSTRACT

             The growing prevalence of academic involution in higher education is increasingly concerning.  The mediating role of polycultural identity in the relationship between higher education institution reputation branding and academic involution among indigenous students was determined. Predictive research design was applied. The data of the 154 students, selected through purposive sampling, were analyze using mediating analysis technique. The results showed moderate and partial mediation; thus, the Cultural Ecological Theory partly supported. Future studies may examine additional variables to account the remaining 0.725 variance in the mediation. School leaders may strengthen culturally inclusive branding and community partnerships to support Indigenous learners transition into higher education.
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INTRODUCTION
 
The Problem and Its Setting  

           Students increasingly encounter academic involution within high-stakes and performance-oriented educational systems worldwide, where academic engagement is shaped by competition and institutional expectations. Academic involution describes a condition in which students invest substantial time and effort into academic tasks that yield limited intellectual growth or developmental progress (Yang et al., 2023). Globally, higher education environments are structured around performance metrics, rankings, and productivity demands, encouraging continuous academic engagement (Liu et al., 2025; Cameron et al., 2024).
           In China, academic involution is associated with highly competitive academic environments where students strive to meet institutional standards linked to reputation and academic excellence (Yang et al., 2023; Zha, 2023). Similar patterns are observed in other countries, where higher education institutions promote performance-oriented cultures through branding strategies and global competitiveness (Cameron et al., 2024).
            In the Philippine context, although the term “academic involution” is not always explicitly used, comparable academic conditions are observed, particularly among indigenous students in higher education institutions. Studies indicate that Indigenous Filipino students participate in academic environments where institutional support systems are not always aligned with culturally responsive practices (Gaite, 2025; Apaling, 2023).
            The consequences of academic involution are reflected in student academic engagement and overall well-being. Research indicates that sustained exposure to such academic conditions is associated with changes in motivation, engagement, and academic satisfaction (Liu et al., 2025; Yang et al., 2023). Among Indigenous and marginalized students, these outcomes are further influenced by the availability of culturally responsive support systems within higher education institutions (Cameron et al., 2024; Gaite, 2025). Hence, this research was conducted.

Significance of the Study
This study holds significant implications for advancing the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), particularly Goal 4, which aims to ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all. By examining how polycultural identity mediates the relationship between higher education institutions reputation branding and academic involution among indigenous students, the research highlights culturally responsive pathways to improve academic engagement and well-being, supporting SDG targets on reducing educational disparities. Moreover, the findings may offer valuable insights for school and higher education institutions leadership in designing policies and practices that foster inclusive learning environments sensitive to Indigenous identities and experiences. Effective leadership that prioritizes cultural affirmation and counters pressures from competitive institutional branding can enhance indigenous students’ sense of belonging, reduce academic stress, and enrich their overall learning experience. Ultimately, this study may contribute to creating equitable educational spaces that empower indigenous students to thrive academically and personally within higher education.

Statement of the Problem

This study aimed to determined mediating role of polycultural identity on the relationship between the higher education institutions reputation branding and academic involution among indigenous higher education institutions students. Specifically, the following objectives were pursued: 
1. To determine the levels of polycultural identity indicated by multiple influences, blending cultures, social groups; university reputation indicated by academic competence, responsible management, social attractiveness; and academic involution indicated by academic behavior, social activity, social interaction.
2. [bookmark: _Hlk215733423][bookmark: _Hlk215733444]To determine the significance of the correlation between polycultural identity, higher education institutions reputation branding, and the academic involution among indigenous higher education institutions students.
3. To determine the direct effect of the higher education institution reputation branding on academic involution, controlling for polycultural identity. 
4. To determine the indirect effect of university reputation branding on academic involution through polycultural identity.
5. To determine the total effects on university reputation branding on academic involution. 
Hypotheses

· H01: The correlation between polycultural identity, higher education institutions reputation branding, and the academic involution among indigenous higher education institutions students, is not significant.
· H o2: The direct effect of the higher education institution reputation branding on academic involution, controlling for polycultural identity, is not significant. 
· H03: The indirect effect of university reputation branding on academic involution, through polycultural identity, is not significant.
· H04 The total effect on university reputation branding on academic involution is not significant. 
Theoretical and Conceptual Framework 
 
The study is grounded on the Ogbu’s (1985) Cultural Ecological Theory of minority student performance. This theory posits that there are two sets of factors influencing minority school performance: how society at large and the school treats minorities (the system) and how minority groups respond to those treatments and to schooling (community forces). The theory further posits that differences in school performance between immigrant and nonimmigrant minorities are partly due to differences in their community forces (Ogbu, 1999).

Polycultural identity, understood as the belief in dynamic cultural interconnectedness (Morris, Chiu, & Liu, 2015), fits within this framework as an adaptive cultural strategy that students may draw upon to navigate institutional pressures since it represents the indigenous students’ response to community forces. In the same way, the system is also represented by the context of higher education institutions reputation branding, which can heighten academic involution which  represents the minority students performance in the theory which function as a protective mechanism that reframes or mitigates academic pressures. The mediating role polycultural identity aligns with Cultural Ecological Theory’s assertion that cultural adaptation can moderate structural challenges and promote resilience (Garcia Coll et al., 1996), especially for Indigenous students whose success is often tied to culturally responsive support and identity affirmation (Isaacs-Guthridge, 2024; Cameron et al., 2024).

           The conceptual framework in Figure 1 illustrates the mediating role of polycultural identity in the relationship between higher education institutions reputation branding and academic involution. Higher education institutions reputation branding, which includes perceptions of academic competence, responsible management, and social attractiveness, is the independent variable that may influence how students engage in academic behaviors. However, the effect of branding on students’ academic involvement is not straightforward, it is shaped by the students’ polycultural identity, which encompasses exposure to multiple cultural influences, blending of cultural norms, and identification with diverse social groups. This identity serves as a buffer or bridge, potentially altering how branding pressures are internalized. The dependent variable, academic involution, reflects changes in academic behavior, social activity, and interaction often in response to competitive or performative academic environments. The framework suggests that a strong polycultural identity may help Indigenous students reinterpret or resist institutional pressures, thereby influencing the extent and nature of their academic involution.  

                                                             Mediating Variable
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Figure 1. Conceptual Framework of the Study

METHODOLOGY 
 
The research design, locale of the study, the sample and sampling, data gathering technique, data analysis, and the ethical considerations are included in this discussion.   
 
Research Design  

	This study used quantitative descriptive-correlational research design to examine the mediating role of polycultural identity in the relationship between higher education institutions reputation branding and academic involution among indigenous higher education institutions students. This design allowed for the identification of statistical relationships among variables and the testing of mediation effects using numerical data collected through standardized instruments (Creswell & Creswell, 2023). It is particularly suitable for studies aiming to explore how one variable influences another through an intervening factor without manipulating the natural environment (McMillan & Schumacher, 2022). Statistical methods such as correlation and mediation analysis are used to determine the strength and significance of these relationships, making this design appropriate for addressing the research questions of this study.

Locale of the Study
The locale of the study was in Davao City, a major urban center located in the southern part of the Philippines on the island of Mindanao. Known for its cultural diversity and large Indigenous population including groups such as the Bagobo, Ata, and Mandaya. Davao City provides a relevant and rich setting for exploring the academic experiences of indigenous higher education institutions students. The city is home to several higher education institutions, both public and private, that serve students from various socio-cultural backgrounds. Its educational landscape reflects a mix of modern academic pressures and local cultural influences, making it an appropriate context for examining how higher education institutions reputation branding, polycultural identity, and academic involution interact.

Sample and Sampling Technique

		This study used purposive sampling to intentionally select 154 indigenous higher education institutions students enrolled in higher education institutions in Davao City. Purposive sampling is appropriate because it allows the researcher to focus on respondents who possess firsthand knowledge and experience of the phenomena under investigation namely, exposure to higher education institutions reputation branding, experiences of academic pressure or involution, and the development of a polycultural identity. This method ensures that the sample is information-rich and aligned with the study’s aim to explore culturally grounded academic experiences. By targeting a specific population, purposive sampling increases the relevance and depth of the data collected while maintaining alignment with the research questions (Palinkas et al., 2015). In the observance of the Data Privacy Act of 2012, extra care was taken to protect sensitive personal information of the indigenous Higher Education Institutions students, , including cultural identity and academic experiences. No personally identifiable information was collected beyond what was necessary for the study, and each respondent was anonymized prevent their identification. 

Data Gathering Technique 

This study utilized 4-point Likert adapted scale survey tools to measure the key variables: higher education institutions reputation branding, polycultural identity, and academic involution among indigenous higher education institutions students. The instrument adapted the validated items from prior studies to ensure reliability and contextual relevance. To assess higher education institutions reputation branding, items were adapted from Telci and Kantur (2014), who developed a scale measuring dimensions such as academic competence, responsible management, and social attractiveness of higher education institutions image. Polycultural identity was measured using items adapted from Virgona et al. (2024), whose scale captures beliefs about multiple influences, blending cultures, social group and influence. Finally, academic involution was measured using the scale developed by Wang et al. (2024), which evaluates students' academic behavior, social activity, and social interaction in learning. The study used of a 4-point Likert scale ranging from Strongly Disagree (1) to Strongly Agree (4) to eliminate the neutral midpoint, encouraging respondents to take a clear stance on each statement. This approach promotes more decisive responses and enhances the interpretability of results in examining relationships among the constructs. 
These adapted and modified survey tools were subjected to expert validation and reliability testing using the Cronbach’s Alpha. Validation and reliability testing of the research instrument are necessary to ensure the accuracy, consistency, and credibility of the data collected. Validation confirms that the instrument appropriately measures of the variables by ensuring the relevance and clarity of its items (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Reliability testing, such as the computation of Cronbach’s alpha, determines the internal consistency of the instrument and ensures that it yields stable and dependable results across respondents (DeVellis, 2017; Fraenkel et al., 2019). Establishing both validity and reliability strengthens the trustworthiness of the findings and supports sound statistical analysis.

[bookmark: _Hlk221104828]Data Analysis  
 
Presented below is the matrix of statistical tools according to each of the statement of the problem for this study.  The matrix also contains the purpose for utilizing the particular statistical tools.   
 
	Statement of the Problem 
	Statistical Tool 
	Purpose/Use 

	Levels of the three corresponding variables  of the study
	Descriptive Statistics (Mean, SD) 
	[bookmark: _Hlk215654528]Determine levels of higher education institutions reputation branding, polyculture identity, and academic involution among indigenous higher education institutions students


	Significance of the correlation between the predictive and criterion variables   
	Pearson Product–Moment 
Correlation 
	Test significance and strength of relationships among variables 

	Significance of the degree of influence of the predictive variables  
	Multiple Linear Regression 
	Assess degree of influence of higher education institutions reputation branding and polyculture identity on the academic involution among indigenous higher education institutions students


	Significance of the effect of the predictive variables  	

	Mediation Analysis 
(SEM/Path 
Analysis/Process Macro)
	Test direct, indirect, and total predictive effects on academic involution among indigenous higher education institutions students


 	
In the succeeding page, the matrix containing the scale, descriptive level, and corresponding interpretation assigned to each variable involved in this study is presented.   This measure is used particularly in describing the level of self-efficacy in diversity, beliefs in Education for All (EFA), and inclusive classroom management practices of preschool teachers. 

	 Scale 
	Level 
	Higher Education Institutions Reputation Branding
	 Polycultural Identity

	1.00 – 1.74  
	Very Low 
	Very Poor
	Polycultural identity is hardly evident.

	1.75 – 2.49 
	Low 
	Poor
	Polycultural identity is present but not strongly expressed.

	2.50 – 3.74  
	High 
	Good
	Polycultural identity is present but may not always be strongly expressed.

	3.75 – 4.00 
	Very High 
	Very Good
	Polycultural identity is highly evident.

	Scale 
	Level
	Interpretation for Academic Involution

	1.00 – 1.74  
	very low 
	Very Good

	1.75 – 2.49 
	Low 
	Good

	2.50 – 3.74  
	moderate  
	poor

	3.75 – 4.00 
	Very High 
	Very Poor


 
For the interpretation scale of r-value, the following intervals were used:  
  	                      Computed r 	                   Descriptive Interpretation 
		+/- 1.00  	 	 
	Perfect correlation 

	Between +/- 0.75 –  +/- 0.99 
	High correlation 

	Between +/- 0.51 –  +/- 0.74 
	Moderately high correlation 

	Between +/- 0.31 –  +/- 0.50 
	Moderately low correlation 

	Between +/- 0.01 –  +/- 0.30 
	Low correlation 

		0.00  	 	 	 
	No correlation 


 
The standard measure for the interpretation of the strength of the mediation is as follows:

	Proportion Mediated
	Interpretation

	< 0.20
	Weak Mediation 

	0.20 – 0.50
	Moderate Mediation 

	> 0.50
	Strong Mediation 



The correlation interpretation scale used in this study was a commonly used descriptive guide for interpreting Pearson’s r-values.  When a study reports a Pearson correlation coefficient 𝑟 the magnitude and the sign of together describe how strongly and in what direction two variables are linearly related.  According to guidelines from Cohen (1988), correlations of 𝑟 =0.10, 𝑟 = 0.3, and r=0.50 are considered small, medium, and large effect sizes, respectively.  However, more recent empirical investigations such as Gilles et al. (2016) suggest adjusted norms respectively.  Therefore, the interpretation of a correlation coefficient should not rely solely on fixed cut-offs; instead, the research context, variable characteristics, and empirical distribution of effect sizes in the relevant field should guide whether an observed r is considered weak, moderate, or strong.
Trustworthiness

     	This study ensured ethical integrity and trustworthiness by adhering to established research standards that protect the rights, dignity, and cultural context of indigenous higher education institution students. Ethical clearance was obtained from the Society of Moral Integrity and Legal Ethics (SMILE), confirming compliance with institutional requirements for research involving indigenous populations. 
To enhance credibility, informed consent was secured from all participants after clearly explaining the study’s purpose, procedures, voluntary nature, and their right to withdraw at any time without penalty. To ensure confidentiality and dependability, participants’ identities were protected through the use of coded identifiers, and all collected data, both physical and digital, were securely stored. Furthermore, cultural sensitivity and respect were upheld by ensuring that the survey language and content were appropriate, non-exploitative, and aligned with ethical guidelines for conducting research with indigenous communities. Overall, these measures strengthened the study’s ethical rigor and reinforced the trustworthiness of the research process and findings.

RESULTS
 
The researcher included in this chapter the tabular presentations of descriptive, correlation, regression, and mediation, and the corresponding analysis and interpretation of the statistical results.  This section culminates with the summary of findings.  
Descriptive Results  

Table 1 is descriptive table. It includes the variables, namely, polycultural identity, higher education institution reputation branding, and academic involution. The results indicate that polycultural identity has a mean score of 2.84 (SD = 0.45), interpreted as moderate. Similarly, higher education institution reputation branding obtained a mean score of 3.17 (SD = 0.54), which is also categorized as moderate. Lastly, academic involution recorded a mean score of 2.93 (SD = 0.48), likewise reflecting a moderate level.
	
Table 1: Descriptive Statistics (N=154)
	Variables
	N
	Standard Deviation
	Mean
	Descriptive Level

	Polycultural Identity
	154
	.45
	2.72
	Moderate

	Multiple Influences
	154
	.48
	2.63
	Moderate

	Blending cultures
	154
	.55
	2.70
	Moderate

	Social Groups
	154
	.56
	2.84
	Moderate

	Higher Education Institutions Reputation Branding
	154
	.54
	3.17
	Moderate

	Academic Competence
	154
	.61
	3.04
	Moderate

	Responsible Management
	154
	.58
	3.24
	Moderate

	Social Attractiveness
	154
	.62
	3.24
	Moderate

	Academic Involution
	154
	.48
	2.93
	Moderate

	Academic Behavior
	154
	.59
	2.86
	Moderate

	Social Activity
	154
	.64
	2.85
	Moderate

	Social Interaction
	154
	.55
	3.07
	Moderate



Specifically, the table shows that polycultural identity (m = 2.72, sd = 0.45), higher education institutions reputation branding (m = 3.17, sd = 0.54), and academic involution (m = 2.93, sd = 0.48) are all at a moderate level. The standard deviations indicate generally consistent responses, with slight variation in perceptions of institutional branding.

Correlation Results  
 
	Table 2 shows that higher education institutions reputation branding (r = 0.47, p = .000) and Polycultural Identity (r = 0.45, p = .000) both have moderate positive and statistically significant relationships with academic involution. Since the p-values are below 0.05, the null hypotheses are rejected. This indicates that as institutional branding and polycultural identity increase, academic involution also tends to increase, although the relationships are moderate in strength.

Table 2: Correlation Table (N=154) 
	 
Variables
	Academic Involution

	
	r-value
	p-value
	Decision on
H0
	Interpretation 

	 
Higher Education Institutions Reputation Branding
	
0.47
	
0.000
	
Reject H0
	 
Moderately low positive, significant correlation  

	 
Polycultural Identity
	
0.45
	
0.000
	
Reject H0
	 
Moderately low positive, significant correlation 
  


Level of Significance: 0.05 ,  Decision Rule: Reject H₀ if p < 0.05 

Specifically, the correlation table shows that both higher education institutions reputation branding (r = 0.47, p = .000) and polycultural identity (r = 0.45, p = .000) have moderate positive and significant relationships with academic involution. This means that as these variables increase, academic involution also tends to increase, though the relationships are not strong.

Mediation Results  

                Table 3 shows that higher education institutions reputation branding significantly predicts both polycultural identity and academic involution, while polycultural identity also predicts academic involution. The indirect effect (a × b = 0.11, p < .001) and direct effect (c’ = 0.29, p < .001) are both significant, indicating partial mediation, with a strong total effect (c = 0.40, p < .001). 
Table 3. Mediation Table (N = 154)
	Label
	Path / Effect
	Estimate (B)
	SE
	Z-value
	p-value
	Decision on H₀
	Interpretation


	A
	Higher Education Institutions Reputation Branding → Polycultural Identity
	0.29
	0.06
	6.27
	0.000
	Reject H₀
	Significant

	B
	Polycultural Identity → Academic Involution
	0.38
	0.08
	4.91
	0.000
	Reject H₀
	Significant

	c’
	Higher Education Institutions Reputation Branding → Academic Involution(Direct Effect)                                    
	0.29
	0.06
	3.18
	0.000
	Reject H₀
	Significant

	a × b
	Indirect Effect (Mediation)
	0.11
	0.07
	4.57
	0.000
	Reject H₀
	Significant

	c (Total
Effect)
	Higher Education Institutions Reputation Branding → Academic Involution (Total)
	0.40
	0.10
	8.75
	0.000
	Reject H₀
	Significant


Level of Significance: 0.05 ; Decision Rule: Reject H₀ if p < 0.05 


Table 3 specifically shows that the direct effect of university reputation branding on academic involution, controlling for polycultural identity, obtain an estimated Beta of 0.29. The corresponding p-value of 0.000 which is less than 0.05-degree level of significance; thus, the null hypothesis was rejected. It indicates that the direct effect of the university reputation branding on academic involution controlling for polycultural identity is significant. Moreover, the indirect effect of the university reputation branding on academic involution through polycultural identity obtained an estimated Beta of 0.11. The corresponding p-value of 0.000 which is less than 0.05-degree level of significance; hence, the null hypothesis was rejected. It indicates that the indirect of the university reputation branding on academic involution through polycultural identity is significant. Lastly the total effect of university reputation branding on academic involution obtained an estimated Beta of 0.40. The p-value of 0.000 which is less than 0.05 level of significance, hence the null hypothesis was rejected. It indicates that the total effect of university reputation branding on academic involution is significant.

Summary of Findings  
 
Based on statistical results, it specifically was found that: 

1. The correlation between polycultural identity, higher education institutions reputation branding, and the academic involution among indigenous higher education institutions students, is significant.
2. The direct effect of the higher education institution reputation branding on academic involution, controlling for polycultural identity, is significant. 
3. The indirect effect of university reputation branding on academic involution, through polycultural identity, is significant.
4. The total effect on University Reputation Branding on Academic Involution is significant
DISCUSSIONS
	Presented in this section is the discussion of the descriptive, correlational, regression and mediation analysis results of the study. The discussions are made to elucidate how the results of the study align previous findings.  Also, this section includes the conclusion and recommendations derived from the results and discussions.  
Higher Education Institutions Reputation Branding, Polycultural Identity and the Academic Involution Correlation 	 
	This study supports the relationship between institutional branding and identity formation, reinforcing the present finding that Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) reputation branding significantly correlates with polycultural identity. For instance, Dwitasari (2025) emphasized that visual identity and experiential brand meaning in higher education institutions play a crucial role in shaping stakeholders’ perceptions and internalization of institutional identity. The study highlights that consistent branding strategies influence how individuals interpret and align themselves with the institution, suggesting that branding extends beyond recognition to identity construction. This implies that students exposed to strong institutional branding are more likely to develop a sense of belonging that integrates diverse cultural influences, thereby supporting the development of polycultural identity.
Similarly, Acar et al. (2024) found that brand identity significantly affects individuals’ lifestyle congruence and self-concept formation. Their study demonstrated that when individuals perceive alignment between a brand and their personal values, it strengthens their identity and behavioral intentions. In the context of higher education, this suggests that a well-established institutional reputation can influence how students perceive themselves within a multicultural environment, encouraging the integration of multiple cultural perspectives. Consequently, this aligns with the present study’s finding, as HEI reputation branding can serve as a catalyst for shaping students’ polycultural identity through meaningful and value-driven engagement with the institution.
              In contrary to the assumption that institutional branding influences identity formation, Virgona et al. (2024) found that polycultural identity is uncorrelated with several external identity constructs, emphasizing that it is primarily rooted in individual cognitive and ideological orientations rather than institutional influences. This suggests that higher education institutions’ reputation branding may not play a significant role in shaping polycultural identity, as such identity develops more from personal engagement with cultural diversity than from organizational image or reputation. While the study of Virgona et al. (2024) had 120 respondents, the current study had 154 respondents samples this study is only applicable in Philippine context specifically in Davao City.
Academic Involution as Influenced by Higher Education Institutions Reputation Branding and Polycultural Identity 
	This study found that the recent literature provides support for the relationship between higher education institutions’ reputation branding and the emergence of intensified academic behaviors associated with academic involution. O’Sullivan (2024) argued that contemporary branding strategies in higher education significantly heighten institutional competitiveness by shaping stakeholder expectations and reinforcing performance-oriented cultures. As universities strengthen their reputational positioning, they inadvertently create environments where students are pressured to continuously outperform peers, often leading to increased academic effort without proportional gains. This phenomenon reflects the core characteristics of academic involution, where excessive competition becomes normalized within highly branded and competitive academic settings. Similarly, Kozlowski et al. (2024) highlighted that institutional prestige and reputation contribute to the reproduction of competitive academic structures and unequal performance expectations. Their findings suggest that individuals within highly reputed institutions experience intensified pressure to meet elevated academic standards, which influences both productivity and identity formation. In such contexts, identity, including cultural and academic identity, is shaped within systems that reward overperformance and constant comparison. This dynamic supports the present study’s assertion that higher education intitutions reputation branding, in interaction with identity constructs such as polycultural identity, can influence the development of academic involution by fostering environments where students continuously adapt, compete, and exert effort in response to institutional expectations.
           In contrary, Virgona et al. (2024) found that polycultural identity is uncorrelated with external identity constructs and institutional influences, highlighting that it is primarily shaped by individual beliefs and cognitive frameworks rather than organizational or structural factors . This contradicts the assumption that polycultural identity significantly influences academic involution through institutional branding. Instead, the findings suggest that polycultural identity operates independently of institutional reputation systems, thereby weakening the argument that it contributes to academic involution within higher education contexts. While the study of Virgona et al. (2024) had 120 respondents, the current study had 154 respondents samples this study is only applicable in Philippine context specifically in Davao City.
Higher Education Institutions Reputation Branding and Academic Involution Correlation as Mediated by Polycultural Identity

           This study highlights the important role of identity-related mechanisms in explaining how higher education institutions’ (HEIs) reputation branding influences behavioral and academic outcomes. Perera et al. (2023) found that brand engagement, grounded in social identity processes, significantly mediates the relationship between institutional marketing efforts and brand equity in higher education. Their findings suggest that individuals do not respond directly to branding alone; rather, they internalize and interpret these branding signals through identity-based engagement. This indicates that identity constructs serve as critical pathways through which institutional branding exerts its influence. In the context of the present study, this supports the assumption that polycultural identity functions as a mediating variable, translating HEI reputation branding into specific academic behaviors, including those associated with academic involution. Virgona (2025) demonstrated that polycultural identity plays a significant mediating role between external contextual factors and individual outcomes, particularly in shaping adaptability and well-being. The study emphasized that polycultural identity enables individuals to integrate diverse cultural experiences, thereby influencing how they respond to environmental demands and pressures. This finding reinforces the idea that identity is not merely an outcome but also a mechanism that links external influences to behavioral consequences. Applied to the higher education setting, this suggests that students exposed to strong institutional branding may develop polycultural identities that shape how they navigate academic expectations and competition. Consequently, polycultural identity mediates the relationship between HEI reputation branding and academic involution by influencing how students interpret, internalize, and respond to the pressures embedded within highly competitive academic environments.
    	In contrary to the assumption that polycultural identity mediates the relationship between institutional branding and academic involution, Virgona et al. (2024) found that polycultural identity is largely independent of structured external systems, including institutional constructs. The study revealed that polycultural identity is significantly associated with personal beliefs, cultural exposure, and cognitive frameworks, rather than organizational or branding influences. Moreover, it showed no correlation with rigid identity structures, suggesting that polycultural identity does not serve as a mediating mechanism between institutional reputation and academic behavioral outcomes. This contradicts the proposed mediating role in the current study. While the study of Virgona et al. (2024) had 120 respondents, the current study had 154 respondents samples this study is only applicable in Philippine context specifically in Davao City. 
Conclusion

             The findings conclude that polycultural identity significantly and moderately (33%) mediates the relationship between higher education institutions’ reputation branding and academic involution among indigenous students, affirming Cultural Ecological Theory by demonstrating that institutional prestige and culturally shaped identity interact to produce both direct and indirect effects on students’ academic experiences and performance.

Recommendations

Based on the conclusion, the following are recommended: 

1. Future studies may be pursued utilized other variables not covered by the current study to account the remaining 67% of variance.
2. Qualitative research may be undertaken to generate themes that may be considered as potential variables.
3. Enhance institutional branding by prioritizing authentic cultural inclusivity, emphasizing genuine support for diversity, multiculturalism, and indigenous engagement beyond prestige. Strengthen partnerships between communities and higher education institutions to provide culturally responsive support, mentorship, and guidance for IP learners transitioning into higher education.
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Appendix B
Letters Requesting for the Research Instrument Validation












































Appendix C
Validation Sheets












































Appendix D
Research Instrument Reliability Test Results

Reliability: Polycultural Identity

Scale: ALL VARIABLES

	Case Processing Summary

	
	N
	%

	Cases
	Valid
	30
	100.0

	
	Excludeda
	0
	.0

	
	Total
	30
	100.0

	a. Listwise deletion based on all variables in the procedure.



	Reliability Statistics

	Cronbach's Alpha
	N of Items

	.910
	22




Reliability: Higher Education Institution Branding


Scale: ALL VARIABLES

	Case Processing Summary

	
	N
	%

	Cases
	Valid
	30
	100.0

	
	Excludeda
	0
	.0

	
	Total
	30
	100.0

	a. Listwise deletion based on all variables in the procedure.



	eliability Statistics

	Cronbach's Alpha
	N of Items

	.963
	20





Reliability: Academic Involution


Scale: ALL VARIABLES


	Case Processing Summary

	
	N
	%

	Cases
	Valid
	30
	100.0

	
	Excludeda
	0
	.0

	
	Total
	30
	100.0

	a. Listwise deletion based on all variables in the procedure.




	Reliability Statistics

	Cronbach's Alpha
	N of Items

	.906
	16
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Appendix F
Endorsement Letter 












































Appendix G
Letters of Permission for the Conduct of the Study












































Appendix H
Accomplished Informed Consent Form
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