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     Chapter 2   
 Identity Theory 

              Jan     E.     Stets       and     Richard     T.     Serpe     

           Introduction 

    Over the past four decades the concept of identity has been one of the major topics areas of both 
 theoretical and empirical development within sociological social psychology (Burke & Stets,  2009 ; 
McCall & Simmons,  1978 ; Owens, Robinson, & Smith-Lovin,  2010 ; Serpe & Stryker,  2011 ; Stets, 
 2006 ; Stryker,  [1980] 2002 ; Stryker & Burke,  2000 ). This sustained interest in the concept of identity 
is based on the primary importance of understanding individuals as situated in social interaction and 
embedded within society. Generally, we consider an identity to be a shared set of meanings that defi ne 
individuals in particular  roles  in society (for example, parent, worker, spouse, or teacher role identity), 
as members of specifi c  groups  in society (for example, a church, book club, or softball group identity), 
and as  persons  having specifi c characteristics that make them unique from others (for example, an 
athletic or artistic person identity). Thus, people have many identities (James,  1890 ), and they are of 
different kinds (Burke & Stets,  2009 ). 

 One of the primary goals of identity theory is to specify how the meanings attached to various 
identities are negotiated and managed in interaction. Specifi cally, identity theorists focus on how 
identities relate to one another (given their likelihood of being brought into situations and how central 
or important they are to individuals), as well as how identities relate to role performance (or behavior), 
affect (feelings), physical and mental health (such as stress, anxiety, and depression), the self-concept 
(such as self-esteem, self- effi cacy, and self-authenticity), and social structure. 

 In this chapter, we begin with a brief review of identity theory’s roots in symbolic interactionism, 
more generally, and structural symbolic interactionism, more specifi cally. Following this, we discuss 
central ideas in identity theory including the defi nition of an identity, identity verifi cation, identity 
salience, identity centrality/prominence, resources, and the bases of identities: role, group, and person 
identities. We then review the two primary ways in which identities have been empirically investi-
gated: through survey research and laboratory research. This is followed by a review of how the cen-
tral ideas in identity theory have been measured. 
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 Three topics that have captured the attention of researchers for some time include multiple  identities, 
identities and emotions, and identity change. We review these topics, directing attention to advances 
both conceptually and  empirically. Researchers also have been applying identity theory to a variety of 
sociological areas of investigation. We review the application of identity theory to three major areas in 
sociology: crime and law, education, and race/ethnicity. Finally, we discuss future substantive and theo-
retical advances for identity theory. Substantively, we direct attention to situational factors, identity 
formation and change, negative/stigmatized identities, and  identities within social movements. 
Theoretically, we point to how identity theory can establish a link to other theories such as affect con-
trol theory, expectation states theory, exchange theory, and social identity theory. 

 In identity theory, there are three major research programs: the interactional (McCall & Simmons, 
 1978 ), structural (Serpe & Stryker,  2011 ), and perceptual control programs (Burke & Stets,  2009 ). 
Most theoretical and empirical activity has occurred within the perceptual  control and structural 
 programs of research. Consequently, we draw upon these research  programs more heavily in this 
review. Importantly, we view these two research programs as complementary and not competing, thus 
providing an integrated view of current and future research in identity theory. 

 We emphasize that this chapter reviews  identity theory  and not the use of the term  identity  in the 
literature. The concept of identity has been used to examine such issues as identity construction 
(Sandstrom,  1990 ), identity performance (Riessman,  2003 ), and identity work among those with stig-
matized identities such as the homeless (Snow & Anderson,  1987 ) or parolees (   Opsal,  2011 ). This 
research is typically qualitative and often based on in-depth interviews and ethnographies. Frequently, 
identity is left undefi ned (e.g., see O’Brien,  2011 ) and identity theory rarely frames the research (see 
Granberg,  2011  for an exception). In this chapter, we discuss identity as a theory and systematic 
 program of research that has been developing for over 40 years. The research program within identity 
theory is historically rooted in the structural  version of symbolic interactionism, it is largely quantita-
tive, and it uses the defi nitions and processes outlined in the theory to empirically test hypotheses. 
While a review of this literature necessarily narrows the scope of the chapter, it simultaneously 
 provides clarity as to our focus. 

    Symbolic Interactionism 

 In general, symbolic interactionism’s theoretical formulation can be organized into two distinct 
schools of thought: the Chicago and Iowa Schools. From the 1930s to the 1970s, Herbert Blumer was 
the most infl uential voice shaping the meaning of symbolic interactionism within the Chicago School. 
The major counter-voice to Blumer in this period was Manford H. Kuhn, identifi ed with the Iowa 
School. Blumer’s work provides much of the content of current  traditional  symbolic interactionism. 
Kuhn’s work represents a major early effort to defi ne a  structural  symbolic interactionism, which has 
been most infl uential for identity theory (Stryker,  [1980] 2002 ). 

 Important issues separate the symbolic interactionisms of Blumer and Kuhn, but the two share a 
view of society as a product of social action and interaction. Social life is a dynamic fl ow of events 
involving many people. Since both society and persons are derived from social processes, both take 
on meanings in and through interaction. The symbolic capacity of humans means they have minds; 
they think. When individuals think about themselves, self-conceptions are constructed that refer to 
who and what they are, and these self-conceptions are shaped by the social process. Contained in this 
imagery is the idea that humans, both individually and collectively, are active and creative. 

 Asserting that his symbolic interactionism represented Mead’s ideas, Blumer ( 1969 ) argued that the 
development of general theory is not a useful endeavor. People continuously construct their behavior 
anew in the course of social action. Consequently, the meanings and defi nitions that underlie social 
interaction also undergo continuous reformulation, and those applicable at one point in time will not be 
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applicable at subsequent points in time. Blumer concluded that, at best, sociologists can construct 
 post-hoc  understandings of social behavior but cannot effectively develop theory-based explanations to 
predict an ever changing landscape of behavior. He also rejected quantitative sociological analysis, 
 arguing that numerical representations of social action do not capture the meanings developed in the 
course of social interaction. Rather, he suggested that using interpretative methods that represent actors 
in their own voice (for example, listening to conversations, focus groups, interviewing, life histories, 
letters, diaries, and public records) provide a rich understanding of the construction of meanings 
 associated with social interaction. For Blumer, interpretive methods are useful in assessing how micro 
interactions develop. 

 Labeling his framework “self-theory” to differentiate it from Blumer’s vision of symbolic 
 interactionism, Kuhn ( 1964 ; Kuhn & McPartland,  1954 ) aspired to precise theory-based generaliza-
tions and their rigorous empirical test. Accepting the position that social structure is created, main-
tained, and altered through symbolic interaction, he asserted that once created, structure constrains 
further interaction. He brought role and reference group ideas into his framework (Merton,  1957 ; 
Merton & Rossi,  1950 ). He assumed that social structure is composed of networks of positions that 
organize relations among persons. He further posited that role expectations, shared by others, are 
linked to those positions. Recognizing that the relations of expectations to behavior are loose, he saw 
greater determinacy in specifying the link between self and behavior. Taking Mead’s views of self as 
an object, Kuhn presented the self as the most signifi cant object within the meanings of social action. 

 Kuhn maintained the concept of a core self as a set of stable self-meanings, which provide stability 
to personality, predictability to behavior, and continuity of interaction. As a way of measuring the 
stable self, he developed the Twenty Statements Test (TST), which measured people’s responses 
(allowing up to 20 answers) to the question, “Who am I?” This questionnaire was important because 
it was a way in which symbolic interactionists could begin to examine internal processes in a quantifi -
able manner across people. However, he indicated that a person’s actions do not simply follow the 
dictates of the core self. Persons use the role-taking/role- making process and self-control to allow for 
creativity in behavior. Thus, individuality is a product of a variety of component parts including social 
networks, social status, role expectations, choice behavior, and personal attributes and traits. This 
process of contextualizing how one defi nes an identity demonstrates the link between social structure 
and the self. 

 The primary distinction between Blumer’s traditional symbolic interaction and Kuhn’s structural 
symbolic interaction is the extent to which interaction is negotiated anew versus structured. Compared 
to the former orientation, the latter leans more heavily on the impact of structure on interaction, 
 leaving open the possibility of negotiated, subtle meanings that over time may result in change in the 
social structure (Serpe & Stryker,  2011 ). Implied in the structural version is the idea that human 
behavior is to some extent indeterminate since neither the course nor outcomes of interaction are 
completely predictable from conditions preceding that interaction (Stryker & Vryan,  2003 ).  

    Structural Symbolic Interactionism 

 While symbolic interactionism’s imagery asserts that individuals and society are mutually constitu-
tive, the structural symbolic interactionist perspective gives causal priority to society on the grounds 
that individuals are enmeshed in society from birth and cannot survive outside of pre- existing orga-
nized social relationships. Society can be characterized as social structures comprised of patterned 
behavior and interactions. Recently, there has been a refi nement in the conception of social structure 
by differentiating large, intermediate, and proximate social structures (Stryker, Serpe, & Hunt,  2005 ). 
Large social structures are those features of the stratifi cation system such as race/ethnicity, class, 
gender, and socioeconomic status. A basic premise of sociology is that in most societies, these 
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structures serve as social boundaries having important consequences for individual life chances 
including the probability of entering particular networks of social relationships (cf. Blau,  1977 ). Large 
social structures can provide persons with a group identity through which they can identify with 
 others based on sharing both the social location and the meanings associated with a given stratifi cation 
characteristic. 

 Intermediate social structures are more localized networks, for example, neighborhoods, associa-
tions, and organizations. These structures create important social boundaries that increase or decrease 
the probably of particular kinds of social relationships forming. Proximate structures are those closest 
to interpersonal interactions such as families, athletic teams, and departments within larger corporate 
or educational structures, or social clubs within schools (Serpe & Stryker,  2011 ; Stryker et al.,  2005 ). 
Proximate social structures provide persons with social relationships directly attributable to a specifi c 
role identity, and enactment of the role identity supports their participation within these structures. In 
addition, proximate social structures provide access to others who have counter- identities necessary 
for role enactment (Merolla, Serpe, Stryker, & Schultz,  2012 ). 

 Taken together, the above provides an image of society as a differentiated but organized mosaic of 
role relationships, groups, networks, organizations, communities, and institutions cross-cut by struc-
tures of age, gender, ethnicity, class, and religion. Subparts can be independent or interdependent, 
isolated or closely related to one another, cooperative or confl icting. Further, social structures affect 
the likelihood that the individuals located within them will evolve particular kinds of selves. These 
individuals will have particular kinds of motivations and symbolic resources that will facilitate inter-
acting with particular kinds of others with specifi c backgrounds and resources of their own. Thus, 
while individuals develop their own self-defi nitions, these self-defi nitions are infl uenced by the 
 realities of the social structures within which they are embedded. 

 Social structures also infl uence social interaction by both constraining and facilitating entrance into 
and departure from networks of social relationships within which people generally live their lives. Actors 
adjust to how “closed or open” the social environment is to interactions that express different selves and 
behaviors (Serpe,  1987 ). Much interaction simply reproduces existing structures, that is, people choose 
to interact in a manner that is prescribed by both the situation and structure (Burawoy,  1979 ; Serpe & 
Stryker,  1993 ). This is not to say that human action does not produce some creativity and that social 
change is not possible, only that there is pressure to conform and not disrupt the social order. A major 
theoretical task for structural symbolic interactionists becomes specifying the features of interactions 
that lead to varying degrees of change and stability in social structures (Serpe & Stryker,  1987 ). 

 If social structures infl uence the self and social interaction, it is also true that the self emerges in 
social interaction and within the context of a complex and organized society. Since the relationship 
between the individual and society is refl exive, then as society is differentiated and organized, so too 
must be the self. This brings up the image of individuals having many “selves” as they have others 
with whom they interact and come to know them in a certain way (James,  1890 ).   

    Key Concepts in Identity Theory 

    An Identity 

 An  identity  is a set of meanings attached to roles individuals occupy in the social structure (Stryker, 
 [1980] 2002 ) (role identities), groups they identify with and belong to (group identities), and unique 
ways in which they see themselves (person identities) (Burke & Stets,  2009 ).  Meanings  are individu-
als’ responses when they refl ect upon themselves in a role, social, or person identity (Burke & Stets, 
 2009 ). For example, a woman may have the meaning of being principled when she thinks about how 
moral she is, effi cient when she thinks of herself as a worker, and reliable when she thinks of herself 
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as a member of the local PTA. Principled, effi cient, and reliable are the meanings that help defi ne her 
in her moral person identity, worker role identity, and PTA group identity. More generally, identities 
help organize an individual’s “place” in an  interaction, guide behavior, facilitate the development of 
stable social relationships, and make interaction possible (McCall & Simmons,  1978 ). This is all 
within the context of social structure.  

    Verifi cation 

 An important concept in identity theory is identity verifi cation.  Identity verifi cation  is individuals 
perceiving that others see them in a situation in the same way they see themselves. In order to 
understand how identity verifi cation occurs, we briefl y review the perceptual control dynamics 
that occur for any one identity (Burke & Stets,  2009 ). 

 When an identity is activated in a situation, a feedback loop is established according to the 
 perceptual control model. This loop has fi ve major components. First is the  identity standard  or self- 
meanings that individuals associate with their identities. Second is the  perceptual input  of meanings 
about the self in a situation including how individuals see themselves, and the feedback that they 
received from others (known as refl ected appraisals). Third is a process that compares the perceptual 
input meanings with the identity standard meanings. This is known as the  comparator . The fourth 
component is  emotion , which signals the degree of correspondence between input meanings and 
identity standard meanings. A correspondence in meanings results in positive emotion while a non-
correspondence in meanings results in negative emotions. Finally there is  output  to the environment 
in the form of behavior that carries meaning. On the one hand, the identity standard guides individu-
als in the direction of output/behavior that carries meanings consistent with the identity standard 
meanings. On the other hand, output/behavior also is a function of the comparison between the 
perceptual input meanings and the identity standard meanings. When there is a non-correspondence 
between input and identity standard meanings, output will be modifi ed in the situation in an attempt 
to change input meanings to match the identity standard meanings. 

 In general, the perceptual control identity process is unconscious and relatively automatic. It 
becomes conscious if and when a non- correspondence between perceptual (self-in- situation) mean-
ings and identity standard meanings becomes large. The goal is correspondence between the two. 
When perceptions are congruent with the standard,  identity verifi cation exists , and positive emotion is 
experienced. Identity non-verifi cation leads to negative emotion. Negative emotion will create a 
greater pressure or drive to reduce the non-correspondence between input and identity standard mean-
ings. Behaviorally, this translates into individuals working harder to resolve the non- correspondence 
or discrepancy, doing whatever it takes to facilitate congruity, assuming that there are no signifi cant 
situational constraints. 

 Importantly, negative emotion results irrespective of whether the direction of the discrepancy is 
positive (persons exceed their standard) or negative (persons fall short of their standard). In the case 
of non-verifi cation in a negative direction, individuals may need to strengthen their behavior to con-
vince others that they are who they claim to be. For non-verifi cation in a positive direction, persons 
may need to temper what they are doing, thereby pushing the identity system less forcefully. 

 It is easiest to understand the verifi cation process for  one  identity that a person invokes in a situa-
tion. However, individuals have multiple identities. The idea of multiple identities follows from 
James’ ( 1890 ) notion that a person has multiple selves, each self corresponding to the different people 
who come to know the person in a particular way. Now we talk about multiple identities rather than 
multiple selves, but the idea is the same. Over the course of our life, we take on different identities, 
and in any situation, we have many identities that could be activated. Research suggests that multiple 
identities are activated in situations when the identities share meanings (Deaux,  1992 ; Stets,  1995 ). 
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For example, a feminine gender identity and the mother identity simultaneously may emerge in a 
 situation because they both share the meanings of care and nurturance. Thus, enacting the mother 
identity facilitates expression of a feminine gender identity. More generally, multiple identities are 
 conceptualized within the self as organized into hierarchies of salience (Stryker,  [1980] 2002 ), centrality 
or prominence (McCall & Simmons,  1978 ), and levels of control (Burke & Stets,  2009 ). Below, we 
briefl y review the salience and centrality/prominence hierarchies which have received the most attention. 
Later we will discuss the control hierarchy.  

    Salience 

 Given the image of people having multiple identities, at issue is which identities will be enacted in a 
situation. An assumption in identity theory is that individuals work to develop a self-structure that 
refl ects the organization of the various identities they hold. One theoretical formulation of the organi-
zation of identities is the concept of  identity salience  (Stryker,  1968 ,  [1980] 2002 ). Identity salience 
is defi ned as the probability that one will invoke a specifi c identity across situations. More salient 
identities are those that have a greater likelihood of being brought into situations either through verbal 
or behavioral action. Explicit in this formulation is the individuals “choice” to enact an identity across 
situations. As such, identity salience is viewed as a behavioral indicator and represents an agentic 
aspect of identity in social action (Serpe,  1987 ; Serpe & Stryker,  1987 ,  1993 ; Stryker,  1968 ; Stryker 
& Serpe,  1983 ). 

 The relative level of identity salience across a set of identities makes up the  identity salience 
 hierarchy  (Serpe,  1987 ; Stryker,  [1980] 2002 ). Implicit in this hierarchical formulation is that for 
identities that have higher salience, individuals may actively seek out opportunities to perform that 
identity. For example, if a man is giving a presentation at a professional organization, and the presen-
tation does not focus on issues related to the family, the person may work into his presentation the fact 
that he has become a grandparent for the fi rst time. Invoking the grandparent identity within the con-
text of the professional identity demonstrates that his grandparent identity is salient in his hierarchy 
of identities. 

 Identity salience is based on how committed one is to the identity. Commitment brings in social 
structure because it refers to the degree to which people are tied to particular social networks. Access 
to particular social networks refl ects one’s placement in the social structure. For example, an indi-
vidual who has limited educational opportunities beyond high school is not likely to develop strong 
social relationships with professionally trained individuals. Additionally, the person is less likely to 
be engaged in other community level activities that are most often open to those who have advanced 
degrees or an educational pedigree. When a person’s ties to a set of particular others depends upon 
playing out a particular identity, then that identity will be salient to the individual. Thus, the greater 
the commitment to an identity, the greater the identity salience (Serpe,  1987 ; Stryker,  [1980] 2002 ; 
Stryker & Serpe,  1994 ).  

    Commitment 

 Commitment has been conceptualized in two ways: from a structural perspective and a perceptual 
control perspective. From the structural perspective, commitment has two dimensions: an interac-
tional and an affective dimension that refl ects the extensiveness and intensity of network ties, 
respectively (Serpe,  1987 ; Stryker & Serpe,  1994 ). Interactional commitment, characterized as a 
quantitative indicator, is made up of the number of the people an individual interacts with as a 
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result of holding a given identity and the number of interactions with those people. Commitment 
to an identity will increase as the size of the social network increases and the number of social 
interactions with members of the social network increase (Adler & Adler,  1989 ). 

 Affective commitment, refl ective of a qualitative indicator of people’s experiences in interaction 
with others, is made up of the assessments of how others see them with respect to their behavior 
within the identity, and the amount of  affective discomfort they would experience if they were no 
longer engaged in interaction with others associated with an identity. Those who perceive that others 
have a positive evaluation of them, and who experience affective distress if they no longer interacted 
with others associated with an identity have higher affective commitment to that identity. 

 From the perceptual control perspective, commitment is the degree to which individuals work 
hard to verify who they are (Burke & Reitzes,  1991 ). The harder they work to verify an identity, 
the more committed are they to that identity. This view of commitment complements the above 
view because it highlights how identity commitment occurs not only externally, given ties to oth-
ers in the social structure, but also internally, given the pressure to match self-in-situation mean-
ings with one’s identity standard meanings. In this latter view, most of this pressure comes from 
refl ected appraisals, that is, those to whom one is tied by having the identity, thereby implicating 
the earlier external view of commitment.  

    Centrality/Prominence 

 Rosenberg ( 1979 ) presents a theoretical scheme that uses  centrality  as the axis for organizing aspects 
of the self-concept. He indicates that centrality is based on how important self-concept components 
such as dispositions or identities are to individuals. An identity that is highly important to one’s self-
concept has greater centrality. 

 McCall and Simmons ( 1978 ) use the concept of a prominence hierarchy to represent the organiza-
tion of identities. An identity ranking based on  prominence  represents the importance of the identity 
to the individual. It characterizes their desires and values, and how they want others to see them. The 
more prominent an identity, the more it will be invoked in a situation. Several factors infl uence where 
an identity appears in the prominence hierarchy. Individuals are more likely to have identities high in 
their prominence hierarchy when they receive support from others for the identity, when they are com-
mitted to the identity, and when they receive rewards (both extrinsic and intrinsic) for the identity. 

 The distinction between salience and centrality/prominence is not just conceptual. How each is mea-
sured implies a different set of indicators. Salience is based on probable behavior, while centrality/
prominence is based on the internalized importance of an identity. Stryker and Serpe ( 1994 ) focused 
on the relationship between salience and centrality/prominence and asked if these concepts are equiv-
alent, overlapping, or complementary. They found that some identities can be salient and central (for 
example, the athletic/recreational and extracurricular role identities) while other identities can be 
salient but not central (for example, the academic and personal involvement role identities), thus 
showing their independence. They conclude that since these two concepts are theoretically different, 
when possible both should be included in identity theory research.  

    Resources 

  Resources  are anything that sustains or enhances a system of interaction and the people connected to it, 
including verifying people’s identities (Freese & Burke,  1994 ). What is important is not what is counted 
as a resource but rather what persons do in the situation that is resourceful in verifying their identities. 
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In this way, resources are viewed not in static terms as ‘in place’ ready to be consumed, but in dynamic 
terms as ‘in motion’ in a situation (Freese & Burke,  1994 ). Identity theorists have operationalized three 
types of resources: structural, interpersonal, and personal (Stets & Cast,  2007 ). The more one uses 
these resources, the more identity verifi cation is facilitated. 

  Structural resources  are those processes that afford individuals greater infl uence in the social struc-
ture, and by extension, interactions. An example would be one’s occupational status.  Interpersonal 
resources  are those processes that arise out of relationships and that help verify individuals. An exam-
ple would be taking the role of the other.  Personal resources  are beliefs about the self along such 
dimensions as worthiness and competence that facilitate identity verifi cation (Stets & Cast,  2007 ).  

    Bases of Identities 

 The importance of organizing identities into three bases, that is, role, group, and person identities 
helps us understand how individuals are tied to various aspects of the social structure (roles and 
groups) while at the same time they seek to establish their distinctiveness as human beings (persons) 
(Burke & Stets,  2009 ). Role identity was the earliest conceptualization of an identity (Burke,  1980 ; 
McCall & Simmons,  1978 ; Stryker,  [1980] 2002 ), and it was a clear extension of symbolic interac-
tionism (Thoits & Virshup,  1997 ). 

 To understand role identities, we need to fi rst understand roles and social positions.  Roles  are the 
shared expectations attached to social positions in society such as teacher, student, and parent. For 
example, the expectations/roles associated with the position of student may include attending classes, 
completing assignments, passing courses, and earning a degree. A  role identity  is a set of internalized 
meanings associated with a role. For example, the student role identity may involve the meaning of 
being “academically responsible,” the performance of which should match this meaning by attending 
class, taking lecture notes, doing homework assignments, and passing tests (Burke & Reitzes,  1980 ). 

  Group identities  are those meanings that emerge in interaction with a specifi c set of others like our 
family, work group, and clubs. It implies involvement with these others, sharing and attempting to 
fulfi ll the expected ways of behaving that each group member has of the other, and participating in the 
group’s activities. Examples include being a member of a professional organization, civic group, or 
recreational team. Group identities are different from  social identities , that is, the meanings associated 
with an individual’s identifi cation with a social category (Hogg,  2006 ; Hogg & Abrams,  1988 ). Social 
categories are created by society for stratifi cation purposes and often are ascribed such as one’s race/
ethnicity or gender. Such categorization facilitates understanding the status of groups of people in the 
social structure, the resources they have access to, and how they should be treated. In turn, this helps 
make interaction predictable and smooth. When individuals’ social identities are in play, they attend 
to the perceptions of the collectivity’s attitudes and values. The actions of individuals are based not on 
their self-defi nitions, but on the defi nitions outlined by category membership. We think that the social 
category meanings that social identity theorists highlight is important, but we see this identity as 
based on a “grouping” rather than a group identity because it does not involve interaction for a 
 common purpose (Burke,  2012 ). 

  Person identities  are based on a set of meanings that distinguish the person as a unique individual, 
not as a person who holds a specifi c role or is a member of a group (Burke & Stets,  2009 ). Person 
identities are culturally recognized characteristics that are internalized and defi ne the person in dis-
tinct ways. For example, persons can see themselves as moral and internalize the cultural meanings 
associated with this identity (Stets & Carter,  2011 ,  2012 ). One’s internalized identity standards or 
goals guide behavior. 

 It is important to point out that role, group, and person identities often overlap and cannot be easily 
separated in situations. Within groups people play out various roles, and individuals enact these 
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various roles in different ways given the unique person identity standards they bring to their roles. 
Which identity that is the focus will necessarily omit issues related to other identities. For example, 
let us consider a person who is a student (in a role) attending a particular school (group membership). 
When the school identity is triggered at a school pep rally, we may observe how individuals perform 
the school chant. However, we may neglect to examine that at the pep rally some students may take 
the lead in the chants more than others because they are in the role of class president, football captain, 
or captain of the varsity cheerleading squad. We also may not observe that some students may be very 
rowdy at the pep rally perhaps because they have a person identity of being aggressive. Thus, taking 
the lead in the school chants and doing so more aggressively than others simultaneously verifi es the 
group (school) identity, the role (leader) identity, and the person (aggressive) identity. Thus, we need 
to be sensitive to the simultaneous activation of the different bases of identities in interaction.   

    Methods 

    Survey Research 

 Most researchers in identity theory have used surveys to collect data on different aspects of the  identity 
process. Only in rare instances have they leveraged existing cross-sectional surveys such as the GSS 
to study identities (Stets & Tsushima,  2001 ). Many existing surveys simply do not ask the relevant 
questions needed to understand and explain the different dynamics underlying identities. Consequently, 
identity researchers have relied on their own data gathering efforts to conduct cross-sectional surveys 
on different groups in society to study an array of identity issues (e.g. Owens & Serpe,  2003 ; Stets & 
Harrod,  2004 ). 

 One of the most common issues that has been examined in cross-sectional surveys is how one’s 
identity guides behavior in situations. For example, researchers have studied how commitment to 
and salience of a religious identity infl uenced time spent in religious activities (Stryker & Serpe, 
 1982 ), how a salient blood-donor identity was related to donating blood (Callero,  1985 ), and how a 
salient and prominent mother identity infl uenced their behavior such as making sacrifi ces (Nuttbrock 
& Freudiger,  1991 ). Cross- sectional surveys have used college students to examine the identity-
behavior relationship such as the relationship between the student identity and school performance 
(Burke & Reitzes,  1981 ), gender identity and physical and sexual abuse in dating relationships 
(Burke, Stets, & Pirog-Good,  1988 ), and the environmental identity (being concerned about the 
environment) and taking action to protect the environment (Stets & Biga,  2003 ). 

 Though longitudinal data can be costly and time-consuming to obtain, we can learn a great deal 
about the dynamics of identities when the identity process is captured in real-time and in the natural 
setting. Indeed, a host of identity fi ndings have emerged from a major longitudinal study that followed 
newly married couples during the fi rst two years of marriage in two communities in Washington State 
(Tallman, Burke, & Gecas,  1998 ). Important fi ndings stemming from this data reveal that while veri-
fi cation of the spousal identity had positive consequences such as increased love, trust, commitment, 
and self- esteem (Burke & Stets,  1999 ; Cast & Burke,  2002 ), identity non-verifi cation had negative 
consequences such as distress (Burke & Harrod,  2005 ). Longitudinal research on identities also has 
been carried out on college students. From this research, we have learned how a new situation such as 
entering college infl uenced the degree to which prior identities were maintained (Serpe & Stryker, 
 1987 ). More recently, a longitudinal panel has tracked students involved in science-training programs 
to assess commitment and salience of the science identity (Merolla, Serpe, Stryker, & Schultz,  2012 ). 

 We simply do not have enough longitudinal data available to study identities. Sometimes, because 
situations that researchers want to study are sensitive, infrequent in their occurrence, or data collection 
is too costly, the methodological tool of vignettes is employed to obtain the data. Individuals typically 
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are exposed to a hypothetical situation and asked to imagine how they would think, act, and feel as an 
actor or observer in the situation. For instance, one study that examined the relationship between a 
salient mother identity and the emotion of jealousy gave parents two brief stories, and they were to 
indicate how the mothers in the stories felt when the fathers in the stories actively participated in 
childcare (an activity that is typically the domain of mothers) (Ellestad & Stets,  1998 ). 

 In some studies, individuals read about situations that they might have experienced, and they are 
asked to report their thoughts, actions, and feelings the last time the situation occurred. If they did 
not experience the situation, they are to imagine what they would think, do, and feel. This has been 
used in recent research that has  examined the moral identity and its relationship to moral behavior 
and moral emotions (Stets & Carter,  2006 ,  2011 ,  2012 ; Stets, Carter, Harrod, Cerven, & Abrutyn, 
 2008 ). Using vignettes is not without potential problems, for example, individuals may lack the 
experience that would provide an informed answer, or what they tell you they would do in the situa-
tion may differ from what actually occurs. One needs to be judicious as to how often and for what 
purpose this methodological tool is used.  

    Laboratory Research 

 Laboratory work enables researchers to study the identity process in a specifi c context created in the 
laboratory under controlled conditions. The goal in laboratory research is to test theoretical relation-
ships rather than reproduce the natural environment. This is not to say that laboratory research cannot 
approximate events in the natural setting. For example, researchers have simulated the leadership 
identity using task discussion groups in the laboratory (Riley & Burke,  1995 ). Other researchers have 
simulated the worker identity by creating a work situation in the laboratory, and they have examined 
individuals’ emotional responses to receiving feedback from a manager that was what the worker 
expected (identity verifi cation) or did not expect (identity non-verifi cation) (Stets,  2003 ,  2005 ; Stets 
& Asencio,  2008 ; Stets & Osborn,  2008 ). 

 An advantage of laboratory research is that it is able to create situations that are analogous to those 
found in the natural setting but that may be diffi cult to study because the researcher has limited access 
to the investigative site or the investigation is of a sensitive nature. For example, to study the relation-
ship between the moral identity and moral behavior, a researcher needs data on individuals engaging 
in dishonest activity. It is hard to gain access to these behaviors in the natural environment. To study 
this activity, a laboratory study was devised in which individuals were placed in a moral dilemma of 
a testing situation, and they had the opportunity to cheat (an act of commission) or not report that they 
were over- scored (an act of omission) on a test (Stets,  2011 ; Stets & Carter,  2011 ). Measures of their 
moral identity and negative emotions were obtained. The results revealed that those with a higher 
moral identity were less likely to cheat. Further, individuals were more likely to report feeling bad 
when perceptions of who they were in the situation fell short of or exceeded their moral identity stan-
dard based on how they thought that others viewed them. Survey and laboratory research both have 
their limitations. Because survey research often gathers retrospective information on individuals, we 
miss observing the individuals in real-time. Laboratory research permits the collection of data in real-
time, thereby supplementing survey research. 1  When the two are used in combination (Stets & Carter, 
 2011 ), we obtain a better understanding of past and current situations that potentially infl uence indi-
viduals thoughts, actions, and feelings.   

1    The purpose of laboratory research is to discover  law-like patterns. The intent is to test theoretical relationships under 
carefully controlled conditions rather than generalize to the natural setting.  
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    Measurement 

 We summarize below how the major concepts in identity theory have been measured. In instances 
where the measure has changed over time, we discuss the most recent measure under the assumption 
that as measures evolve, they better approximate the identity concepts. 2  

    An Identity 

 As mentioned earlier, an identity is the  meanings  people provide when they think about themselves. 
Individuals  control  their identity meanings at a particular level (Burke & Stets,  2009 ). Therefore, the 
goal in measuring identity meanings is to identify the current level at which individuals’ meanings are 
set. To do this, one must fi rst obtain the meanings that are held in the population from which the 
sample is drawn. This may involve asking respondents about the important and relevant meanings for 
themselves. This is in contrast to a researcher assuming the content of the identity meanings or deriv-
ing the meanings from some other population (Burke & Tully,  1977 ). The identity meanings are then 
measured using a semantic differential in which the meanings are placed on a scale of polar opposites, 
following the Osgood idea that meaning is contrastive (Osgood, Suci, & Tannenbaum,  1957 ). For 
example, gender identity may involve meanings of being very independent/not at all independent, 
very aggressive/not at all aggressive or very active/very passive. Individuals respond to these mean-
ings as they think about themselves in an identity. This helps formulate their current level at which 
their identity is set. 

 Meaning is understood not in an absolute sense but in a relative sense. What it means to claim a 
particular identity is always understood in relation to its opposite, for example, the feminine gender 
identity is in contrast to the masculine gender identity, the husband identity is distinct from the wife 
identity, and the moral identity is different from the immoral identity. The bipolar nature of the seman-
tic differential refl ects this. To fi nd the relevant meanings for an identity in relation to its opposite, the 
statistical procedure of  discriminant function analysis  is used to fi nd the bipolar meanings which best 
distinguish the identity from its opposite. Researchers have used the semantic differential to measure 
a host of identities such as one’s gender identity (Stets & Burke,  1996 ), the student identity (Burke & 
Reitzes,  1981 ), the spousal identity (Burke & Stets,  1999 ), the environmental identity (Stets & Biga, 
 2003 ), and the moral identity (Stets & Carter,  2011 ).  

    Verifi cation 

 Identity  verifi cation  occurs when people’s identity meanings match the perceived meanings about 
themselves in a situation. This is measured by taking one’s identity meanings and subtracting it from 
the refl ected appraisals, that is, how people think others perceive them in the situation. 3  If one is inter-
ested in the reaction to verifi cation (or the lack thereof), the subtracted value is squared. Squaring the 

2    For more detailed information on identity measures, see Burke and Stets ( 2009 ).  
3    Some researchers have used the actual appraisals of others as a proxy of refl ected appraisals (Burke & Harrod,  2005 ; 
Burke & Stets,  1999 ). The idea is that others will communicate their views, individuals will perceive these views, and 
then they will infer that this is what the other thinks of them. However, others may selectively communicate some views 
(such as positive views) and not others (such as negative views) (Felson,  1980 ). Even if others communicate their views 
accurately, this information may be ignored, distorted, or rejected (Stets & Harrod,  2004 ).  
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value refl ects the identity theory assumption that the negative reaction in response to identity 
non-verifi cation is curvilinear (Burke & Harrod,  2005 ). People will feel bad irrespective of whether 
others view them more negatively or more positively than their own identity meanings. If one is inter-
ested in how identity meanings are tied to behavior meanings, the value is not squared in order to 
establish that the meanings of the identity and the behavior are in the same direction. Further, the 
value is not squared if one is interested in identity change so that one can identify the direction in 
which the identity change occurred.  

    Salience 

 Identity  salience  is the readiness or probability to act out an identity within and across situations. This 
is measured by asking respondents to imagine meeting different people for the fi rst time (for example, 
a co-worker, member of the opposite sex, and a friend) and indicate the certainty by which they would 
tell each person about a particular identity (“almost certainly would not to almost certainly would”) 
(Owens & Serpe,  2003 ). If certainty is high, then the salience of the identity is high.  

    Commitment 

 Identity commitment has been conceptualized as people’s position in a network of social relations, 
and it has been measured along two dimensions: the  interactional  (the number of others that persons 
interact with based on an identity and the amount of time spent in the identity) and  affective  (the depth 
of the ties to others based on an identity) (Owens & Serpe,  2003 ; Serpe,  1987 ; Stryker et al.,  2005 ). 
Operationally, each dimension contains three questions. For interactional commitment, individuals 
are asked how often they do things with others related to an identity, how much time, and how much 
money they spend in identity-related activities. For affective commitment, persons are asked how 
much they would miss others related to an identity if they could not spend time with them, how close, 
and how important these others are to them.  

    Centrality/Prominence 

 Identity prominence (McCall & Simmons,  1978 ) or centrality (Stryker & Serpe,  1994 ) is how impor-
tant an identity is to an individual. There are two measures that have been used. First, other identities 
that individuals may claim are paired with the identity of interest to see which identity is more impor-
tant in the way they think of themselves, thereby producing an overall ranking of identities from high 
to low (Stryker & Serpe,  1994 ). Alternatively, a one-item question has been used in which people 
indicate how important the identity is to them (Stets & Biga,  2003 ).  

    Resources 

 Resources are of three kinds: structural, interpersonal, and person. Measures of structural resources 
are a person’s education, income, occupational status, and race (Burke,  2008 ; Stets & Cast,  2007 ; 
Stets & Harrod,  2004 ). When individuals use these resources, they demonstrate that they have the 
knowledge and skills to accomplish their goals including obtaining identity verifi cation. Interpersonal 
resources include, but are not limited to taking the role of the other, being trusted, and being liked 
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(Stets & Cast,  2007 ). These interpersonal processes bind actors together and help facilitate the estab-
lishment of a mutually verifying context. Measures of personal resources include self-worth and self-
effi cacy (Stets & Cast,  2007 ). When worthy and effi cacious feelings about the self are in motion, 
individuals are likely to be more persistent in achieving identity verifi cation because they will  continue 
their efforts toward this goal even when they periodically fail. 

 We now turn to several substantive issues that have facilitated advancing identity theory as a theory. 
These areas are still rich and fertile for more development, so there is still more work to do.   

    Multiple Identities 

 Conceptually, there are two perspectives that help us understand how multiple identities are interre-
lated. An  internal perspective  focuses on how multiple identities are interrelated within the self. This 
involves investigating the hierarchy of identities within the perceptual control system of the self 
(Burke & Stets,  2009 ). It would also include examining identities in terms of their rank ordering given 
all of the identities that individuals may claim (Stryker,  [1980] 2002 ). An  external perspective  
addresses how multiple identities are related to the positions individuals hold in the social structure 
and the groups to which they belong (Thoits,  1983 ). 

    Internal Perspective 

    Control Hierarchy 

 Since individuals claim person, role, and group identities, at issue is how these different bases of 
identities are interrelated. Borrowing from Powers ( 1973 ), it has been argued that identities can be 
understood as forming a hierarchical system composed of an interlocking set of individual control 
systems at multiple levels (Stets & Harrod,  2004 ; Tsushima & Burke,  1999 ). At the highest level in 
the hierarchical system, the  principle level , are person, role, and group identities, which provide the 
standards or goals for the  program level , the level just below it. At the program level, individuals 
perceive the degree to which the goals set by the identities have been accomplished. If the identity 
goals have been accomplished, the identity meanings are maintained; otherwise they are modifi ed. 
Look at another way, the identities at the principle level provide the meanings and standards that guide 
the selection and implementation of behavior at the program level, and the behavior will sustain or 
alter those identity meanings. 

 Theoretically, the principle level is also hierarchically arranged with person identities carrying the 
most abstract meanings; thus operating at the highest level like a “master” identity infl uencing the 
selection of role and group identities just below it, at a less abstract level (Burke,  2004 ; Stets & Carter, 
 2006 ). For example, the moral person identity may involve meanings of being caring, helpful, and 
compassionate. In turn, individuals may choose roles consistent with these meanings such as the par-
ent, priest, or nurse role, and they may become involved in groups that encompass these roles such as 
being a member of a family, parish, or hospital.  

    Salience Hierarchy 

 Given the internal ranking of identities within the self, if an identity ranks higher in relative 
salience, then it will be activated across situations more often than lower salient identities. 
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As already mentioned, salience is infl uenced by a commitment to an identity in terms of the 
 number and deepness of the ties to others on the basis of an identity, and the greater motivational 
force to respond to non-verifying meanings in a situation. 

 When an identity is salient and activated in a situation, it becomes a fi lter or lens that directs atten-
tion to controlling meanings in the situation that are consistent with one’s identity meanings. To be 
clear, it is not simply the person but also situational cues that may introduce meanings that encourage 
the activation of one identity over another. Individuals will interpret these situational cues by relying 
on shared symbols and cultural meanings and identify the particular identity that is called forth (Stets 
& Carter,  2012 ). However, the identity may not get invoked if other situational factors impede the 
expression of the identity such as others in the situation that may encourage the adoption of an alterna-
tive identity. For example, when a person must decide whether a friend should drive home drunk from 
a party, rather than invoking the moral identity and driving the friend home, partygoers may encour-
age the person to continue having a good time and ignore the drunk friend who is about to leave, thus 
encouraging a self-interested identity over the moral identity (Stets & Carter,  2011 ). Alternatively, 
moral exemplars may be present in the situation who reinforces the meanings of the moral identity, 
reminding the person to respond in a moral manner. 

 The above illustrates how various situational factors facilitate or impede the expression of a salient 
identity depending upon whether the elicited meanings complement or contradict the salient identity 
meanings. More generally, situational meanings may simply constrain the expression of a salient 
identity as when one moves to a new environment (such as going off to college) and is unable to 
reconstruct social relationships based on the identity (Serpe & Stryker,  1987 ). Alternatively, the situ-
ation may impede the exercise of “choice” in the identity an individual enacts, thereby imposing the 
enactment of a particular identity (Serpe,  1987 ; Serpe & Stryker,  1993 ; Stryker,  [1980] 2002 ). 

 Identity salience and the perceptual control system of identities both have the image of a hierarchy. 
How might the two be related? It may be that the more central or prominent particular person identi-
ties are to an individual in the control hierarchy, the more these identity meanings will infi ltrate par-
ticular roles and groups that share these identity meanings, and the more salient will be these person, 
role, and group identities relative to other person, role, and group identities the person claims and that 
exist in the salience hierarchy. However, situations carry their own meanings about the particular 
identities that should be enacted. To the extent that situational meanings are consistent with individu-
als’ salient person, role, and group identity meanings, and this occurs often, the salience of these 
identities should strengthen, and strengthen as well more prominent identities in the control hierarchy. 
To the extent that situational meanings are inconsistent with salient person, role, and group identity 
meanings, and to the extent that this persists over time, the salient identities should weaken, as well as 
weaken more prominent identities in the control hierarchy.   

    External Perspective 

    Roles 

 Since individuals can be tied to the social structure in multiple ways, having multiple identities can 
create competing demands and potentially lead to confl ict and distress. Thoits ( 1983 ,  1986 ) has argued 
that rather than multiple identities creating problems and stress, they provide meaning and direction 
in people’s lives, thus reducing anxiety and depression and counter-normative behaviors. Thoits also 
maintained that multiple identities fostered positive beliefs in self-effi cacy and well-being such as 
high self-esteem. High self-effi cacy and esteem and positive mental health such as few psychological 
problems can be more generally viewed as personal resources that facilitate involvement in multiple 
identities (Thoits,  2003 ) and that can potentially buffer the stress associated with maintaining them as 
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evident in stress research. Thoits argued that if multiple role identities generated confl ict, the source 
of this confl ict is in claiming obligatory role identities rather than voluntary role identities. 

 Obligatory role identities are identities that individuals are expected to assume over the life course 
such as student, worker, spouse, and parent. Individuals may not think these identities represent their 
“real self,” but they are normative in society. Thoits maintains that when obligatory identities compete 
for attention in a situation, individuals are more like to experience confl ict and distress because they 
cannot easily exit any one of the identities to resolve the confl ict. Alternatively, voluntary role identi-
ties are those identities which offer more agency and choice, and which are easier to exit should they 
begin to compete with other identities and generate distress. Examples of voluntary identities include 
the friend, triathelete, gourmet cook, or choir member identity. People claim voluntary identities 
because they derive personal benefi t from them, and they can abandon these identities when the costs 
begin to outweigh the benefi ts. Not surprisingly then, Thoits ( 2003 ) found that those with more vol-
untary identities reported higher self- esteem, mastery, and lower distress than those with more obliga-
tory identities. Voluntary identities offered more control over one’s life than obligatory identities, and 
this greater control fostered these salutary outcomes. 

 An alternative to Thoits’ argument is that positive outcomes emerge from claiming multiple identi-
ties not because of their voluntary nature, but to the extent that they are verifi ed in a situation (Burke 
& Stets,  2009 ). When an identity is not verifi ed, individuals experience distress. Conversely, when an 
identity is verifi ed, individuals feel good. The more identities that are verifi ed, the better one should 
feel. Thus, accumulated multiple identities of all kinds have benefi ts, but only if the accumulated 
identities are verifi ed.  

    Groups 

 Multiple identities may emerge in groups, particularly when membership in one group intersects with 
membership in another group. Specifi cally, a person may claim one identity in a group, but then some-
thing in the situation activates an identity that a person has in another group. For example, during the 
evening dinner hour, the mother identity may be enacted as a woman talks to her children, but as the 
conversation turns to a medical problem, she may invoke her physician identity. A person may also 
have different ties with different others in the same group. When a supervisor is discussing adminis-
trative responsibilities with a friend who is also a co-worker, role confl ict may emerge when the 
worker identity and friend identity compete for attention. 

 People will spend more or less time in an identity depending upon the level of commitment and 
salience. 4  Indeed, Stryker ( 2000 ) argues that  differential involvement of individuals in social move-
ments is a function of how committed and salient competing identities are to the activist identity. For 
example, individuals may have a spouse or worker identity to which they are more committed and 
which is more salient to them that precludes them from full participation in a social movement.    

    Identities and Emotion 

 Early on, Stryker ( 1968 ) posited three main components to self: I am (cognitive), I want (conative), 
and I feel (affective). Identity researchers tended to focus on the “I am” and neglected an analysis of 
the “I feel.” This is not to say that identity researchers were not interested in understanding what elic-
ited positive and negative feelings when individuals entered an interaction, and how negative 

4     However short or long the duration in an identity, the goal is to verify the identity.  
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emotions were resolved. For example, McCall and Simmons ( 1978 ) maintained that negative  emotions 
emerged when a prominent identity was not supported by others in an interaction. Indeed, research 
revealed that the lack of confi rmation of a prominent identity was tied to negative emotions (Ellestad 
& Stets,  1998 ). McCall and Simmons also argued that individuals engage in a variety of strategies to 
mute negative feelings such as rejecting others who are non-supportive or withdrawing from the inter-
action. Again, empirical evidence has shown that coping strategies emerge when individuals experi-
ence negative feelings (Stets & Tsushima,  2001 ). 

 Similar to McCall and Simmons, Stryker ( 2004 ) linked emotions to the support (or lack thereof) of 
an identity, but it was a salient identity rather than a prominent identity. Additionally, Stryker went 
further than McCall and Simmons in theoretically integrating emotions into identity theory by offer-
ing a series of propositions. For Stryker, identities emerge out of various roles that individuals occupy 
in social networks. Emotions infl uence the formation of networks because individuals who share com-
mon affective meanings are more likely to enter into and maintain social relationships with each other. 
When positive affect is linked to an identity, the feeling stems from meeting role expectations, and it 
encourages individuals to seek more relationships on the basis of that identity. Thus, interactive com-
mitment to the identity is increased as is the social network and the salience of the identity. Negative 
affect stemming from an identity discourages increased relationships on the basis of that identity. 
Thus, interactive commitment is reduced as is the network and salience of the identity. 

 Stryker also argued that more salient identities will generate more intense positive affect if behav-
ior is consistent with the identity, and it will generate more intense negative affect if the behavior is 
inconsistent with the identity. Intense affect has implications for identity commitment and salience. 
Strong positive emotions tied to identity enactment will increase ties to others based on that identity 
(commitment) and, in turn, increase the salience of that identity. Alternatively, strong negative 
 emotions will reduce identity commitment and its salience. 

 Another way to look at the idea that emotions are confi rming or disconfi rming a prominent or 
salient identity is to view emotions as signaling the degree of correspondence between perceptual 
meanings of the self in the situation and identity standard meanings (Burke & Stets,  2009 ). 
Correspondence or identity verifi cation produces positive emotions and non-correspondence or iden-
tity non-verifi cation produces negative emotions. Identity non-verifi cation involves self- perceptions 
in the situation falling short of one’s identity standard as well as exceeding one’s identity standard. 
Negative emotions motivate individuals to change the non-verifying state to a verifying state. Similar 
to McCall and Simmons’ idea of coping strategies, individuals will engage in a variety of behavioral 
and cognitive strategies such as doing something different in the situation or reinterpreting the percep-
tual meanings of the self in the situation in order to create a verifying state. 

 A variety of studies have examined the emotional outcomes of identity non-verifi cation (Stets, 
 2003 ,  2004 ,  2005 ; Stets & Asencio,  2008 ; Stets & Osborn,  2008 ). In these studies, a work situation 
was simulated in the laboratory that invoked the worker identity. Workers/participants received feed-
back from a manager/confederate in the forms of points earned for their work. Workers were previ-
ously informed as to how points were allocated to work output. Workers were placed in one of three 
conditions. Either they received feedback (points) from the manager that was: (1) what they expected 
for their work (identity verifi cation), (2) more positive (received more points) than what they expected 
(identity non- verifi cation in a positive direction), or (3) more negative (received less points) than what 
they expected (non-verifi cation in a negative direction). 

 The results revealed that identity non- verifi cation did not always lead to negative emotions as 
hypothesized in identity theory. While negative emotion occurred for identity non- verifi cation in a 
negative direction, positive emotion emerged for identity non-verifi cation in a positive direction. 
These unexpected fi ndings indicated that more empirical tests are needed. The fi ndings may be unique 
given the laboratory setting in which participants may not have invested in the identity they were 
enacting and sought only to enhance themselves rather than verify themselves. Alternatively, in the 
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laboratory study, participants were not able to refute the feedback that they received from the manager 
on their work. If they were given the opportunity to refute the feedback, they may have been less likely 
to align their emotional reaction in the direction of the feedback. 

 Identity researchers have begun to refi ne their research on emotions by moving beyond a focus of 
positive and negative emotions to an analysis of specifi c emotions. Stets and Burke ( 2005b ) generated 
a series of testable hypotheses regarding how specifi c emotions might emerge from the identity pro-
cess. In doing this, they examined several relevant dimensions that could be explored such as the 
source of one’s identity standard meanings (self or other), the source of one’s identity discrepancy 
(self or other), and the relative power and status of the self and other in the interaction. For example, 
if the source of people’s identity meanings is primarily themselves (they’ve built up a set of expecta-
tions they hold for themselves), and if they feel responsible for not being able to verify their identities 
(an internal attribution), they may feel  sad . Alternatively, if others are primarily the source of people’s 
identity meanings, and if individuals see another as responsible for not being able to verify their iden-
tities (an external attribution),  anger  may be felt. Adding the dimension of power, if the other who is 
responsible for not verifying one’s identity is of higher power than the person, the person may feel 
 fear ; if the other is of lower power than the person, the person may feel  rage . In general, if individuals 
make distinctions in terms of how they are feeling in situations, then identity theorists need to explain 
the conditions under which these distinctions emerge. The above research begins to address these 
conditions. 

 An analysis of specifi c emotions in identity theory has extended to an investigation of moral emo-
tions. For example, Stets and her associates (Stets & Carter,  2012 ; Stets et al.,  2008 ) studied the moral 
emotions of shame and guilt, and their relationship to one’s moral identity and moral behavior. 
Consistent with identity theory, they found that reports of shame and guilt were more likely to occur 
when individuals experienced non-verifi cation of the moral identity. Specifi cally, when individuals 
with a high moral identity perceived that others in the situation did not see them as acting as moral 
persons, this lack of verifi cation as to who they were infl uenced feelings of guilt and shame.  

    Identity Change 

 Identity change occurs when the meanings of an identity shift over time. In identity theory, it is assumed 
that identity change is ongoing but very gradual (Burke & Stets,  2009 ). Individuals may not fi nd their 
identity as different from yesterday, last week, or last month. It is only when considering a longer 
period of time ranging from months to years that they may see a difference. While the identity verifi ca-
tion process involves matching meanings of the self in the situation with identity meanings, thus 
 supporting identity meanings and resisting identity change, resisting identity change does not mean 
that identity change does not occur at all. Burke ( 2006 ) discusses three ways in which identities may 
change. They include: (1) changes in the situation which prompt changes in the identity meanings, 
(2) multiple identities that confl ict in a situation causing both identities to change, and (3) identity 
 meanings and behavior meanings that confl ict causing a modifi cation in both meanings. 

 Changes in a situation can cause a discrepancy between identity meanings and perceived mean-
ings of the self in the situation. If situational changes persist and people’s meanings of themselves in 
situations are unable to adjust to match their identity meanings, their identity meanings may slowly 
change. Empirically, we see this in a study which tracked the changes in the gender identity mean-
ings of newly married couples over the course of a year upon the birth of the fi rst child (Burke & 
Cast,  1997 ). The birth of a child is a change in the situation that is generally irreversible. Becoming 
parents tends to move individuals to more traditional “gendered” meanings of parenting, and this 
was clearly the case in this study. The researchers found that in order to successfully accommodate 

2 Identity Theory



48

the situational change of a newborn, the gender identity of husbands became somewhat more 
 masculine and the gender identity of the wives became somewhat more feminine. 

 Changes in a situation can cause a more dramatic shift in one’s identity as when individuals enter 
environments that provide few possibilities for choosing which identities to enact. In other words, the 
social structure is “closed” rather than “open,” thereby constraining individuals’ identities and actions 
(Serpe,  1987 ; Serpe & Stryker,  1987 ,  1993 ). Examples of “closed” environments include prisons, the 
military, cults, and mental hospitals. Aside from how “open” or “closed” is the environment, there are 
environmental changes that occur as part of life course transitions that may infl uence identity change 
such as going off to college, getting married, becoming a parent, grandparent, and retired person. 
However, unexpected changes also alter one’s identities such as divorce, unemployment, the loss of a 
home, or the loss of a loved one. 

 A second source of identity change is the simultaneous activation of two or more identities in a 
situation. For example, a woman’s gender identity may contain meanings of being nurturing and 
somewhat passive, but in her lawyer identity at the fi rm, her worker identity contains meanings of 
being aggressive and proactive. Unless she is able to compartmentalize being a woman from being 
a litigator, the two identities will likely confl ict and cause distress. Behaving in ways consistent 
with one identity will diverge from the meanings of the other identity. According to identity theory, 
this confl ict is resolved and distress is reduced by the meanings in each identity slowly moving 
toward each other over time and reaching some middle ground (Burke & Stets,  2009 ). In the above 
example, the woman may modify her gender meanings to involve being more assertive over time, 
while at the same time she may alter her worker identity to include a more temperate orientation. 
To be clear, once identity meanings are modifi ed, they are changed in whatever situations the 
 identity is expressed. 

 Indeed, research reveals that a compromise in identity meanings does occur over time between 
confl icting identities. For example, in a study of newly married couples in which one’s gender identity 
and spousal identity were measured along the traditional masculine to traditional feminine dimension, 
those who had a more feminine gender identity compared to their spousal identity in one year increased 
their femininity of their spousal identity in the next year (Burke,  2006 ). Similarly, those who had a 
spousal identity that was more feminine than their gender identity in one year increased their feminin-
ity of the gender identity in the following year. Thus, the meanings of each identity were being 
 modifi ed over time to bring them into alignment. 

 When one considers the issue of which identity is likely to show more change, identity theory sug-
gests that less committed and less salient identities will be more likely to change than more committed 
and more salient identities. If more individuals expect a person to enact behavior consistent with a set 
of identity meanings, then it would be costly to change the meanings of this identity than an identity 
based on fewer ties to others. Additionally, since salient identities are more likely to be invoked in a 
situation, there will be more occasions to enact behaviors based on more salient identities than less 
salient identities. Thus, it would be easier to change less salient identities because the likelihood of 
enactment is not as high. 

 The third source of identity change is when identity meanings are inconsistent with behavior 
 meanings in a situation. In general, individuals will try to behave in ways such that the meanings are 
consistent with their identity meanings. When the meanings are not consistent, individuals will try to 
enact alternative behavior that better refl ects their identity meanings. This assumes that the situation 
is not constraining the individuals to act in a particular way, and that another competing and more 
salient identity has not been invoked which may direct a different behavior. At the same time that 
alternative behaviors are enacted to see if they better match identity meanings, identity meanings will 
slowly change to be more like the behavior meanings in the situation. Thus, changes occur for both 
the identity and the behavior over time, serving to reduce the inconsistency between the two. 

 Empirical work evidences the above dynamic. Returning to the study discussed above of newly 
married couples gender identity and spousal identity (Burke,  2006 ), the fi ndings also revealed that 
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when those with a feminine spousal identity engaged in more masculine household activities in one 
year, they reduced their level of masculine tasks the following year. And, when those with a masculine 
spousal identity engaged in more feminine household tasks in one year, they increased the level of 
masculine tasks in the following year. Thus, they were modifying their behavior over time to better 
match their identity meanings. However, at the same time, their spousal identity meanings were 
changing to adapt to the meanings of their behavior in the situation. Those who were acting too mas-
culine for their spousal identity slowly changed their spousal identity to become more masculine over 
time, and those who were acting too feminine for their spousal identity slowly changed their spousal 
identity to become more feminine.  

    Bridging to Other Sociological Areas 

 By using identity theory to theoretically inform other sociological areas of investigation, we are gain-
ing further insight into sociological issues and problems. Below, we briefl y discuss how identity the-
ory has informed some sociological areas such as the sociology of crime and law, sociology of 
education, and sociology of race/ethnicity. Given space limitations, this is just a sampling of the 
inroads that identity theory has made into various sociological fi elds. 

    Sociology of Crime and Law 

    Violence Research 

 Researchers have argued that identity theory can provide an important theoretical development in 
domestic violence research because all behavior, including aggressive behavior, is rooted in issues of 
self and identity (Stets & Osborn,  2007 ). An important goal in interaction is to confi rm people’s 
 identities. By fi rst understanding people’s identities, we can then identify how aggressive behavior 
facilitates or impedes verifi cation of those identities. 

 The relationship between identity verifi cation and aggression was investigated among newly 
 married couples (Stets & Burke,  2005a ). The researchers found that when people’s spousal identity 
was not verifi ed by the other in the marriage, it reduced their perceived level of control over their 
environment. In order to compensate for this reduced control, these individuals asserted control over 
their spouses, and heightened control over their spouses was associated with acts of aggression toward 
them. Using aggression to regain control disrupted later identity verifi cation because aggression in 
one year signifi cantly reduced verifi cation of the spousal identity in the following year. Further, 
aggression led to a spiral of more aggression in subsequent years. Thus, identity disruptions at the 
individual level threatened established relationships at the interactive level and jeopardized the institu-
tion of marriage at the social structural level. 

 Identity theory has been applied to an understanding of the criminal identity using incarcerated 
offenders at a southern California correctional facility (Asencio & Burke,  2011 ). An unexpected fi nd-
ing from this research was that the incarcerated initially internalized the non-verifying feedback from 
others that they were criminals rather than challenging this feedback by engaging in alternative behav-
ior to counteract it. This occurred controlling for the amount of time incarcerated. The incarcerated 
may have felt that they did not have the power or resources to resist the non-verifying feedback. 
Indeed, other research reveals that having power or resources in the situation was important in  resisting 
non-verifying feedback (Cast, Stets, & Burke,  1999 ).  
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    Law 

 Identity theory has been used in the related area of law. Specifi cally, it has been invoked to explain the 
lapses in judgment of lawyers who defend corporate and government scandals without recognizing 
their biases in defending such scandals (Robertson,  2009 ). Robertson argued that attorneys may have 
multiple identities that contribute to their poor judgments. For example, when attorneys assume the 
identity of lawyer, it involves aggressively defending their clients who may be a corporation or 
 government agency. However, attorneys may also have the identity of employee in the corporation or 
agency they are defending. This latter identity might be more salient than the identity of lawyer, 
thereby infl uencing biased judgments and behavior to protect the organization or agency, which fi nan-
cially supports them. In the lawyer identity, behavior is organized around providing sound legal advice 
to the client, while in the employee identity behavior is focused more on advocating for the organiza-
tion’s goals under the guise of legal advice. Robertson argued that when attorneys allow the employee 
identity to guide their behavior, they have a stake in a favorable outcome for the corporation, because 
in winning the case, it facilitates verifi cation of their employee identity. In this way, attorneys acting 
in the employee identity are subject to the same distortions and biases as the corporation, thus the 
lawyers place themselves in the worse position to offer independent counsel. Partisan bias clouds their 
judgment. 

 Robertson ( 2009 ) discussed how attorneys can enhance independent judgment and avoid the 
 pitfalls of partisan bias. She argued that they should avoid dual role identities in organizations. For 
example, they should avoid taking on the role identities of employee and legal expert in a company or 
government agency. The risk is that the identity of lawyer will be subordinated to the employee iden-
tity such that the attorney’s judgment will be fi ltered through these other identities. A further problem 
can contribute to partisan bias when an attorney has other identities that may threaten impartiality. For 
example, a company may want their employees to adopt the cost-saving strategy of environmentally 
friendly behaviors in the workplace, and the attorney who is giving legal counsel to the company is an 
environmental activist. A successful outcome for the company would verify the attorney’s activist 
identity, once again blurring the line between advocacy and independent counsel. Robertson indicated 
that attorneys can take steps to raise the salience of the lawyer identity over other identities by spend-
ing more time in the lawyer identity and establishing ties to others who share that identity.   

    Sociology of Education 

 In science, mathematics, and engineering (SME) disciplines, women are underrepresented. In a 
series of papers using a sample of high school students who attended summer programs designed to 
foster SME interests, Lee ( 1998 ,  2002 ,  2005 ) used identity theory to explain women’s underrepre-
sentation in SME disciplines, and how it might be overcome. Lee ( 1998 ) found that females’ percep-
tions of themselves (as more feminine) was more discrepant with how they perceived other science 
students (as more masculine) compared to males’ views of themselves (as more masculine). Females 
saw themselves more like other females than other science students. Females also saw themselves as 
different from occupants in SME disciplines. These fi ndings contributed to females reduced interest 
in science and provide insight into why women are not inclined to an SME identity. 

 What fostered an SME identity for women is attendance at SME summer programs (Lee,  2002 ). 
Specifi cally, experiencing emotionally satisfying relationships with others also involved in science 
activities (affective commitment) encouraged salience of the science identity and engaging in SME 
activities. This forging of good relationships with other SME students helped women to maintain sci-
ence activities after they had left the summer program, thereby showing a more prominent science 
identity over time (Lee,  2005 ). Indeed, recent research revealed how participation in science training 
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programs was associated with an increased commitment to the science identity, which, in turn, 
increased the salience of the science identity, and one’s intention to pursue a scientifi c career (Merolla, 
Serpe, Stryker, & Schultz,  2012 ).  

    Sociology of Race/Ethnicity 

 An important development in identity theory is how identity processes operate across different races/
ethnicities as social categories. Owens and Serpe ( 2003 ) studied the role of self-esteem, commitment, 
and salience of the family identity for Blacks, Latinos, and Whites. An important fi nding stemming 
from this work was that sources of identity salience differ for Latinos as opposed to Whites and 
African Americans. Commitment (both interactive and affective) infl uenced the salience of the family 
identity for Latinos, but self-esteem infl uenced the salience of the family identity for Whites and 
African Americans. The former fi nding revealed how signifi cant the family was for Latinos compared 
to Blacks and Whites. However, this familial emphasis may have unintended effects on the formation 
of other relationships. For example, other research revealed that compared to Whites and Blacks, 
Latinos were less liked to have their friend identity verifi ed (Stets & Harrod,  2004 ). Stets and Harrod 
suggested that because of Latinos devotion to the family, they may be more likely to rely on and con-
fi de in kin members than friends. If friendships are not encouraged and developed, it may become 
diffi cult to acquire the resources such as care, trust, and loyalty that are necessary to facility  verifi cation 
of the friend identity. 

 In other analysis of Whites, Blacks, and Latinos, Stryker and his collaborators (Stryker et al.,  2005 ) 
examined how large-scale, intermediate, and proximate levels of social structure impacted commit-
ment to family, work, and voluntary associations. They found that across all ethnic groups, the degree 
to which individuals interacted with the same set of others in multiple networks (e.g., the individuals 
one related to at work were the same individuals one related to in voluntary associations) had positive 
effects on interactive and affective commitment to work and voluntary association relationships. This 
supports the identity theory assumption that losing a position and an identity in one network threatens 
relationships in another network to the degree that the networks have common members. 5    

    Future Directions 

 Though identity theory has developed over the years, there are areas that can serve as fertile ground for 
further development. We discuss some of these areas below, including an examination of situational 
factors, identity formation and change, negative identities, and social movement activity. Working to 
develop these areas will extend the theory beyond its current boundaries as well as identify the scope 
conditions of the theory. Further, identity theory can advance by establishing links to other theories. 
Studying these linkages may put us in a better position to understand and explain behavior because it 
allows us to study multiple processes simultaneously. We discuss the potential of this with four  theories: 
affect control theory, expectation states theory, exchange theory, and social identity theory. 

5    The above discussion is not intended to be exhaustive as to how identity theory has helped inform various sociological 
areas of study. For example, we have not discussed how using identity theory in environmental sociology has helped us 
better understand environmental behavior (Stets & Biga,  2003 ). When one’s environmental identity was examined, 
including its prominence, commitment, and salience, researchers found that these identity factors signifi cantly infl uence 
pro-environmental behavior.  
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    Substantive Areas of Investigation 

    Situational Factors 

 In identity theory, given the internal structure of the self, research has revealed that more salient 
 identities provide a stronger guide for behavior in situations than less salient identities. However, 
more research is needed on situational factors that independently cue particular identities in a situa-
tion that may not be salient to individuals. Thus, at issue is the extent to which salient identities act as 
a fi lter in situations, directing behavior that is consistent with the identity meanings, compared to situ-
ational meanings that may direct behavior. Looked at another way, what  characteristics of situations 
permit more or less  choice  as to the identities that are invoked in situations (Serpe,  1987 )? For exam-
ple, a large number of others in a situation who are tied to each other based on a particular identity 
may encourage that identity to be invoked in the situation compared to another identity. Alternatively, 
the presence of a strong, salient identity exemplar in a situation may encourage the salient identity to 
be invoked. The power of others in a situation also may encourage the invocation of a particular iden-
tity with more powerful individuals directing one’s identity compared to the less powerful. Still 
another factor may be the norms in the situation that constrain individuals to enact certain identities 
that are consistent with the norms. For example, the more individuals see a situation as directing them 
to behave morally, the more they may invoke the moral identity (Stets & Carter,  2012 ). In general, we 
need to more closely examine the context within which identities are embedded to investigate how 
they may independently infl uence the enactment of some identities over others.  

    Identity Formation and Change 

 As individuals age, they will likely take on identities that are considered normative given life course 
transitions. These are obligatory identities (Thoits,  2003 ). However, not all individuals assume these 
identities at the expected time, some claim them more easily than others, and some do not take them 
on at all. Additionally, individuals may take on a host of voluntary identities throughout the life cycle. 
In identity theory, we need to better understand how identities form, why they form when they do, and 
whether this formation varies by age, class, or race/ethnicity. For example, it is possible that those 
with more resources (for example, more education, wealth, and power) will be more likely to take on 
more identities compared to those with fewer resources. 

 Additionally, it may be important to study the relationship between the formation of obligatory 
identities and voluntary identities. For example, do individuals take on more voluntary identities as 
they leave obligatory identities, for example, divorcing or becoming unemployed? Are some individu-
als more likely to form voluntary identities that satisfy meanings not found in obligatory identities? 
Are the factors that infl uence the formation of voluntary identities signifi cantly different from those 
factors that infl uence the formation of obligatory identities? 

 Though we are making progress on understanding identity change, there is still more research that 
is needed. We need to better understand the conditions that change one’s commitment to an identity, 
the salience of the identity, and the prominence of the identity. One avenue of study is the role of 
refl ected appraisals versus self-appraisals in producing identity change. For example, self-appraisals 
may be instrumental in identity change as individuals come to defi ne themselves differently over time 
given changes in their location in the social structure.  

    Negative/Stigmatized Identities 

 Most research in identity theory has examined positive, normative identities (for example, student, 
friend, worker, spouse, and parent) rather than negative, stigmatized identities. An assumption in 

J.E. Stets and R.T. Serpe



53

identity theory is that individuals seek to confi rm the meanings in their identities, irrespective of 
whether those meanings are positive or negative (Burke & Stets,  2009 ). Given all of the identities that 
persons may claim, it is possible for individuals to have some identities that are predominately  positive 
in meaning, others that are predominately negative, and still others that have a mixture of positive and 
negative meanings. It is important to examine whether some identities are more easily verifi ed (such 
as identities with positive meanings) than others (such as identities with a mixture of positive and 
negative meanings). 

 When a person assumes a negative identity such as criminal, alcoholic, or homeless, identity 
 verifi cation is feedback along the same dimension of meaning as the negative identity. While there are 
other identities than a stigmatized identity that an individual may hold, it may be diffi cult to verify 
these other identities because the stigmatized identity may become a “master status,” and all identity 
meanings that a person holds may be interpreted in light of the stigmatized meanings. Quantitative 
research is needed to examine this. 

 Another aspect of negative identities in everyday life that has not been addressed by the  current 
research is the presence of the meanings associated with occupying counter normative role identities 
such as “childlessness” or “non- religious.” The individual who has chosen to remain childless 
throughout their adult life or the person who has chosen not be part of an organized religion (whether 
agnostic or atheist) has those identities activated when interacting with a person who holds the oppo-
site and socially  valued role identity of parent or religious person. While these identities may not be 
viewed as  stigmatizing, they are in fact aspects of people’s lives that may bring negative social and 
self- evaluations into play. Because they locate the individual in a social space of “not” holding a role 
identity that others value, the impact may be instrumental in the areas of self-concept (esteem,  mastery, 
authenticity), emotions, and mental health.  

    Social Movement Activity 

 More research is needed on the relevance of identity concepts to social movement activity. Currently, 
social movement research focuses on the collective identity, that is, a sense of “we- ness” that emerges 
in a group on the basis of group members experiencing a common set of interests. Identity processes 
at the individual level that we have discussed in this chapter tend to get omitted from the analysis. 
Over a dozen years ago, an effort was made to bridge identity theory research with social movement’s 
research (Stryker, Owens, & White,  2000 ). In this work, we obtained a sense of just how rich the con-
nection is between identity concepts and social movement processes. 

 For example, Stryker ( 2000 ) maintained that one of the reasons why individuals differ in their level 
of participation in social movements is that individuals have multiple identities. To the extent that 
commitment to networks or groups related to an identity overlap with the networks or groups involved 
in a social movement, then a person may be more likely to participate in the movement. Gecas ( 2000 ) 
pointed out that research on the collective identity does not go far enough in incorporating culture; it 
needs to consider one’s values in social movement participation. He argued that if we recognize that 
people have value identities, that is, “desired personal qualities or desired social conditions” (Gecas, 
p. 96), if the values held within identities overlap with the values of a social movement, then we can 
expect greater movement participation. Kiecolt ( 2000 ) focused on how social movement participation 
changes one’s identities. For example, movement participation can change the salience hierarchy of 
identities, shifting an identity up or down in the hierarchy. 

 The above ideas are ripe for empirical testing. Social movement activity is about the collective as 
well as the individual. Thus, it is important to examine how identity theory concepts and  processes 
enhance our understanding of movement participation at the individual level, and how individual and 
collective identities collide, complement, or otherwise are independent of one another during 
 movement activity.   
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    Bridging to Other Theories 

    Affect Control Theory 

 The similarities and differences between affect control theory and identity theory have been discussed 
elsewhere (Owens et al.,  2010 ; Smith- Lovin & Robinson,  2006 ). The primary distinction between the 
two theories involves what is being maintained in the situation. In identity theory, individuals act in a 
situation with an eye toward maintaining the meanings held in their identity. Since the identity mean-
ings are the internal representation of people’s external positions in the social structure in the form of 
roles and group memberships, maintaining identities correspondingly facilitates maintaining the 
social structure within which identities are embedded. In affect control theory, individuals act to 
 maintain all the fundamental or cultural meanings of a situation including one’s own identities mean-
ings, the identity meanings of others in the situation, the behavioral meanings in the situation, and the 
setting meanings. These meanings are the fundamental, cultural meanings of a society, thus to the 
degree that the meanings in the situation are sustained, culture is being maintained. 

 From an identity theory perspective, we might bridge these two theories by suggesting that in the 
course of verifying meanings in a situation, both the social structure  and  culture are maintained. For 
example, in focusing on the verifi cation of people’s identity meanings, it is important to point out that 
these meanings come from culture (Burke & Stets,  2009 ). Early on, individuals learn the meanings 
that defi ne roles and group memberships from parents, educators, peers, and the media. These mean-
ings are tried on, and they are modifi ed and refi ned through role-taking and observations of others’ 
behavior (Williams,  2002 ). Thus, in verifying an identity in a situation, individuals are simultaneously 
verifying the cultural meanings tied to that identity. If people draw on cultural meanings to guide their 
behavior, then to what extent are individuals acting to maintain the cultural meanings of a situation at 
the same time they are maintaining their own identity meanings? For example, do persons work to 
maintain the identities of others in a situation, or do they only do so when it sustains their own identity 
meanings (Smith-Lovin & Robinson,  2006 )? 

 From an affect control theory perspective, researchers have typically not focused on salient identities 
that are activated across situations nor have they conceptualized the self in stable terms, as having a clear 
structure that is organized (Owens et al.,  2010 ). This focus may help establish a bridge. Recent work in 
affect control theory is beginning to study how the self shows some stability in terms of maintaining a 
particular self- image across situational encounters (MacKinnon & Heise,  2010 ). Thus, affect control 
theorists are developing some of the taken-for-granted assumptions about the self in identity theory.  

    Expectation States Theory 

 Expectation states theory and identity theory can be connected by incorporating the status process into 
the identity process. An important assumption in expectation states theory is that when individuals enter 
an interaction, they develop corresponding performance expectations of one another (an evaluation of 
how much each will contribute to the goals of the interaction) by locating one another’s status relative to 
themselves. Those evaluated as higher in status will be evaluated as more competent, be expected to 
contribute more to the interaction, receive more deference from others, and be held in high esteem com-
pared to those lower in status. Essentially, higher status individuals have greater infl uence in an interac-
tion than lower status individuals. Identity theorists have studied the role of status in the identity 
verifi cation process, and they have found that those with higher status were more successful in having 
their identities verifi ed than those with lower status (Burke,  2008 ; Cast et al.,  1999 ; Stets & Harrod, 
 2004 ). Thus the greater infl uence of higher status individuals occurs not only for external (task) assess-
ments but also internal (self) assessments. High power should have the same effect as high status. 
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 Expectation theorists could bring the identity process into the status process. In identity theory, 
people bring their group, role, and person identities into situations. At issue is how identities are 
 sustained when performance expectations might be challenged or even reversed in a situation. As 
 others have argued, if negative performance expectations assigned to females by males in a mixed 
gender group can be reversed with these new positive performances expectations for women carrying 
over to subsequent group interactions (Lucas,  2003 ) would this reversal in performance expectations 
for women occur for individuals who claim a masculine gender identity that contains stereotypical 
views about women (Serpe & Stryker,  2011 ; Stryker,  2008 )? And, would this reversal carry over to 
subsequent interactions for those who claim a masculine gender identity? If the success in modifying 
performance expectations is variable, this variation may be due to the nature of meanings in  individuals’ 
identities.  

    Exchange Theory 

 There are similarities between identity theory and exchange theory such as how repeated interactions 
are associated with increased  commitment and positive emotions (Burke & Stets,  2009 ). In exchange 
theory, repeated interactions are repeated exchanges, while in identity theory, it is repeated identity 
verifi cation. However, there are differences. For example, exchange theory focuses on value prefer-
ences guiding exchanges while identity theory focuses on meanings that serve to sustain the self and 
the interaction. More importantly, there are opportunities for bridging the two theories. 

 Lawler ( 2003 ) identifi es one avenue for linking the theories. He argued that the stronger persons 
are affectively attached to a social unit (for example, a relationship, organization, community), the 
more this will increase their commitment to their role identities. Further, when role identities are 
strong, this will increase people’s emotional attachment to the social unit. Thus, the relationship 
between role identities and  emotional attachment within a group is reciprocal. Others have argued that 
exchange theorists might want to examine the role of multiple identities during exchange interactions 
rather than a single identity, as well as assess the relative salience of identities prior or during an 
exchange to examine their infl uence on the course and outcome of an exchange (Serpe & Stryker, 
 2011 ; Stryker,  2008 ).  

    Social Identity Theory 

 Finally, the similarities and differences between identity theory and social identity theory have been 
discussed elsewhere (Hogg, Terry, & White,  1995 ; Stets & Burke,  2000 ). We discuss three areas in 
which there may be a bridge. These include how identities are conceptualized, the signifi cance of the 
identity verifi cation process in group behavior, and the different bases of identities: person, role, and 
group identities. 

 In social identity theory, identities are understood in terms of membership in one category or 
another. Self-categorization involves people identifying the prototypical attributes of a category and 
seeing themselves as having these attributes. In turn, they will feel and act according to the norms of 
the group. Social identity theorists could incorporate the more nuanced understanding of identities in 
identity theory by describing the self in terms of meanings rather than self- categorizations. The self 
could be conceptualized along an array of meanings, and in terms of having higher or lower levels of 
these meanings, rather than in dichotomous terms. 

 Second, in social identity theory, prototypical members usually identify more strongly with a 
category, and therefore act in ways that benefi ts the group (Hogg,  2006 ). However, social identity 
theorists could use the identity verifi cation process as an alternative mechanism that motivates 
behavior. Members of a category could be acting so that there is consistency between perceived 
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self-meanings as to who they are given the category and their identity standard meanings. In a related 
way, less prototypical members may be more likely to be perceived as a threat because they are not 
acting in ways consistent with the norms of the category. Their identity standard meanings are not 
entirely consistent with the standards of the group. In identity verifi cation terms, their identity as a 
member of a category is not being verifi ed. One of the ways to resolve this non-verifi cation would be 
to change their behavior to match the group standard meanings. Over time, this would change the 
meaning of their identity standard. 

 Finally, identity theory historically has focused on role identities while social identity theory 
 traditionally has emphasized categorical identities. We prefer the concept of group identities over 
 categorical identities to emphasize the important sociological process of interaction and shared purpose 
among individuals. Within groups people play out various roles, and individuals enact these various 
roles in different ways, given the unique person identities they bring to their roles. Thus, in situations, 
group, role, and person identities may not be easily separated, and we may need to examine their simul-
taneous occurrence. This poses a challenge as to how we might examine their independent effects, but 
perhaps these effects cannot be understood as independent.    

    Conclusion 

 This chapter reviewed the development of identity theory, now four decades old, beginning with its 
theoretical foundations in symbolic interactionism. Structural symbolic interactionism, from which 
identity theory directly emerges, reminds us that identities are always embedded in social structures 
whether large, intermediate, or proximate. These structures both constrain and facilitate entrance into 
and departure from networks of social relationships from which identities emerge. The central concept 
of identity theory formulations is “self,” understood as comprised of many meanings and thus identities 
that are hierarchically arranged thereby creating a self-structure. A number of distinct research pro-
grams have developed out of identity theory that represents differential levels of analytical focus. 
Importantly, we maintain that these research programs are not competing explanations, but rather com-
plementary, resulting in a more complete understanding of how a theory rooted in symbolic interaction 
can provide a set of explanations for the statement “society shapes self shapes social interaction.” 

 Following the suggestions of Stryker and Burke ( 2000 ), we have presented theory and research asso-
ciated with the challenges facing the future development of identity theory. We outline some of these 
challenges. First, we need to continue the development of theoretical and empirical specifi cations of the 
bases of identity. The question of how different aspects of identity come into play in different social 
structural situations and with different constellations of identities in which individuals are embedded is 
the challenge of studying multiple identities. A richer understanding of the role of emotions as they 
relate to identity processes is needed such as the specifi c feelings that individuals may experience within 
and across situations as they play out different identities. Third, because identities are not static but 
change in terms of their meaning, we need a deeper understanding as to how identities take shape and 
evolve over time. Fourth, identities are always enacted within a context and more research is needed as 
to how contextual factors facilitate or impede the expression of identities. Finally, rather than fragment-
ing the fi eld into yet more theories, we think that it is important to bridge identity theory to other  theories. 
Doing so will make the relationship of identity theory to other theoretical research programs clear and 
assist social psychologists in forming a better understanding of social action. 

 The next decade of social psychological work on identity should see theoretical development and 
research that draws on the logical connections between related research paradigms within identity 
theory and beyond, to other theories. The result will be a comprehensive research agenda aimed at 
investigating the interrelated and refl exive nature of social, role, and person identities to social 
 structure and culture.     
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