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For Shel,
Our father, teacher, mentor, colleague
and friend.



Preface

This book represents a labor of scholarship but also of love. The three of us who
co-edited this book have never collaborated on a scholarly project until now, but we
have known each other since the mid-1980s. At that time, Brian came to Indiana
University as a postdoctoral fellow in a measurement program funded by the
National Institutes of Mental Health. Richard was completing graduate school at
Indiana University with Sheldon Stryker as his Ph.D. advisor, and Robin, Shel’s
daughter, was living in Bloomington completing her University of Wisconsin Ph.D.
in sociology. Robin and Richard shared an office belonging to Shel in the Institute
of Social Research, later named in honor of Karl Schuessler, who, along with Shel,
made Indiana University one of the top departments of sociology in the world. The
two—Robin and Richard that is—bonded for life in an epic fight against wasps who
nested in our office window. Meanwhile, Brian was just across the street in
Memorial Hall, happily missing out on this particular battle.

Over the next thirty years, while Richard collaborated with Shel to further
develop the structural symbolic interactionism and identity theory that Shel had
pioneered, Brian developed himself as a scholar of family, education, gender, and
sexuality, and Robin developed herself as a macro-sociological scholar of law and
society, inequality, and the state. For 25 years now, Robin also has been teaching
Mead and the symbolic interaction paradigm to graduate students in her courses on
sociological theory. While Brian took a job at Indiana University and remained
there alongside Shel, Richard and Robin were employed elsewhere. The three of us
remained in touch and saw each other often, perpetually networked through our
respective relationships with Shel.

It is fitting then that the three of us come together to co-edit this book. In this,
our first scholarly collaboration, we hope to honor Shel in a way that he would have
appreciated. Consistent with Shel’s orientations, we sought to produce a book that,
while mindful of the road already trod by symbolic interactionism and identity
theory, would build on that road to provide new theoretical insights and method-
ological advances.
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As well, and consistent with Shel’s (2008) own reflections on the development
and content of structural symbolic interactionism and identity theory, and his pri-
orities for future development, we wanted to emphasize the applicability of identity
theory across a wide range of sociological topics. We wanted to show how identity
theory and research offer sociological understanding and explanation linking micro
to macro and consequently (re)connecting social psychology and macro-sociology.
As well, while deepening understanding and explanation within the traditional
bailiwick of “Indiana School” structural symbolic interaction and identity theory,
we wanted to forge new bridges to other theoretical paradigms and research pro-
grams in the social sciences. We hope that this book we produced with the help of a
great many colleagues in sociology and beyond lives up to our aspirations.

Although the three of us first encountered Shel in different role relationships—
teacher–student for Richard, father–daughter for Robin, and senior colleague–junior
colleague for Brian—all of us benefited from Shel’s mentorship and feedback with
respect to research, teaching, and administration within the scholarly academy.
Though we did not always agree with him, the reflected appraisals we attached to
our interactions with Shel have had a profound influence on the development and
enactment of our professional identities. Although today Shel is no longer with us
in the world of the living, we all have “internalized Shels” that contribute to internal
conversations between “I” and “Me” to shape our behavior. It is no accident that,
for all of us, as it was for Shel, graduate education and mentorship is a top priority,
as is leaving a scholarly legacy upon which others can—and will want to—build.

Shel often said that we should consider every idea others shared because
learning from others is the foundation of the academy. He was also clear that one
does not need to agree with the argument, but before one can critique others’ ideas,
one needs both to understand and respect their position. You could always find Shel
in the front row of any talk or presentation he attended. He was happiest when
engaged in the process of exchanging ideas. Thus, honoring Shel after his passing
meant looking forward to the enterprise of building and exchanging new ideas and
scholarship about identity theory and symbolic interactionism.

One way we did so was by organizing a gathering of scholars and colleagues
whose work extends or bridges from the ideas Shel spent over 50 years theorizing,
researching and writing about. The Indiana University Identity Conference, which
took place on April 13 and 14, 2018, brought together established scholars to
present new empirical or theoretical papers. Many of the papers presented at the
conference are in this book. We thank all of the scholars who participated in this
conference, either by presenting their work or by contributing to an appreciative,
but constructively critical audience. We especially want to thank those who con-
tributed their best and cutting edge papers written for the conference, and those
who, while not in attendance, signed on to write a chapter for this volume. We also
wish to acknowledge and thank Springer for agreeing to publish and disseminate
this book. Lastly, we want to thank Indiana University for hosting and providing
support for the conference.
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We hope this book will carry forward Shel’s scholarly legacy while ensuring that
structural symbolic interaction and identity theory do not remain static. Promoting
dynamism within structural symbolic interaction and the identity theory paradigm is
essential if we are to tackle and resolve both older social problems and newly
emerging ones, while more generally enhancing our understanding of, and expla-
nation for the processes of social life.

West Lafayette, IN, USA Robin Stryker
Kent, OH, USA Richard T. Serpe
Bloomington, IN, USA Brian Powell

Preface ix



Contents

Structural Symbolic Interaction and Identity Theory:
The Indiana School and Beyond . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 1
Richard T. Serpe, Robin Stryker and Brian Powell

Deepening Identity Theory

The Relationship Between Identity Importance and Identity Salience:
Context Matters . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 37
Peggy A. Thoits

Cognitive and Behavioral Responses to the Identity Verification
Process . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 65
Jan E. Stets, Scott V. Savage, Peter J. Burke and Phoenicia Fares

Identity Dispersion: Flexibility, Uncertainty, or Inconsistency? . . . . . . . 89
Peter J. Burke

Competing Identity Standards and Managing Identity Verification . . . . 119
Jessie K. Finch and Robin Stryker

Racial Identity Among White Americans: Structure, Antecedents,
and Consequences . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 149
Matthew O. Hunt

Mathematics Identity, Self-efficacy, and Interest
and Their Relationships to Mathematics Achievement:
A Longitudinal Analysis . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 169
George W. Bohrnstedt, Jizhi Zhang, Bitnara Jasmine Park,
Sakiko Ikoma, Markus Broer and Burhan Ogut

xi



Building Further Bridges

The Role of the Other: How Interaction Partners Influence Identity
Maintenance in Four Cultures . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 213
Dawn T. Robinson, Lynn Smith-Lovin and Jun Zhao

Embeddedness, Reflected Appraisals, and Deterrence: A Symbolic
Interactionist Theory of Adolescent Theft . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 239
Ross L. Matsueda, Kate K. O’Neill and Derek A. Kreager

Immigration and Identity Theory: What Can They Gain
from Each Other? . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 273
Kay Deaux

Identity Meaning Discrepancies and Psychological Distress:
A Partial Test of Incorporating Identity Theory and Self-definitions
into the Stress Process Model . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 293
Richard E. Adams and Richard T. Serpe

Society in Peril? How Distance Media Communication
Could Be Undermining Symbolic Interaction . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 317
Will Kalkhoff, Joseph Dippong, Adam Gibson
and Stanford W. Gregory Jr.

University Racial Composition and Self-esteem of Minority Students:
Commitment, Self Views and Reflected Appraisals . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 339
David M. Merolla and Erin Baker

Structural Symbolic Interaction and Identity Theory:
Current Achievements and Challenges for the Future . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 365
Robin Stryker, Richard T. Serpe and Brian Powell

Correction to: The Relationship Between Identity Importance
and Identity Salience: Context Matters . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . C1
Peggy A. Thoits

xii Contents



Structural Symbolic Interaction
and Identity Theory: The Indiana School
and Beyond

Richard T. Serpe, Robin Stryker and Brian Powell

Abstract This chapter provides an overview of the development of symbolic inter-
action and identity theory as a prelude to introducing the theoretical and method-
ological advances to these traditions contributed by authors of subsequent chapters
in this book. Built on the pioneering work of George Herbert Mead and others, sym-
bolic interactionism focuses on the reciprocal relationship between self and soci-
ety, in which shared meanings constructed through interaction with others influence
social behavior. Where the paradigm originally centered on analyzing micro-social
encounters, highlighting specific characteristics of situations and actors, over time it
extended its focus to understanding patterns in interaction across situations and time,
suggesting that social structure explained these patterns. In the late 1960s, Sheldon
Stryker began to codify the premises of structural symbolic interaction. From this,
identity theory developed and, over the next five decades, came to encompass both
structural and perceptual research agendas. Where the former elucidates behavioral
processes relating hierarchies of identity salience structuring the self to patterns of
identity commitments and role behaviors, the situational enactments of which are
embedded in networks, groups and social institutions, the latter elucidates perceptual
control processes exercised by the mind in response to the feedback that self receives
from others in interaction. Over time, identity theory’s initial focus on role identities
broadened to include group identities and person identities, and bridges developed
between identity theory and other theories and paradigms in sociology and the social
sciences more generally. These include bridges to theories such as affect control the-
ory and identity accumulation theory, built upon symbolic interactionist premises,
and bridges to theories and paradigms beyond symbolic interactionism, including
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2 R. T. Serpe et al.

exchange theory and social identity theory. The chapter ends with a preview of ideas
and findings developed in the rest of the book.

Keywords Identity theory · Structural symbolic interactionism · Symbolic
interactionism · Identity · Identity salience · Identity prominence · Identity
verification · Commitment

1 Introduction

Built on the symbolic interaction tradition pioneered byMead (1934), identity theory
is one of the most vibrant theoretical traditions in contemporary sociology. Symbolic
interactionism itself is a classical sociological tradition rooted in the United States,
in contrast to the European born-traditions associated with Emile Durkheim, Karl
Marx, and Max Weber. In this book, we bring together both well-known scholars
and emerging scholars to exemplify the breadth, depth, and explanatory power of the
tradition, while also building bridges to other notable traditions in the social sciences,
including social identity and rational choice theories. We focus especially on high-
lighting and synthesizing theoretical and methodological advances in identity theory
and structural symbolic interactionism to assist researchers in situating their work
within the present-day scholarly landscape while stimulating yet new theoretical
insights and empirical advances.

The structural symbolic interactionist paradigm within sociology focuses on the
reciprocal relationship between self and society, in which shared meanings con-
structed in engagementwith others, influence social behavior.Where the “traditional”
version of symbolic interactionism enhanced understanding of how social interac-
tion proceeds, the “structural” version of symbolic interactionism helped explain
how social structures—from those pertaining to family, to work, and to religious,
educational and political institutions—shape interaction. Representing the “Chicago
School” of traditional symbolic interaction—so labeled by Blumer (1969)—sym-
bolic interactionism initially focused on qualitative, interpretive analysis of micro-
social encounters, emphasizing specific characteristics of actors and situations. In
the 1950s, other symbolic interactionists began to extend the traditional focus from
micro-interaction to understanding the patterned reproduction of interaction across
time and situations, suggesting that social structure explained such patterns (Kuhn
and McPartland 1954; Kuhn 1964). This research, now known as the “Iowa School,”
used quantitative approaches to investigate the self. In the late 1960s, Stryker (1968,
1977, 1980) began to codify the social structural premises of structural symbolic
interaction. Following Stryker’s formulation, identity theory developed.

IT theory and research motivated by Stryker’s structural symbolic interaction-
ism have come to be known as the “Indiana School” (Burke 2004). In this chapter,
we elucidate the development of this body of research over the past five decades.
These include theory and research about behavioral processes relating hierarchies
of identity salience to patterns of identity commitments and role behaviors (Stryker
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1980; Stryker and Serpe 1982, 1994), and theory and research about the perceptual
control processes exercised by the mind (Burke 1991; Stets and Burke 2014). After
briefly outlining the relationship between identity theory and affect control theory
(Smith-Lovin and Heise 1988), we discuss identity theory’s extension from Stryker’s
(1968, 1980) initial focus on role identities, to person and group identities, while ini-
tiating a bridge to social identity theory. The latter developed from Tajfel’s (1982)
psychological theory of categorical social identities such as race and gender, and the
mechanisms through which such categories may become social groups. We likewise
discuss briefly identity accumulation theory (Thoits 1983), developed within struc-
tural symbolic interaction, and bridges between identity theory and exchange theory,
a major sociological tradition outside of symbolic interactionism (Cook and Rice
2003).

We end this chapter by previewing key ideas and findings developed in the rest
of the book. The book as a whole is framed as a response to Stryker’s (2000, 2008)
and Burke and Stryker’s (2016) recent calls for further advancing the theoretical and
methodological foundations of identity theory’s structural and perceptual paradigms,
while working to answer questions of concern to macro-sociologists across many
substantive areas, and bridging to other major theoretical traditions in the social
sciences.

2 Symbolic Interaction

Building on the work of early philosophers asserting that humans are social beings,
the symbolic interaction paradigm emerged in the wake of World War I (Blumer
1937, 1969). Mead himself did not use the term symbolic interactionism; Blumer
(1937) coined the term. Symbolic interactionists presume that society is based on
communicative social action, structured social relationships, and interactions that are
motivated by sympathy and the desire to be sociable; society reflects how people see
themselves (Bryson 1945; Stryker 1980). However, as Stryker (1997, 315) asserts,
the fundamental starting point for symbolic interaction is that “in the beginning,
there is society.” Though self and society are co-constitutive through organic, reflex-
ive processes, society structures social relationships that, in turn, shape interaction
(Stryker and Stryker 2016).

Three scholars, all identified with pragmatism in philosophy, are central to the
development of the symbolic interactionist perspective:William James, John Dewey,
and George Herbert Mead (Joas 1987). Focusing on self-esteem and consciousness,
James (1890), posited that consciousness of human experience is a continuous, reflex-
ive process that provides the foundations for the emergence of the self, consisting
of a knower (the “I”) and the known (the “Me”). James identified four types of self:
material, spiritual, social, and pure ego. For James, the social self, based on recogni-
tion of the person by others, is central to understanding the empirical content of the
self. This assumption leads to an organized self that is the product of “as many social
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selves as there are individuals who recognize him. But as the individuals who natu-
rally carry the images fall into classes, we may practically say that he has as many
different social selves as there are distinct groups of persons about whose opinions
he cares” (James 1890, 294; italics in original). Thus, for James, the self is a product
of a highly differentiated society. This assumption remains central to contemporary
symbolic interaction.

Dewey (1930) posited that human evolution involves continual adaptation to con-
textual interactional conditions and asserts that mind is instrumental and perhaps
central to this process. Arguing that persons react to stimuli in the context of prob-
lem solving, Dewey presumed that mind—thinking—aligns behavior with problem
resolution. For Dewey, the stimuli themselves arise during interaction but do not
cause the interaction. For example, Dewey suggests that the mere presence of a nee-
dle in a haystack is not a stimulus unless the context of searching for it already is
present. Stryker (1980, 26) frames Dewey’s principle in the following manner: “The
world that impinges on our senses is a world that ultimately depends on the character
of the activity in which we are engaged and changes when that activity is altered.”
In short, Dewey develops a pragmatic theory of action in which multiple persons
work together to resolve problems by engaging the mind and identifying alternative
solutions. Implicit in this view, the social action of problem solving continues until
the problem is resolved.

Mead (1934) drew on Dewey’s (1930) pragmatism as well as on Darwin’s (1859)
evolutionary ideas, explicitly positing that mind, self, and society all emerge from
an on-going social process consisting of conversations of gestures that have become
significant symbols expressed through language. Mind emerges when people can
point out meanings to themselves and others, that is, when they are capable of reflex-
ivity. Thinking is an internal conversation of gestures, and becausemind and thinking
develop through gestures and significant symbols, they are social processes, not indi-
vidual ones. Mead presumed that the mind allows people to incorporate significant
symbols with shared meaning to facilitate successful social interaction. Successful
interaction in turn requires mutual problem solving. To do so, persons learn to take
the role of the other to anticipate the other’s responses, so that understandings and
behaviors can align in the ongoing process of social action.

Self emerges through the same reflexive processes that give rise to mind; the
definition of self is that which can be an object of itself (Mead 1934). In other words,
the essence of self is reflexivity. Language makes possible the development of self
because language enables us to take the standpoint or role of others to see ourselves
as objects. It is through role-taking, then, that self develops and manifests. Role
taking is the act of putting oneself in the position of the other, based on a common
communication process, to anticipate the other’s response.

Following James (1890), Mead (1934) identified two parts of the self: the “I”
and the “Me.” Anticipated responses of others are incorporated into the self as the
“Me.” The “Me” thus represents the organized responses, attitudes, and expectations
for our future behavior with respect to others with whom we interact. Through the
“Me,” our behavior takes on consistency and predictability, with the expectations
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of others—externalized social control—becoming internalized self-control through
role-taking.

Indeed, the self is engaged in internal conversation, with persons’ behavior the
outcome of this internal conversation. In internal conversation with the “Me,” the
“I” represents self’s responses to the organized expectations of others. Mead (1934)
often depicts the “I” as a pure impulse, allowing for spontaneity, creativity, and
unpredictability. However, the “I” and the spontaneity for which it is responsible
is within—not outside—the social process, because the social control exercised by
the “Me” is a precondition for them. In short, and in more contemporary parlance,
the “I” and the “Me” are Mead’s answer to the presumed problem of structure ver-
sus agency. For Mead, this “problem” is, in fact, no problem because, just as the
“I” requires the “Me,” exercising agency requires social structure. The continuous
dialectic between “I” and “Me” makes both social order and social change possible.
Society is continuously created and recreated.

There are three key implications of Mead’s (1934) formulation. First, society
emerges as a continuous process in which solutions to problems arising in social
action are institutionalized, but not static. Societies evolve and change based on novel
problems of social action that arise within diverse social and environmental settings.
Second, because both mind and self emerge and are recreated through symbolic
communication, producing shared meanings, both mind and self are intrinsically
social phenomena. Third, Mead’s formulation of problem solving within the social
process aligns well with the scientific method, because social actors systematically
assess the context of the social interaction, drawing on possible solutions to problems
arising in the interaction until they settle on a solution they believe will be successful.

2.1 Additional Foundational Contributors to Symbolic
Interaction

Other scholars of the first part of the 20th century, including notably Charles Horton
Cooley, W. I. Thomas, Herbert Blumer, and Manfred Kuhn, also helped shape the
development of contemporary symbolic interaction. A contemporary of Mead, Coo-
ley (1902) presumed that sociologywould address everyday life issues that are social,
mental, and subjective, and that empathy and sympathy are mechanisms through
which persons can understand and imagine the lives of others. Cooley’s influential
formulation of “sympathetic introspection” links to Mead’s concept of role-taking,
and like Mead’s views, presumes that self and society are two sides of the same
coin. Indeed, for Cooley, persons exist in the imagination of others and society is the
collective imagination of a set of persons. Therefore, the everyday life of the person
and society are collective aspects of the same thing. Self does not exist distinct from
others but rather is a social product of interaction with others: “We always imagine,
and imagining, share the judgments of the other mind” (Cooley 1902, 152–153).
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Today, Cooley may be best known for his concept of the “looking glass self”
(Cooley 1902), in which the self comes from a three step process in which first, we
imagine how we appear to others; second, we imagine how others judge us based on
this; and third, we react to our perceived judgment by others, such that we experience
feelings of pride or shame deriving from these imaginations.

On the one hand, Mead (1934) criticized Cooley’s (1902) idea that imaginations
are the underlying reality, such that society at root is the imagination of others.
As well, he pointed out, disapprovingly, that the concept of the looking glass self
implicitly presumed the existence of self in order to explain the self’s emergence.
As Mead (1934) noted in developing his distinct views of self’s emergence, if there
is no self before others respond to it, there would be no basis for having any feelings
at all when imagining others’ judgments.

On the other hand, shaped by an intellectual world in which reason and emotion
were regarded as separate, antithetical processes (Damasio 1994), Mead (1934),
while recognizing the importance of emotion to a full theorization of social life, cast
aside a focus on emotion to focus on reflective cognition. In contrast, Cooley (1902)
foreshadowed contemporary inclusion of research focused on affect and emotions in
conceptualizing the self and explaining how identities emerge and shape behavior. As
well, Cooley (1902) emphasized that self-development and relationships with others
tie strongly to broader social organization. Social interaction in primary groups based
on intimacy, face-to-face relations, and cooperation are foundational to the more
complex relationships that define the context of social action.

W. I. Thomas is known best today for his famous aphorism, co-written with
his spouse Dorothy: “…if men define situations as real, they are real in their conse-
quences” (Thomas and Thomas 1928, 572). That aphorism alone, however, expresses
only part of Thomas’ full vision. His sociology focused on how individuals and
groups adjust and respond to the behavior of other individuals and groups. Adjus-
tive responses are context-specific; people respond to the objective circumstances in
which they are embedded. However, equivalent circumstances often do not produce
the same responses because people have different subjective senses of—different def-
initions of the situation for—the objective conditions they experience. Thus, under-
standing how individuals and groups adjust their responses requires the researcher
to consider the “total situation,” including both its objective, verifiable components,
and the definitions attributed to it by the individuals and groups in question (Thomas
1925; Thomas and Thomas 1928).

Herbert Blumer, arguably the leading scholar framing symbolic interactionism as
a perspective focusing on micro processes, built on Dewey’s (1930) pragmatism to
focus on the centrality of meanings attributed in definitions of the situation. Root-
ing symbolic interaction’s theoretical and methodological foundations in humanism,
Blumer (1969) advocated investigating Mead’s (1934) ideas by researching micro-
processes in which each new interaction is viewed as a new event. This approach led
Blumer and his adherents to reject the idea that symbolic interactionism should or
could study the emergence of shared meanings applicable across a broad range of
social action.
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In short, for Blumer (1969), symbolic interactionism cannot lead to empirically
testable and predictive general theoretical propositions. Because persons organi-
cally, reciprocally, reflexively, and continuously construct behavior through context-
specific meanings that develop through social interactions, social scientists must
develop context-specific and after-the-fact-interpretations of social behavior. To do
so, they should use “exploration” and “inspection,” observational methods based on
data gathered through unstructured interviewing and listening to conversations, and
interpretation of letters, diaries, life histories, and public records, Foundational to
Blumer’s vision of symbolic interactionism is the strength of direct observation in
interpreting the meaning of context-specific social action.

Kuhn (1964; Kuhn and McPartland 1954) differentiated his vision of symbolic
interactionism from that of Blumer (1969), using what Kuhn termed “self-theory”
to develop and empirically test precise, theory-based generalizations. Kuhn pre-
sumed that social action produces social structure reflexively maintained and mod-
ified through the development of shared meanings. Resulting social structures both
facilitate and constrain further interaction.

Kuhn (1964; Kuhn andMcPartland 1954) conceptualized social structure as com-
posed of social roles, reference groups, and networks of organized relationships
among persons, with patterned sets of behavioral expectations guiding interactions
across persons and contexts. Building on Mead’s (1934) definition of “self as an
object,” Kuhn presumed that self conceptualizes plans of action reflecting definitions
of the situation invoking shared meanings and relations to arrive at best predictions
of future behavior. The concept of “core self” is central to Kuhn’s theorizing; the core
self is comprised of a set of stable meanings that constitute a stable self-conception.
This lends continuity to interaction across contexts, as well as to substantial pre-
dictability in social behavior. At the same time, however, within Kuhn’s formula-
tion, role-taking processes also are role-making processes and allow for creativity in
behavior.

For Kuhn (1964), the self is composed of many components, including status
identifications, role expectations, preferences and avoidances, personal attributes
and traits, and patterns of selection of reference groups. All these shape linkages
between social structure and self. However, though the social structure has a pro-
found impact on behavior, people are not automatons, and there is high variability
among persons in the content of components of self. It stands to reason that, for Kuhn,
unlike for Blumer (1969), the appropriate methodological stance for symbolic inter-
actionism is that of the conventional scientific method, calling for the development
of general propositions and empirically testable hypotheses derived from symbolic
interactionism’s meta-theoretical foundations. For Kuhn, then, there is no contradic-
tion between SI’s conceptual apparatus and the requirements of a more conventional
scientific method.

In sum, the scholarship of James, Dewey, and Mead—in interaction with, and as
built upon by that of Cooley, Thomas, Blumer, and Kuhn—provided a rich founda-
tion of complementary and contradictory ideas on which to build more contemporary
symbolic interaction. It will come as no surprise, then, that while encompassing mul-
tiple methodological traditions, all variants of contemporary symbolic interactionist
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theory and research focus on the attribution ofmeaning as the lynchpin of a correlative
relationship between self and society.

3 Contemporary Symbolic Interactionism

The two major symbolic interactionist paradigms in today’s sociological social psy-
chology—traditional symbolic interactionism and structural symbolic interaction-
ism—are built upon the competing visions offered by Blumer and Kuhn (Stryker
and Vryan 2003). However, these traditions also intersect because so-called tradi-
tional symbolic interaction based on Blumer’s (1937, 1969) work influences struc-
tural symbolic interaction, by helping to shape the latter’s concepts and its views
of the mechanisms that underlie cross-context but always situated social action.
Meanwhile, structural symbolic interaction is especially indebted to Kuhn (1964) in
its orientation toward developing empirically testable general hypotheses about the
development and consequences of self in—and for—social behavior.

Consistent with both Blumer (1969) and Kuhn (1964), both variants of contempo-
rary symbolic interactionism rely on a common foundation: symbolic communica-
tion enables meaning attribution that in turn enables social interaction The reflexive,
meaning-suffused nature of social life evolves from multiple persons engaged in
context-situated interactions in the normal flow of everyday life. In essence, society
is a web of interactions that constructs and defines persons, and persons in interaction
with each other, construct and define society.

Both traditional symbolic interactionism and structural symbolic interactionism
follow Mead’s (1934) view of mind and thinking as an internal conversation of
gestures.With 20–20 hindsight, Mead (1934) was in error in failing to recognize that,
although the content of mind varies cross-culturally because of culturally variable
socialization and learning, the evolution-based structures of the mind that permit
humans to think at all are more universal (Stryker and Stryker 2016). Happily, this
error does not undermine Mead’s (1934) or contemporary symbolic interactionism’s
perspective on the development, structure, and content of the self (Stryker and Stryker
2016).

Both traditional symbolic interactionism and structural symbolic interactionism
likewise follow Mead (1934) in assuming that self develops through the meaning
attribution involved in role-taking. When persons think about themselves symbol-
ically, they are interpreting internally and subjectively the flow of social action, to
formulate and enact appropriate responses. Thus, any social scientific understand-
ing of human behavior requires attending to the subjective experiences of those
who are studied. However, because until recently—and certainly in Mead’s time—it
was not possible to gaze directly at the workings of the mind through technologies
such as contemporary magnetic resonance imagery (MRI), subjective experience
had to be gotten at behaviorally. Depending on methodological orientations consis-
tent with either traditional or structural symbolic interaction or both, and depend-
ing on how a researcher analyzes data gathered through observation and in-depth
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interviews, researchers could use field observations, in-depth interviews and content
analyses of diverse documents, or they could use laboratory experiments and surveys.

In their overviewof symbolic interactionismand identity theory, Serpe andStryker
(2011, 230) highlight key differences between traditional and structural symbolic
interactionism along five dimensions. We reproduce their summary Table 1.

As can be seen, traditional symbolic interactionists presume the emergent charac-
ter of society as a central premise. Both self and social organization lack the stability
and predictability required for the development and refinement of an empirically
based general theory based on cumulative analyses across many different situations.
Instead, analysts can and should provide careful descriptions of observed micro-
social interactions in process, and a post hoc interpretation of the interactional process
that will be relevant for that particular interactional process only.

In contrast, structural symbolic interactionists presume that social life is patterned
inways that provide substantial continuities fromone interaction to the next. Based on
empirical findings demonstrating some level of continuity and predictability in social
action, structural symbolic interaction is oriented to developing general theory and
seeking empirical generalizations that go beyond descriptions and interpretation of
specific, situation-based micro social processes. In short, structural symbolic inter-
actionists assert that concepts useful in understanding one situation can be useful
in understanding other situations. Based on this assertation, the goal is to develop
and test predictive explanations of social behavior (Heise 1986; Kuhn 1964; Stryker
1980).

Historically, the most cited distinction between traditional and structural
approaches to symbolic interactionism has been methodological. Traditional sym-
bolic interactionists gather data to ground their ideas naturalistically through ethnog-
raphy, participant observation, and intensive unstructured interviewing. In con-
trast, structural symbolic interactionists use a wide range of data gathering tech-
niques, including surveys, experimentation, simulations, formal modeling, and more
recently, techniques from neuroscience. Typically, structural symbolic interactionists
prefer quantitative, statistical methods for analyzing the data they gather. However,
as some chapters in this book will show, there is no necessary dissociation between
interpretive analytic techniques and the goal of developing general theory. Typical
differences inmethodology notwithstanding, both traditional and structural symbolic
interactionist approaches and the research these foster continue to thrive.

We return to the question of the relationship between substance and method in
our concluding chapter. To preview, we will argue for the utility of methodological
pluralism in contemporary symbolic interactionism and identity theory. Openness to
multiple techniques of theorizing and conducting empirical research should increase
the capacity of these paradigms to provide interpretive, explanatory and predictive
insights in response to questions that have scholarly significance and also practical
consequences for individuals, social groups and social institutions.
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Table 1 Comparison of traditional and structural symbolic interactionism

Traditional symbolic interactionism Structural symbolic interactionism

Traditional interactionist analyses assume the
emergent character of society and self and the
constructed character of social interaction.
These analyses argue that self and social
organization lack the constancy required for
theory built around them to be useful beyond
the singular instance from which they develop.
Implied is that social life is unpredictable and
that testing theories of social psychological
phenomena is not possible. What is possible is
to describe interaction as it occurs and to
understand that interaction after it occurs

Structural interactionist analysis assumes a
sufficient continuity in social life to justify
seeking empirical generalizations applying
beyond particular interactions. Concepts
useful in understanding one situation can be
useful in understanding other situations
(Heise 1986; Kuhn 1964; Stryker 1980)

Actors’ definitions and interpretations change
continuously in immediate interactive
situations. This fluidity extends to social life
in general; thus, interaction may be reasonably
described only as it unfolds. Consequently,
the relevance of concepts representing social
structure (as well as concepts imported from
prior analyses of interaction) is dubious

The purposes of sociological social
psychology make it essential to include social
structure when studying social psychological
processes. Conceiving of social structure as
relatively stable patterns of social
relationships and social interaction, these
patterns constrain actors’ definitions,
providing sufficient stability in definitions to
justify using structural concepts in social
psychological analyses

Only the perspectives of participants in social
interaction are relevant to understanding their
interaction. Using the perspectives of
sociological observers negates true
understanding. Consequently, the voices of
observers are to be eliminated in description
and analysis

Actors’ definitions must be considered in
explanations of their behavior, but these alone
are insufficient as explanations

Self emerges from society but becomes free of
structural constraints over time, acting as an
independent source of social behavior
(McCall and Simmons 1978). Novelty and
creativity are highly probable in social life.
Social life is continuously newly constructed

Self is a conduit through which prior social
organization and structure reproduce
themselves (Goffman 1964; Burawoy 1979).
Creativity and novelty are possible but limited
by the degree extant social life reproduces
existing patterns

The ideas of symbolic interactionism require a
commitment to qualitative research methods.
The most useful methods of pursuing its ideas
are naturalistic; ethnography, participant
observation, and intensive unstructured
interviewing are strongly preferred.
Consequently, the locus of research is
generally a small set of interactants

The widest range of social science data
gathering methods, including sample surveys,
simulations, and experimentation, are
available for use, and quantitative methods of
analysis are preferred
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4 Social Structural Symbolic Interactionism

The traditional interactionist frame drew strong critiques, arguing that its premise—
that incorporating a role for social structure within symbolic interactionism had
little utility—was deeply problematic (Gouldner 1970; Huber 1973). In response,
structural symbolic interactionists focus on the concept and role of social structure
in theorizing structural symbolic interactionism and conducting empirical research
within the paradigm. Starting with Stryker’s (1997, 315) aphorism “…in the begin-
ning there is society,” structural symbolic interactionists assert that an understand-
ing of and explanation for social psychological processes must root them within
structural contexts. If sociological social psychologists do not take social structure
seriously, symbolic interactionism can provide little to no purchase in understand-
ing and explaining patterned social action (Stryker 1980) and will remain divorced
from macrosociology. In short, although structural symbolic interactionism consid-
ers that the symbolic meanings embedded in social action are sufficiently fluid that
interaction is substantially self-directed and agentic, symbolic meanings are shared
sufficiently to facilitate and constrain agency.

Structural symbolic interactionism starts with the premise that person and soci-
ety are mutually constitutive, albeit because one must start theorizing somewhere,
society is the “pragmatic” causal prior in this formulation. Embedded in social rela-
tionships and social networks, we are socialized to recognize and understand the
organization of social life and the social relations that pre-existed us. Shared mean-
ings and expectations are not random, but rather socially patterned. Social structure
encompasses diverse, differentiated patterns of reciprocal role relationships, as well
as organized groups, networks, organizations, and communities that are differenti-
ated according to positions based on social class, gender, race, ethnicity, age, and
other markers of social positioning that both facilitate and constrain social action in
various ways. Everyday life is shaped by the experience of persons within multiple
kinds of social relationships that, in turn, are bound to societal locations; through
these, we engage others and participate in social interaction.

Social structures establish interactional contexts that are more open or closed
(Stryker 1980). Our location in social structure shapes the likelihood that interaction
will include or exclude particular others, themore general options for interaction, and
the level and range of resources available for interaction. In contexts that are more
open, the person has more choice or agency over the issues and resources that can
come into play, while more closed contexts limit the issues and resources available
for social action. Social structures shape self-development and motivation, as well
as expectations for behavior, resources, and meanings attributed to the interactional
context. Overall, most people live their lives in and through relatively small and
specialized sets of social relationships and roles.

Where traditional symbolic interactionists view all life as open to reconstruction
and radical social change, structural symbolic interactionists instead emphasize that
interactions are constrained by stable situational characteristics, past experiences
that lead persons to have constructed situation-relevant expectations prior to the
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focal interaction, norm-based pressures from interaction partners, and habit (Serpe
and Stryker 1987). Recognizing that everyday life interactions more often than not
reproduce existing social structures (Burawoy 1979), structural symbolic interac-
tionists expect behavior to incorporate a mix of conformity and creativity, and to
lead to both social stability and social change.

A central concept for structural symbolic interactionism is that of the social role.
Conceptual identification of roles as both locations within the social structure and
imbuedwith shared expectations andmeanings responds toMead’s dictum that self—
developed and enacted in diverse role-based relationships, for example, parent-child,
teacher-student, pastor-congregant, employer-employee—reflects society. Recipro-
cal role-based relationships link social structure to persons with selves in social inter-
action. Complex, differentiated and organized into recurring patterns, roles structure
the form and content of self. When persons internalize the role-based meanings and
expectations associated with their social relationships, these meanings and expecta-
tions become the basis for identities located within the self. As will be developed
further below, in society today, self comes to contain a complex, internalized structure
of multiple identities reflecting the diversity of roles people play in social life and the
networks in which their social roles and relationships are embedded. Identity-based
social interaction, then, demonstrates the linkages between persons with selves on
the one hand, and society with its differentiated social structures, on the other.

5 Structural Symbolic Interaction and Identity Theory

Over fifty years ago, Stryker (1968) developed key premises of identity theory.
Since that time, substantial theory and empirical research within sociological social
psychology have focused on identity and building identity theory (Burke and Stets
2009; McCall and Simmons 1978; Owens et al. 2010; Serpe and Stryker 2011; Stets
2006; Stets and Serpe 2013; Stryker 1980/2000; Stryker and Burke 2000; Burke and
Stryker 2016). As prefigured above, identity theory presumes a fundamental linkage
between the development, enactment, and change of identities and the diversity and
differentiation characterizing the social structures shaping everyday life.

Identity theorists consistently define identity as an internalized set of sharedmean-
ings that provide shared expectations for individuals in social roles (Stets and Serpe
2013). However, identity theorists now presume there are three bases for identity;
that is, there are role identities, group identities, and person identities (Burke and
Stets 2009; Stets and Serpe 2013). Individuals have role identities based onmeanings
attributed to locations they occupy in reciprocal relations within social institutions—
e.g., parent-child or spouse-spouse within the family, employer-employee within the
workplace. Individuals have group identities based onmeanings attached tomember-
ships or affiliation with specific groups in society—e.g., a professional association or
community group. Individuals have person identities based on the meaning of spe-
cific characteristics that constitute them as differentiated, unique individuals—e.g.,
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being artistic or musical or a hard worker or kind and compassionate or intellectually
aggressive. We discuss the multiple bases of identity further below.

Much research guided by identity theory examines the development of psycho-
logical and behavioral consequences of one identity considered in isolation (e.g.,
identity as a scientist in Brenner et al. 2018; identity as a moral person in Stets and
Carter 2012). However, identity theory-guided research also examines the implica-
tions ofmultiple identities experienced in tandem for outcomes such as psychological
well-being and mental health (Thoits 1983; Simon 1995).

Identity theory provides a framework to understand how and why meanings and
expectations are attached to identities and the mechanisms through which persons
negotiate and manage their identities in social interaction. Identity theorists use this
framework to ask and answer research questions pertaining to how identities are
organized and inter-relate, how identities relate to role performance, and how identi-
ties relate to emotion. Scholars also often use identity theory to conduct research on
self-concept, including self-esteem, authenticity, and efficacy, on physical and men-
tal health, and on other aspects of how people experience everyday life. Although
the structural research agenda of identity theory, deriving from Stryker (1980) and
the perceptual research agenda of identity theory, deriving fromBurke (1991) pursue
different research questions, both research programs are central to identity theory
(Burke and Stets 2009; Serpe and Stryker 2011; Stets and Serpe 2013; Stryker and
Burke 2000; Burke and Stryker 2016). As Finch and Stryker (this volume) note, this
view is fitting because a key concept in Stryker’s (1968, 1980) mostly structural for-
mulation involves the organization of identities internal to the person, and Burke’s
(1991; Stets and Burke 2014) mostly perceptual formulation cannot function without
input based on externalized social interaction.

5.1 Conceptual Apparatus of Identity Theory

Core concepts in identity theory include identity, bases of identity, identity salience,
identity prominence, extensive (interactional) and intensive (affective) commitment,
and identity verification. We elaborate briefly on each of these core concepts so that
it will be easy for all—including those who are first introduced to identity theory
by this volume—to understand and appreciate the advances made by contributors in
subsequent chapters of this book.

Identity. There are two fundamental requirements for the existence of identities.
First, persons must place themselves, and others must place them, as social objects
with positionality. Second, persons must internalize the meanings of positional des-
ignations. Identities are shared meanings and expectations that form part of cognitive
schema (Markus 1977) that shape the cognitive and conceptual processes of the self
(Stryker and Serpe 1994). The cognitive schema of internalized meanings locates
persons within organized social relationships. Identities are not situation specific,
but rather are present across multiple situations experienced. Role identity is a set of
meanings and expectations attached to relational positions in social structure (Stryker
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1989). As previously indicated, identities also can be associated with groups whose
shared meanings come to be internalized as an aspect of self (group identities), and
with unique ways individuals see themselves as persons (person identities) (Burke
and Stets 2009). When people reflect upon their behavior in social roles and groups,
and as persons (Burke and Stets 2009), they attribute meanings to the identities
formed on each basis. The constellation of identities possessed by an individual
organizes how that individual behaves, interacts with others, and develops social
relationships.

Identity Salience. Identity theory scholars define identity salience as the proba-
bility that one will invoke a specific identity across situations (Stryker 1968, 1980).
Identities that have higher, relative to lower salience have more, relative to less, like-
lihood of enactment across situations in social interaction. The salience of a given
identity relative to other identities signals its placement in an individual’s identity
salience hierarchy (Serpe 1987; Stryker 1980), and there is substantial variability in
the hierarchical placement of particular identities across the population. For exam-
ple, the parent identity may—or may not—be more salient than the worker identity
for a young working mother relative to an older father who is well established in his
employment (Stryker 1968, 1980).

Though identity salience pertains to the probability of enacting the identity, it does
not completely determine identity enactment. Explicit in Stryker’s formulation is
that individuals choose to enact—or refrain from enacting—various identities across
situations. Enacting an identity, then, is an agentic aspect of social life (Stryker 1968;
Stryker and Serpe 1983; Serpe 1987; Serpe and Stryker 1987, 1993, 2011).

Implicit in the formulation of hierarchies of identity salience is that, to the degree
that identities have higher, relative to lower, salience, individuals actively may seek
out opportunities to enact them (Serpe 1987; Stryker 1980). For example, a per-
son giving a presentation at a professional meeting not focused on family issues
nonetheless may work into the presentation that he/she/they have become a first-
time grandparent. Invoking the grandparent identity in a professional setting and
while enacting one’s professional identity, then, signals that the grandparent identity
has high salience.

Identity Prominence. Parallel to the development of structural symbolic interac-
tion and building on more traditional symbolic interactionism to emphasize agentic
aspects of identity, McCall and Simmons (1978) posited that persons’ subjective
judgment of the importance of an identity shapes behavior. Thus, McCall and Sim-
mons (1978) theorized that identities are structured into an identity prominence
hierarchy paralleling Stryker’s (1968, 1980) hierarchy of identity salience. However,
McCall and Simmons (1978) also presumed that an individual’s identity prominence
hierarchy reflects that individual’s ideal self.

Rosenberg (1979) developed the idea of psychological centrality, which is very
similar toMcCall and Simmons’ (1978) concept of identity prominence. Centrality to
self-concept signals the importance of a component of the self, such as an identity, to
a person’s general self-concept. The greater the subjective importance of an identity
to the person’s self-concept, the greater the centrality.
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Currently, researchers in the identity theory tradition treat the terms identity
prominence, identity centrality, and identity importance as synonyms.Whereas some
researchers emphasize the importance of identity salience for shaping behavior (e.g.,
Stryker 1968, 1980), others emphasize the importance of identity prominence (e.g.,
McCall and Simmons 1978). However, salience is defined behaviorally, as the prob-
ability of enacting the identity, and prominence is defined subjectively, as the inter-
nalized importance of the identity for how a person views their general self-concept.
This definitional distinction has important implications for the empirical measure-
ment and import of the two concepts. Research suggests that, although salience and
prominence typically are positively inter-related and often work in similar ways, they
also may work differently (Brenner et al. 2014, 2018; Markowski and Serpe 2018;
Stryker and Serpe 1994; Stryker et al. 2019).

IdentityVerification. Burke’s (1991) perceptual controlmodel and research agenda
brought the concept of identity verification to identity theory. An identity is verified
when individuals perceive that others view them in the same way as they view
themselves. Conversely, when individuals perceive that others view them differently
than they view themselves, identity non-verification occurs and typically creates
distress (Burke and Stets 2009). In the face of identity non-verification, individuals
work to resolve the problem of non-verification by either changing their view of
themselves or trying to change how others view them (Burke and Stets 2009).

Designed to assess how reflected appraisals shape self-view, the perceptual control
model posits a cybernetic processwith four steps (Burke1991). For anygiven identity,
the model presumes that prior to the situational activation of the identity, individuals
have an identity standard—a set of self-meanings—associated with the identity. The
identity standard is the starting point for a feedback loop that, in step two, involves
assessment of some perceptual input pertaining to the identity standard. Perceptions
of others’ feedback pertaining to the identity standard are reflected appraisals. Third,
individuals compare the reflected appraisal to the meanings they associate with their
identity standard. If the reflected appraisal and identity standard match, there is
identity verification; if the reflected appraisals and identity standard do not match,
there is identity non-verification. Fourth,when identity is verified, no further response
from the person is required. However, identity non-verification gives rise to attempts
to align the identity standard with the reflected appraisal, by changing the identity
standard, by changing behavior to conform more to the reflected appraisal, or by
trying to change the reflected appraisal so it accords better with the identity standard
(Burke 1991; Stets and Burke 2014).

Identity verification produces positive emotions, but identity non-verification
leads to negative emotions (Burke and Stryker 2016; Stets and Burke 2005, 2014;
Stets andSerpe 2013). Research suggests that negative emotions typically occur espe-
cially—but not exclusively—when identity non-verification is in a negative direction
(Kalkhoff et al. 2016a, b; Stets and Burke 2014). Identity non-verification also seems
to producemore cogitation. Recent research using electroencephalography finds that,
while identity verification activates brain structures responsible for unconscious,
automatic processing, non-verification activates a region of the brain associated with
more effortful, conscious processing (Kalkhoff et al. 2016b).
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Commitment. Researchers working within structural and perceptual research
agendas within identity theory conceive of commitment differently. From the struc-
tural perspective, Stryker (1968) defined commitment in terms of two dimensions,
extensive, also known as interactional commitment, and intensive, also known as
affective commitment. Where extensive commitment pertains especially to the num-
ber of direct network ties through which a person enacts an identity, intensive com-
mitment pertains to the affective strength attached to those ties (Serpe 1987; Stryker
and Serpe 1994). Extensive commitment to an identity increases as the size of the
social network in which that identity is enacted increases, and as the number and
types of interactions held with members of that social network increase (Adler and
Adler 1991; Stryker 1980).

The concept of extensive (interactional) commitment is tied to that of identity
salience in that opportunities to enact identities are linked to the individual’s embed-
dedness in social networks. Access to networks for enacting identities, whether role
identities, group identities, or person identities, in turn, reflects placement in the
social structure. For example, an individual who has limited education beyond high
school is not as likely to have the opportunity to develop strong social relationships
with professionally trained persons, as are other individuals who themselves have
more professional training. Thus, the less educated individual is not as likely as the
more educated individual to enact their various identitieswithin groupswithmember-
ship based on professional training. Similarly, the individual without opportunities to
pursue post-high school education is unlikely to be engaged in community activities
more open to those with college educations or advanced degrees. This also restricts
the contexts in which the focal individual can enact diverse identities.

At the same time,when an individual’s network ties to a set of others—say through
a professional association—depend on enacting a particular identity—say a profes-
sional identity—and the individual values those ties, professional identity is likely to
be salient—that is frequently enacted—by that individual. More generally, when ties
to a set of valued, particular others depend upon playing out a particular identity, that
identity will be salient to the individual. Thus, extensive commitment and identity
salience are positively and reciprocally associated (Serpe 1987; Stryker 1980/2000;
Stryker and Serpe 1982, 1994).

Intensive (affective) commitment reflects how people experience their emotional
and social response to others with whom they interact within an identity. Intensive
commitment reflects the level of closeness a person feels toward others in terms of
personal and emotional attachments, the level of distress the person would feel if
they were no longer able to interact with persons in the social network associated
with the identity, and the need for others to know them with respect to the identity.
Whereas extensive (interactional) commitment is measured by the number of direct
network ties involved in a focal person’s interactions based on the identity, intensive
(affective) commitment is measured by the strength of the person’s personal and
emotional response to social interactions within the identity. The higher the level
of intensive commitment to an identity, the higher the likely level of salience of the
identity (Serpe 1987, 1991; Serpe and Stryker 1993, 2011; Stryker 1980; Stryker and
Serpe 1983).
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Burke and Reitzes (1991) define commitment from the perspective of perceptual
control theory as the amount a work an individual does to verify their identity. The
perceptual control model’s conception of commitment focuses on how maintaining
an identity is an internal process working to match the person’s self-view with their
reflected appraisals. The two concepts of commitment are two sides of the same coin,
and the common element is the social interaction and relationships with persons in
one’s network based on reflected appraisals. We return to these various concepts
of commitment and how commitment relates to social networks in this volume’s
concluding chapter.

Bases of Identities. As we already have signaled, as identity theory advanced,
researchers elaborated and distinguished among multiple structural bases for identi-
ties. In identity theory’s early stages, the focus was on roles and role identity (Burke
1980; McCall and Simmons 1978; Stryker 1980; Thoits and Virshup 1997). As the
range of substantive issues addressed by identity theory expanded, it became evident
that individuals experience the structural locations of identities and the contexts for
their enactment inmultiple ways. The resulting refinement to aid theory development
and empirical research organized identities into three bases, roles, groups, and per-
sons (Burke and Stets 2009; Serpe and Stryker 2011; Stets and Serpe 2013). Identity
theory researchers also increasingly are considering how social categories such as
race and gender, at the heart of social categorization and social identity theory (Tajfel
1982), relate to identity theory (Stets and Burke 2000).

Attached to social positions in society, roles invoke culturally patterned, shared
expectations for behavior. For example, we have shared behavioral expectations for
those who occupy the roles of parents, children, teachers, students, clergy, police
officers, etc. Individuals occupying specific roles will exhibit variability in role per-
formance. However, shared expectations for behavior in particular roles provide a
framework to organize and understand social interaction. For example, we expect
that parents will be nurturing and attentive toward their children, teachers will come
into the classroomwith an organized presentation for their students, and that students
will attend class and complete the assignments for the course. When an individual
internalizes the shared expectations associated with a particular role, that person by
definition holds a role identity. When people claim a role identity, others understand
the implications for social interaction and are guided by the shared expectations for
behavior associated with the role (Burke and Reitzes 1980; Stryker 1968, 1980).

Social networks bring persons togetherwho share common experiences.When the
experiences lead to repeated social interaction with a particular set of persons, reflect
sharedmeanings and behaviors, and persons internalize that shared experience, those
persons forma “group” identity.Group identities pertain to family, church affiliations,
professions, teams, clubs, gangs, and so forth. They are based on involvement with
other group members, shared expectations for the behavior of group members, and
active engagement with group activities.

Where social identity scholarship emphasizes that categorical social identities
often become the basis for in-group enhancement, out-group derogation and hostile
inter-group dynamics (Tajfel 1982; Stryker et al. 2019), identity theorists presume
a strict analytic distinction between group identities and social identities (Stets and
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Burke 2000). Social identities are based on the meanings associated with the identifi-
cation of the individual as occupying a social category reflecting societal stratification
(Hogg 2006; Hogg and Abrams 1988) and include identities based on the (mostly)
ascribed characteristics of race/ethnicity and gender. Social identities locate persons
with respect to the status and power accorded to their category of persons—the priv-
ileges they enjoy or, conversely, the disadvantages they suffer—because they are
members of that category. Those with different social identities differ in their access
to both structural and cultural resources, and with respect to societal expectations for
appropriate behavior and treatment. Social identities thus reflect attitudes and val-
ues attached to the collective category in the broader society, rather than to a group
identity as defined in identity theory.

Social action may be based both on category membership—social identity—and
on active engagement and shared meanings associated with group membership—
group identity. However, group identity by definition involves sharedmeanings inter-
nal to the group, and self-definitions shaped by those meanings (Burke and Stets
2009). Identity theory researchers focus more on group identity than social identity,
precisely because group identities are based on shared meanings and expectations
for behavior that serve the interests of the group, rather than on the broader cultural
meanings attributed to social categories (Burke 2012). However, as illustrated by
some of the chapters in this book, research continues to bridge between identity the-
ory and social identity theory, and it includes further consideration of the relationship
between social category-based social identities and group identities.

Within identity theory, person identities are distinguished from both role and
group identities in that a person identity reflects sets of meanings differentiating the
person from other persons as an individual (Burke and Stets 2009). Although each
of us has a unique set of person identities, these are based on the internalization
of culturally defined meanings. For example, person identities may include seeing
oneself as “moral” (Stets and Carter 2011, 2012) or “fair” (Savage et al. 2019),
with the sense of what is moral or fair derived from broader cultural patterns of
meaning. Internalizing meanings constituting a person identity define the self in
distinct ways, with self-expectations and reflected appraisals associated with person
identity guiding our behavior.

Activated in social interaction, role, group, and person identities are not mutually
exclusive guides for behavior. Multiple and variable constellations of a focal individ-
ual’s identities—role, group, and person—may be activated by particular situations.
In many situations, it may be difficult to tease out the relative enactment of each type
of identity.

6 “Foundational” Bridges

Just as is true for most research programs that advance, research programs in iden-
tity theory have advanced simultaneously with those of other closely related research
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programs. Especially in the short run, research programsmay grow in depth by limit-
ing their scope and the breadth of the questions they ask in order to specify better and
test core theoretical propositions and accumulate evidence about those propositions.
In the longer run, however, maximizing the contribution made by identity theory to
understanding and explaining social action requires that identity theory researchers
engage with other advancing theories. This in turn should help motivate researchers
in other paradigms to engage with identity theory.

First, relating ideas across diverse traditions of theory and empirical research
increases clarity by elucidating where the different theories complement or con-
tradict each other, and where each theory operates under specified conditions that
themselves can be theorized and examined empirically (Wagner and Berger 1985).
Second, bridging across theories and research programs presents an opportunity for
innovation that may be less likely if the different research programs remain isolated
from each other. Third, bridging requires cross-paradigm communication that, in
turn, improves the capacity of specialized researchers to understand and appreciate
the research of others whose work is guided by different paradigms. This enhances
the likelihood of further cross-fertilization, while also ensuring that researchers in
one tradition can better take the role of those in other traditions to appreciate better
the contributions of those other traditions. It also ensures that, when researchers crit-
icize traditions outside of their own, those critiques are based on in-depth knowledge
and therefore productive, rather than setting up “straw people” just to knock them
down.

6.1 Affect Control Theory

Affect control theory (Heise 1979) and identity accumulation theory (Thoits 1983)
both exemplify foundational bridging with identity theory. Developing indepen-
dently, affect control theory, and identity accumulation theory, like identity theory,
have roots in Mead (1934) and structural symbolic interaction. All three traditions
focus on the self in interaction with others.

As Robinson et al. (2008) note, Heise (1979) began developing affect control
theory in hopes of providing a formal framework that would increase precision
in explaining context-situated behavioral processes. These include both behaviors
that “people enact under normal circumstances and the creative responses they gen-
erate when [they encounter] non-institutionalized or counter-normative situations”
(Robinson et al. 2008, 179). Thus, Heise (1979) took as his starting point the same
foundational issue as did symbolic interactionismmore generally. But he approached
this issue by combining insights from a measurement tradition in psycholinguistics
(Osgood 1962; Osgood et al. 1957, 1975), empirical studies of impression formation
(Gollob 1968; Gollob and Rossman 1973; Heise 1969, 1970), and a cybernetic model
of perception (Powers 1973). This last likewise served as inspiration for Burke (1991)
in developing identity theory’s perceptual research agenda. In contrast to Stryker’s
(1968, 1980) original formulation of identity theory that did not theorize a role for
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emotions, Heise (1979) presumed that affective reactions underlie our conscious
understandings and definitions of the situation. Indeed, “the core affect control prin-
ciple is that people act to maintain the affective meanings that are evoked by a
definition of the situation” (Robinson et al. 2008, 179). Just as the control of identity
is central to perceptual control processes in identity theory, control of affect is central
to affect control theory.

As affect control theory developed further (e.g., Heise 1986; Smith-Lovin and
Heise 1988; Robinson and Smith-Lovin 1992), affect control theorists clarified the
relationship between identity and emotion in the theory. “Emotions [are] signals
about self-identity meanings within a situation and how well those meanings [are]
aligned with stable, fundamental self-conceptions” (Robinson et al. 2008, 180). In
short, emotions transmit key information about whether the situation as experienced
maintains or fails to maintain meanings attached to self-identity.

Where affect and emotion often are considered synonyms in everyday life, each
concept has a specific, analytically distinct definition and role within affect con-
trol theory. The former refers to evaluative orientations, both positive and negative,
toward objects—what Heise (1979) called affective meanings. There are three key
dimensions of affective meaning: “evaluation (good vs. bad), potency (powerful vs.
weak), and activity (lively vs. quiet)” (Robinson et al. 2008, 180–181). Affect control
researchers conceive of emotion as a subset of affect:

Emotions are the labels (with their associated cultural meanings) that are applied to the
ways that we feel after an event has occurred […] There is a formal, mathematical model
that predicts what emotion we will experience after we have participated in a social inter-
action […] emotions are culturally given labels that we assign to experiences in the context
of social interaction that is self-referential. They are signals about how we feel within a
situation and how that feeling compares to the stable affective meanings that are usually
associated with our self-identity. (Robinson et al. 2008, 183)

Just as does Burke’s (1991) identity control system, affect control theory’s mean-
ing control system operates according to a feedback model, and the model involves
theoretical assumptions about self and meaning that parallel those relied on by most
symbolic interaction and identity theory scholars more generally. What is different,
as Robinson et al. (2008) emphasize, is that affect control theory provides precise
measurement of meaning along the dimensions outlined, and it employs empiri-
cally generated, culturally specific dictionaries of meaning for impression formation
(MacKinnon 1994; Smith-Lovin 1987; Smith et al. 2001).

Exemplifying the utility of affect control theory for understanding and explain-
ing understudied social phenomena, Bergstrand (2019) used measures and concepts
developed by affect control researchers to study grievance formation. She exper-
imentally investigated the consequences of various combinations of good versus
bad behaviors, perpetrators, and victims in mobilizing events. Results showed that
evaluations of goodness and badness in grievances shape individuals’ inclination to
support activism on behalf of specific issues. Bergstrand’s (2019) research provides
useful purchase on what types of social movements are more relative to less likely
to succeed, and what types of social problems are more relative to less likely to be
addressed.
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Spurred by the development of affect control theory and by the rise of sociological
interest in emotion, identity theory researchers more generally have incorporated
emotion into both structural and perceptual research agendas within identity theory
(Stets and Turner 2006; Stets and Burke 2014; Stryker 2004; Stryker et al. 2005).
Chapters in this book pursue additional linkages between identity and emotion, and
between affect control and identity control.

6.2 Identity Accumulation Theory

Identity accumulation theory (Thoits 1983, 2003), conceives of roles and identities
in terms of the resources they provide to negotiate life events and hypothesizes that
“the more identities possessed by an actor, the less psychological distress he/she
should exhibit” (Thoits 1983, 178). Thoits’ research is one of the earliest empirical
tests of the conjoint import of multiple identities. Earlier research, while exploring
many identities, examined them one identity at a time. Thoits (1983) found that
the number of identities held shaped stress, such that a greater number of identities
buffered against stress, while the loss of identities increased stress.

However, Simon (1995) found that holding multiple identities does not necessar-
ily enhance mental health. The same multiple role configuration of parenting and
work roles had profoundly different meanings for women relative to men. Simon
suggested that these differences in meaning could help account for sex differences in
mental health, because women relative to men, experienced work-family conflicts to
a greater extent, experienced more guilt, and tended to have less good self-evaluated
role performance. In subsequent research, Thoits (2003) revisited her earlier theory,
now distinguishing between obligatory and voluntary identities. She found that it is
accumulating voluntary identities—involving choice and substantial agency—that
increases self-esteem and self-efficacy while reducing stress. Some of the chapters
in this book continue the exploration of the combined import of multiple identities,
as well as multiple bases of identity, and some chapters advance our understanding
of stress processes.

7 Additional Extant Bridges

Beyond the boundaries of the symbolic interactionist paradigm, identity theory
researchers and researchers who situate themselves primarily in other programs of
theory and research have engaged in bridge building both within and outside of soci-
ological social psychology. Hogg et al. (1995) offered the first synthetic treatment
of identity theory—a product of sociological social psychology—and social iden-
tity theory—a product of psychological social psychology; they noted that the two
paradigms used a number of the same core concepts, but defined the concepts dif-
ferently. Stets and Burke (2000) argued that, despite their differences, social identity
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theory and identity theory could be combined usefully to move toward a more com-
plete and general theory of self that encompasses both micro and macro processes.
Some of the chapters in this book take up this particular challenge.

Stryker (2008) highlighted some mutual influences between identity theory
and cognitive social psychology. These are unsurprising given that both traditions
focus fundamentally on self. Where identity theory benefitted from Markus’ (1977)
research on selves as cognitive schema, cognitive psychology benefitted from iden-
tity theory’s conceptualization of identity salience and multiple identities (Stryker
2008). Stryker (2008, 24) also suggested that, because “behind cognitive organi-
zation lies social organization,” more could be accomplished by bringing together
cognitive theory with identity theory’s understanding of the structural and cultural
sources of person identity.

Likewise, within sociological social psychology itself, identity theory has cross-
fertilized with exchange theory notably in the research of Lawler and his colleagues
(Lawler 2001, 2003; Lawler et al. 2000). As exchange theory developed, it expanded
its core focus on the structure of exchange networks, power relations, and use of
power, to include other social psychological phenomena including trust, emotion,
cohesion, commitment, and perceptions of fairness (Cook and Rice 2003). Research
on commitment directly bridges to symbolic interactionism and identity theory.

Lawler (2001; Lawler et al. 2000) tackled a puzzle within the exchange paradigm:
why do people continue exchanges that, while sustaining the exchange relationship,
may not promote their self-interest? Lawler et al. (2000) theorized that exchanges
would produce positive emotion solidifying the bond between exchange partners and
increasing commitment to the exchange relationship. They found that this posited
mechanism did increase commitment. Of course, exchanges do not always elicit
positive emotions (Lawler 2001). However, one important implication of Lawler’s
(2001) research is that, as the commitment of an exchange partner to the exchange
relationship increases, the less likely it will be that the exchanges promote that party’s
material self-interest.

In developing his affect theory of social exchange, Lawler (2003) incorporated a
structural symbolic interactionist frame and concepts from identity theory. Laying out
both the commonalities and differences between identity theory and exchange theory,
Lawler (2003) posited that the contextualized social action essential to exchange
theory parallels symbolic interactionism’s definition of the situation. In doing so, he
argues that exchange theory and identity theory both focus on persons who have an
emotional attachment to groups. The strength of emotional attachment impacts the
level of commitment to identity(ies) attached to role relationships within the group.
Consistent with both exchange theory and the symbolic interaction paradigm, for
Lawler (2003), the relationship between persons and groups is reciprocal. Using
concepts of role identity and identity salience as aspects of his theory, Lawler (2003)
demonstrated that when persons exhibit role identities within a given group, and
those role identities are highly salient, the role-based relationships within the group
are strong and they strengthen affective ties to the group.

Finally—and although the relationship between scholars who developed identity
theory and those who developed status characteristics theory (Berger et al. 1974,
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1977) sometimes has been characterized by keeping a friendly, or not so friendly,
distance from each other—the two paradigms do share some common premises. The
most notable one is the fundamental importance of expectations.

Structural symbolic interactionism and identity theory emphasize the importance
of diverse types of expectations for behavior across a wide variety of situations, how
such expectations become internalized into role, group, and person identities, and
how such internalized expectations shape behavior.Meanwhile, status characteristics
theory specifically emphasizes performance expectations based on social categories
such as race and gender that likewise operate as diffuse status characteristics. In the
absence of other relevant information, such diffuse status characteristics communi-
cate culturally shared expectations for the differential competence of those with the
more, relative to less, valued state of the characteristic (Correll and Ridgeway 2003).
As well, status characteristics theory specifically emphasizes how differential per-
formance expectations operate in a specific type of social setting—the task-oriented
group.

Researchers in the status characteristics tradition have generated fundamentally
important and empirically supported predictions about the generation and reproduc-
tion of inequalities within task groups (Berger and Webster 2018). Ridgeway (1991,
2011) has used the expectation states assumptions underlying status characteristics
theory to develop status construction theory, explaining how social categories such
as race and gender come to have diffuse status value in the first place. However, sta-
tus characteristics theory also can be seen as an especially powerful demonstration
of the symbolic interactionist aphorism that “what is perceived as real is real in its
consequences” (Thomas and Thomas 1928, 572).

Within symbolic interactionism, all social interaction, whether in task groups or
not, requires definitions of self, other, and situation. When persons enter an entirely
new situation, they may lack a great deal of relevant information, and so will attach
meaning to the information they do have—quickly observed characteristics such as
dress, speech patterns, physical appearance, and social category markers such as race
and gender. They then behave guided by themeanings they have attributed. “Because
meanings of the cues [the actors use to define the situation] tend to be widely shared
in a culture, initial behaviors based on the cues also tend to elicit confirming and
reinforcing responses, solidifying [social] structures [including inequality structures]
implicit in themeanings of the cues” (Stryker 2008, 22). Of course—and as symbolic
interactionists would anticipate—there will be some instances in which initial behav-
iors based on cues with widely shared cultural meaning occasion agentic pushback.
Then, all kinds of interesting things may ensue.

8 This Volume

Most of the chapters in this volume are revised versions of papers initially presented
in April of 2018, at the Indiana University Conference on Identity Theory. The
editors solicited the chapters contributed by Merolla and Baker, and by Kalkhoff,
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Dippong, Gibson and Gregory, after the conference. The chapters range widely in
the substantive topics they explore, from crime and law, to health, to education, to
politics and policies, to inequality, to race and ethnicity, to education. That substantive
foci are far ranging is intentional, to make clear the broad applicability of structural
symbolic interactionism and identity theory across the full breadth of sociology.
What unites all the chapters is their goal of adding theoretical depth and breadth of
application to symbolic interactionism and identity theory while enhancing bridges
to other theories and paradigms.

The research reported here also bridges from symbolic interactionism and/or iden-
tity theory to, respectively, affect control theory, rational choice theory, stress process
theory, self-esteem theory, ideas from neuropsychology, and social-neuroscience,
theories of social solidarity, and social identity theory. Multiple chapters innovate in
measurement. Some chapters employ data gathered through observation in natural
settings and in-depth interviews, while others employ data gathered through survey
research or laboratory experiments. Similarly, chapters employ a wide variety of data
analytic strategies, including diverse qualitative-interpretive and quantitative tech-
niques, as well as simulations. Some chapters engage in theory development, others
in theory testing and still others in both. Contributors of chapters include researchers
who have spent their scholarly careers engaged in research programs within identity
theory or closely related research programs likewise within the symbolic interac-
tionist frame, as well as scholars known primarily for their research in psychology
or macro sociology. Likewise, contributors include many senior scholars, but also
some more junior scholars.

We have divided the book into two parts. Part I contains a set of chapters that
primarily contribute theoretical andmethodological advanceswithin the foundational
core of identity theory. Part II contains a set of chapters that primarily bridge between
identity theory and symbolic interactionism on the one hand, and other paradigms
in sociology and beyond on the other. However, many chapters in both parts of the
book both deepen knowledge within identity theory and/or symbolic interactionism
while also building bridges to other theoretical traditions.

In the chapter titled “The Relationship Between Identity Importance and Identity
Salience:ContextMatters,” PeggyThoits revisits the ongoing issue of how two funda-
mental, analytically distinct concepts in structural symbolic interaction and identity
theory—identity prominence and identity salience—relate to each other empirically.
Thoits addresses the specific question of why the empirical associations between
measures of the two concepts found in prior quantitative studies differ substantially
fromone study to another and fromone identity to another. Tackling this issue through
qualitative, interpretive analysis of interview data, Thoits finds that context-specific
norms of conversation and situational appropriateness shape the likelihood that a
subjectively important identity is expressed behaviorally, thus exhibiting identity
salience, in diverse situations.

Where Thoits’ chapter contributes to more precise theorization within identity
theory’s structural research agenda, the chapter titled “Cognitive and Behavioral
Responses to the Identity Verification Process,” by Jan Stets, Scott Savage, Peter
Burke and Phoenicia Fares, tests theoretical propositions formulated within identity
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theory’s perceptual research agenda. Based on a laboratory experiment conducted
with participants who occupy structurally powerless positions, and an experimental
design contrasting those with dominant versus non-dominant person identities and
whose identities are verified versus non-verified, the authors find support for their
theorization of a dual response to identity non-verification. Participants push back
against non-verifying feedback while also slowly altering their view of self so that
it is more aligned with that feedback. The two strategies for aligning identities with
reflected appraisals are not an either/or proposition.

Like the chapters by Thoits and by Stets et al., the chapter titled “Identity Dis-
persion: Flexibility, Uncertainty, or Inconsistency?,” by Peter Burke, contributes to
identity theory’s capacity to generate understanding and explanation for patterns
in situationally rooted social behavior. Burke builds on research that moved from
using identity standards measured as point estimates on semantic dimensions that
define the identities, to conceptualizing and measuring identity dispersion. Identity
dispersion captures the idea that people hold distributions ofmeanings around a point
representing the central tendency of that distribution; people may vary in the disper-
sion of their meanings around such a central tendency. As Burke notes, where some
scholars have presumed that identity dispersion reflects uncertainty in the identity,
others have presumed that identity dispersion reflects flexibility in the identity, and
the two interpretations have very different implications for emotional and cognitive
responses that in turn shape behavior. Burke’s findings, from two studies examining
survey data on six different identities, suggest that identity dispersion stems from
neither uncertainty nor flexibility per se, but rather from inconsistencies in identity
meanings. Such inconsistencies lead to negative emotion by causing cognitive dis-
sonance, but also to reductions in negative emotion occasioned by non-verification,
because they provide a wider range of available identity meanings.

The chapter titled “Competing Identity Standards and Managing Identity Veri-
fication,” by Jessie Finch and Robin Stryker, shifts from quantitative analysis back
to qualitative-interpretive analysis, and from laboratory experiments and surveys to
in-depth interviews and observational research in a real-world setting. The chapter
shows that field research can benefit from the precise conceptual apparatus offered by
identity theory, at the same time as field research can ground empirically a set of new
theoretical propositions that advance the theory. Finch and Stryker rely on in-depth
interviews, courtroom observations, and third party media accounts to examine how
defense lawyers participating in a controversial criminal procedure ending in the
deportation of undocumented immigrants manage their role and racial/ethnic identi-
ties in the face of challenges to identity verification. The authors find that within their
sample of defense attorneys, role strain caused by the incapacity to satisfy simul-
taneously two key role identity related values—formal legality and substantive jus-
tice—is almost universal. Yet defense attorneys also viewed these two values as pro-
viding positive, culturally available, but competing role identity standards on which
they could draw to push back against potential non-verification of their professional
role identity. Examining how identities based on race/ethnicity entered into iden-
tity verification/non-verification processes in tandem with role based identities, the
authors find that Latinx lawyers, relative to white lawyers, faced greater professional



26 R. T. Serpe et al.

role strain and also experienced conflict between a central role identity standard, on
the one hand, and meanings and expectations associated with their racial/ethnic
identity. Faced with challenges on both fronts, Latinx lawyers resisted role and
racial/ethnic identity standards whose adoption would lead to non-verification and
adopted instead available competing standards facilitating verification.

The chapter titled “Racial Identity Among White Americans: Structure,
Antecedents, and Consequences,” by Mathew Hunt, continues the focus on racial
identity, in this case by using new items in the 2014 General Social Survey to
advance empirical knowledge about an underdeveloped research topic—the struc-
ture of white racial identity. Employing factor analysis and reliability analysis, Hunt
examines five aspects of racial identity—salience, prominence, verification, public
self-regard, and private self-regard—and finds enough inter-item consistency to jus-
tify creating a five-item “identity intensity” index. He then uses this new measure as
an independent and dependent variable in regression analyses to show that sociode-
mographic factors shape white racial identity intensity, and that variability in white
racial identity intensity helps explain variability in racial policy attitudes held by
whites.

The chapter titled “Mathematics Identity, Self-efficacy, and Interest and Their
Relationships to Mathematics Achievement: A Longitudinal Analysis,” by George
Bohrnstedt, Jizhi Zhang, Bitnara Jasmine Park, Sakiko Ikoma, Markus Broer and
Burhan Ogut, is the final chapter in Part I of the book. As do other chapters, the
Bohrnstedt et al. chapter highlights contributions of identity theory to answering
research questions with practical as well as scholarly importance, in this case what
accounts for variable mathematics achievement in high school. Using a large sample
of students who participated in both of two major studies of mathematics assess-
ment among high school students, Bohrnstedt et al. examine the relationship among
mathematics identity, efficacy, interest in mathematics and math achievement in
high school. They employ structural equation modeling and find that, controlling
for a diverse array of other factors, having a “math person” identity, as well as a
self-perception of math efficacy in grades 9 and 11, have positive effects on grade 12
math achievement. However, whereas math identity in grade 11 has a direct net effect
on math achievement in grade 12, math self-efficacy and math interest in grade 11
have no such direct effects. Math efficacy in grade 9 has an indirect effect on grade
12 math achievement through math identity in grade 11.

Part II of the book begins with the chapter titled “The Role of the Other: How
Interaction Partners Influence Identity Maintenance in Four Cultures,” by Dawn
Robinson, Lynn Smith-Lovin and Jun Zhao. This chapter bridges between iden-
tity theory and affect control theory by using a series of simulations to illustrate
how interaction partners shape identity maintenance in China, Egypt, Morocco and
the United States. Explicitly conceptualizing interaction partners to be occupants
of counter-roles in reciprocal role relationships as well as a key source of reflected
appraisals, identity theorists also implicitly view the actions and identities of oth-
ers as inputs within identity verification processes. As Robinson, Smith-Lovin and
Zhao note, affect control theory provides a more elaborated specification of how
interaction partners influence perceptual control processes, in which others provide
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a basis for impression-change in situations while also—as objects of new actions by
self—provide resources for identity maintenance. Given prior research within the
affect control paradigm finding cross-cultural variability in the impact of the other
in identity maintenance, Robinson, Smith-Lovin and Zhao use simulations based on
the theoretical apparatus of affect control theory to illustrate these variable impacts.
This, in turn, allows us to consider how the structure of identity control processes
generalizes across cultures, while the influence of key social-environmental inputs
within such control processes may be culturally specific.

As indicated earlier in this chapter, identity theory and affect control theory
are close cousins within the symbolic interactionist paradigm. The chapter titled
“Embeddedness, Reflected Appraisals, and Deterrence: A Symbolic Interactionist
Theory of Adolescent Theft,” by Ross Matsueda, Kate O’Neill and Derek Krieger,
bridges across paradigms, showing that symbolic interaction can encompass a rede-
fined, social interaction-rooted rational choice concept of decision-making.Matsueda
et al. argue that integrating rational choice with a theory of the self requires identify-
ing precisely how the structure of social relations embeds decision-making. Mead’s
perspective on self and role-taking provides resources for such a specification, and
Matsueda et al. elaborate on Mead’s meta-theoretical framework to conceptualize a
pragmatic and relationally embedded process of choice. This choice process incorpo-
rates responses to reflected appraisals and situational elements that establish diverse
types of imagined consequences for the chosen behavior. Deriving specific, testable
hypotheses predicting variability in delinquent behavior and examining these using
longitudinal survey data and random-effects negative binomial models predicting
self-reported theft behavior, Matsueda, O’Neill and Krieger find that variability in
theft is shaped strongly by variability in reflected appraisals of self as a rule violator.
Likewise, theft is shaped by various expected costs and benefits of theft, including
those that pertain to self-image as well as those that pertain to sanctions. Youth who
view themselves as rule violators are deterred less by the threat of arrest than are
youth who do not view themselves as rule violators.

In the chapter titled “Immigration and Identity Theory:What CanTheyGain From
Each Other?,” Kay Deaux argues that identity theory provides substantial purchase
on the experiences of immigrants—an issue at the forefront of current scholarly
and practical concern—at the same time that empirical research on immigration can
inform identity theory. Deaux places identity theory within a more general category
of multi-level theorizing about the relationship between person and social structure
as mediated by the meso-level phenomenon of network-situated social interaction.
Having compared identity theory with social identity theory briefly, Deaux shows
how she has used identity concepts to research stability and change in ethnic identi-
fication. She then argues that identity theory and empirical research on immigration
are maximally mutually informative with respect to (1) relationships among mul-
tiple identities; and (2) issues pertaining to identity flexibility and change. In this
regard, one specific empirical finding from immigration research for which identity
theory provides an explanation is the variable compatibility between the new national
identity of immigrants and their ethnic identity of origin.
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The chapter titled “IdentityMeaningDiscrepancies and Psychological Distress: A
Partial Test of Incorporating Identity Theory and Self-definitions into the Stress Pro-
cess Model,” by Richard Adams and Richard Serpe, bridges between symbolic inter-
actionism and the stress process perspective formulated to explain variability in dis-
tress. Adams and Serpe build on a theoretical integration offered by McLeod (2012)
and add to this integration by comparing stress responses to identity-discrepantmean-
ings that pertain to normative relative to counter-normative role identities. They
hypothesize that discrepancies in meanings attributed to parent and work role iden-
tities by self and by the public, in general, are more stressful for those with children
and people who work outside the home—the normative role identities—than for
the childless and unemployed—the counter-normative identities. Using data from a
web-based survey and structural equationmodeling, they find that identity-discrepant
meanings do shape stress differently conditional on whether the identity is nor-
mative or counter-normative. Variability in identity-discrepant meanings also helps
explain variability in identity-specific self-esteem, sense of mastery, and psycholog-
ical well-being, but mostly for the normative identities examined, whereas identity-
discrepant meanings have minimal influence on these outcomes for the counter-
normative identities. Similarly, identity-specific self-esteem and sense of mastery
shape psychological well-being, but mostly for those with normative role identities.

The chapter titled “Society in Peril? How Distance Media Communication Could
Be Undermining Symbolic Interaction,” by Will Kalkhoff, Joseph Dippong, Adam
Gibson and Stanford Gregory, provides new theoretical and empirical insights that
bridge from symbolic interactionism to other bodies of theory and research. In this
chapter, Kalkhoff et al. ask how electronically mediated communication shapes pro-
cesses and outcomes of symbolic interaction. Combining understandings of role-
taking in the symbolic interactionist tradition with theoretical and empirical work
pertaining to interaction ritual chains, bodily co-presence and the emergence and
maintenance of social solidarity, Kalkhoff et al. argue that there is good reason
to believe electronically mediated communication undermines the development of
social solidarity. They test their argument in a laboratory experiment using a new,
real-time, and non-consciously controlledmeasure of interpersonal closeness—vocal
convergence. Finding that engaging in face-to-face communication promotes devel-
opment of greater group solidarity than does interaction through electronically medi-
ated formats, Kalkhoff et al. suggest a further research agenda bridging between
symbolic interaction and neurology to develop a neuro-interactionist account of how
change in communication media shapes interaction, including opportunities for and
constraints on developing social solidarity.

The chapter titled “University Racial Composition and Self-esteem of Minority
Students: Commitment, Self Views and Reflected Appraisals,” by David Merolla
and Erin Baker, begins with a well-established empirical finding: among minority
students, self-esteem is higher for those in schools with more, relative to fewer, other
students with whom they share ethnic and racial background. Merolla and Baker
use identity theory to advance an explanation for this finding by constructing and
testing a serial mediation model of self-esteem. They hypothesize that students in
schooling environments with more relative to fewer others who share their ethnic and
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racial backgrounds are more likely to be involved in more satisfying relationships
with both faculty and other students. More relative to less satisfying relationships,
in turn, enhance reflected appraisals of students’ capacities as students, and this
enhances students’ self-evaluations. Enhanced self-evaluations in turn increase self-
esteem. Using survey data on a sample of minority students from universities across
the United States, Merolla and Baker find substantial support for their hypothesized
model.

The chapter titled “Symbolic Interaction and Identity Theory: Current Achieve-
ments and Challenges for the Future,” by Robin Stryker, Richard Serpe and Brian
Powell concludes this book by circling back to where it started, highlighting both
theoretical and methodological advances contributed by the book’s various chap-
ters. These advances deepen the foundational core of symbolic interactionism and
identity theory and bridge to other theoretical traditions within sociology and the
social sciences more generally, integrating these other traditions at least partially
with symbolic interactionism.

Based on all these advances, coupled with the material provided in this chapter,
the authors suggest priorities for additional theorizing and research within symbolic
interactionism and identity theory and point out additional opportunities for, and the
importance of, more bridging theory and research. Noting the breadth of substantive
topics and research questions onwhich identity theory can provide leverage, this final
chapter argues that research framed by symbolic interaction and identity theory is all
the more important because of its relevance to central societal issues, problems, and
policies that are the subject of major public controversies today. These include, but
are not restricted to, issues of crime, law and social control, immigration, class, racial-
ethnic and gender inequalities and conflict, climate change and environmental policy,
political polarization and political dysfunction, public health issues, reproductive
issues, social protest—or the absence thereof—cultural change, and international
relations.
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The Relationship Between Identity
Importance and Identity Salience:
Context Matters

Peggy A. Thoits

Abstract A perplexing finding in the identity literature is that the strength of the
relationship between identity importance (also called “prominence” or “centrality”)
and identity salience varies dramatically across studies, from near-zero to 0.63, even
when the same role identities are examined. I argue that these findings may be due to
the influence of the social contexts in which respondents have been asked to report
the likelihood of invoking one or more of their valued role identities (i.e., identity
salience). I use qualitative data from a study of community volunteers (N = 80) to
show that the imagined context matters substantially for whether and when individ-
uals will mention a highly important volunteer identity to another person at a first
meeting. Specifically, conversational norms and situational appropriateness guided
respondents’ readiness to bring up their volunteer identity when meeting people at
a party or on vacation for the first time. These qualitative findings have implications
for measuring salience in future quantitative work. Additionally, both role-identity
theory (McCall and Simmons 1978) and identity theory (Stryker 1980), may need to
incorporate an identity’s normative or situational appropriateness to better predict the
likelihood that the identity will become salient in interaction. This possibility echoes
a fundamental symbolic interactionist insight: Through imaginatively taking the role
of the other, we anticipate and share our role partners’ reactions to our contemplated
plans of action. Situationally appropriate role identities (i.e., plans of action) may
be those that individuals are most likely to invoke, regardless of those identities’
personal importance.
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1 Introduction

In this chapter, I examine the contexts in which a person might mention a highly
prominent or important role identity to other people. In identity theory terms, I
examine when an important role identity will be made salient in social interaction. A
role identity, or “identity” for brevity, refers to describing oneself in terms of a social
role that one holds. As Stryker put it, identities are answers to the question “Who am
I?”—answers that refer to one’s social roles and group memberships (Stryker 1980;
Stryker and Serpe 1982; Stets and Serpe 2013). For example, responsesmight include
“I am amother/father, husband/wife, carpenter/first grade teacher, man/woman, yoga
enthusiast/golfer, Catholic/Episcopalian, American Red Cross member/Sierra Club
member” and so on.

To date, the relationship between identity importance and identity salience has
been studied solely with quantitative data. I use qualitative data here to highlight
aspects of social interaction that can encourage or inhibit the invocation of a highly
valued conception of self. On the basis of the qualitative patterns, I will argue
that widely varying associations between identity importance and identity salience
found in prior research likely depend on the interactional context that is posed for
respondents when they are answering salience questions.

2 Two Theories of Multiple Identities and Behavioral
Choice

The question of how importance and salience are related to one another was raised
by Stryker and Serpe (1994). They recognized that two theories addressed the reality
that people typically have multiple role-identities and that in most circumstances
people must choose one identity to enact while foregoing the others. Role-identity
theory proposed by McCall and Simmons (1978) and identity theory developed by
Stryker (1980; Stryker and Serpe 1982) differ regarding how, why, and when such
behavioral choiceswill bemade, despite their common grounding in classic symbolic
interactionism (Cooley 1902; Mead 1934). These theoretical differences prompted
the question of how importance and salience were related to one another, if at all.
To understand the significance of this question, it is first useful to contrast the main
tenets of the two approaches.

Role-Identity Theory. McCall and Simmons (1978) argued that persons’ multiple
role identities are organized in two related hierarchies, one based on the relative
prominence of each role identity held, the other based on the situational salience of
each role identity held. The prominence hierarchy (or the “ideal self” in their terms) is
a relatively stable organization of one’s self-conceptions in terms of their subjective
importance. As McCall and Simmons describe it: “…role-identities themselves are
not equally important to the individual but differ in their prominence” (1978, 80) and
“Some of [a person’s] identities are more important to him than are others…” (1978,



The Relationship Between Identity Importance and Identity … 39

84). Prominence is analogous toRosenberg’s (1979, 73–75) concept of psychological
centrality: self-components vary in their “importance” or “value” to the individual.
According to McCall and Simmons, the location of each identity in our prominence
hierarchy is determinedby (1) howmuchour performances of it live up to our personal
standards, (2) how much our performances are supported by relevant others, (3) how
committed we are to the identity (where commitment refers to the amount of self-
esteem we have staked on the identity), (4) how much we have invested materially
in and obtained extrinsic rewards from the identity, and (5) how much intrinsic
gratification we gain from enacting it.

The salience hierarchy (or the “situational self” in their terms) is more fluid and
changeable than the prominence hierarchy. McCall and Simmons (1978) point out
that role identities are sources of “suggested alternative performances” (p. 79) or
“sources of possible performances” (p. 81) (my emphases). Thus, persons must
choose which role identity to perform, given the situation at hand. A highly salient
identity is one that an individual thinks s/he might possibly perform. According to
McCall and Simmons, assessments of an identity’s situational salience will depend
on (1) the identity’s prominence (importance to the person), (2) the person’s need
for legitimation or support for the identity, (3) the person’s desire for the intrinsic
and extrinsic gratifications associated with performing that identity, and (4) “the
perceived degree of opportunity for its profitable enactment in the present circum-
stances” (p. 82). An identity with high situational salience will have a greater proba-
bility of actually being performed. It is key to note that McCall and Simmons’ theory
posits that an identity’s situational salience will be a product of the prominence (i.e.,
importance) of the identity to the individual, as well as other rewards to be gained
from enacting it.

Identity Theory. LikeMcCall and Simmons, Stryker proposed two related identity
hierarchies, but in his theoretical approach, multiple role identities are organized
in a hierarchy of commitment (rather than prominence) which in turn determines
the rank ordering of identities by their salience. The meanings of “commitment”
and “salience” in Stryker’s theory diverge from common understandings of these
concepts, which has led to a number of misinterpretations of the theory in journal
articles and textbooks aswell asmismeasurements of one or both concepts, especially
salience (e.g., Hoelter 1983; Reid et al. 1994). “Commitment” is often mistaken
to refer to a person’s subjective sense of devotion, dedication, responsibility, or
attachment to some person or group. “Salience” is frequently interpreted to mean
importance because dictionary definitions of and synonyms for “salience” employ
terms such as “noticeable,” “important,” “prominent,” “significant,” “major,” and
“outstanding” to convey its meaning. Readers who do not adhere closely to Stryker’s
definitions of commitment and salience miss the essentials of the theory.

For Stryker, “identity commitment” captures individuals’ involvement in “prox-
imal” or “lower level” social structures attached to their roles (Stryker et al. 2005,
94). Specifically, commitment is the degree to which one is embedded in a net-
work of social relationships that are based on a particular role that one holds. The
more sizeable one’s role-based social network and the more emotionally significant
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those network members are, the more structurally committed one is to the role iden-
tity in question (Stryker 1980; Stryker and Serpe 1982, 1994). Because a person’s
role identities differ in their degree of network embeddedness, those identities form
a hierarchy of identity commitment, from high to low. The greater the commitment,
the greater the social and personal costs of exiting the role or failing to meet its
behavioral expectations.

Stryker posits that identity commitment determines identity salience. He defines
salience as the likelihood that a role identity will be invoked in a given situation or
across a range of situations (Stryker 1980; Stryker and Serpe 1982, 1994; Merolla
et al. 2012).1 To invoke an identity is to call it up, to refer to it, or to be ready
to enact it. Stryker (1980) argued that the more embedded one is in a network of
relationships based on a particular role (identity commitment), the more likely one
is to describe oneself in terms of that role or to consider it as a plan of action in
a particular situation or across a variety of situations (identity salience). In turn,
the more salient an identity, the more probable it is that one will actually perform
it (behavior). However, this process occurs only when “multiple possibilities for
action” exist in the situation at hand (Stryker et al. 2005, 94). That is, identity theory
applies only when external circumstances allow choice among ones’ identities to
invoke and perform. This might happen, for example, when one has spare time on
a weekend (Stryker and Serpe 1994), when introducing oneself to newly-met others
(Brenner et al. 2014; Stryker and Serpe 1982, 1994; Merolla et al. 2012), or when
chatting with other people at school or at work (Nuttbrock and Freudiger 1991). The
greater the salience of an identity, the more time (and, presumably, effort and care)
one would invest in subsequently performing that identity.2

The two theories’ concepts of salience are remarkably similar. McCall and Sim-
mons view role identities as sources of possible performance—the higher the pos-
sibility that an identity might be performed, the greater its situational salience (and
vice versa). For Stryker, the higher the likelihood that an individual will call up an
identity for self-presentational purposes or as a possible line of action, the greater
its salience. In both theories, then, an identity’s salience refers to its level of per-
ceived possible use in the situation at hand. The theories differ in the determinants
of identity salience. For McCall and Simmons, an identity’s prominence is a key
predictive factor (along with other desired rewards and anticipated costs of possible
performance) while for Stryker, an identity’s structural grounding in a network of
ties is the primary determinant.

One might be tempted to pit the two theories against one another to ask whether
prominence or commitment is the primary determinant of identity salience. But by
the early 1990s, multiple studies had already shown a consistent positive associa-
tion between identity commitment and identity salience (Nuttbrock and Freudiger
1991; Serpe 1987, 1991; Serpe and Stryker 1987, 1993; Stryker and Serpe 1982,
1994), and subsequent work has repeatedly supported this finding (e.g., Cassidy and
Trew 2004; Merolla et al. 2012). A key unaddressed question was whether identity
prominence and identity salience were directly related, as hypothesized by McCall
and Simmons. Stryker and Serpe took up this question explicitly in 1994, and several
other investigators have pursued the issue (Brenner et al. 2014; Gaunt and Scott 2014;
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Nuttbrock and Freudiger 1991; Parker et al. 2016; Quinn and Chaudoir 2009; Thoits
2013). The results of these studies have yielded puzzling findings: The strength of
the relationship varies dramatically across studies and identities.

3 The Relationship Between Role-Identity Importance
and Salience

Moving forward, I will substitute the term “importance” for “prominence” or “cen-
trality.” Stryker and Serpe (1994) have acknowledged that importance, centrality,
and prominence are generally equivalent in meaning, and researchers employing the
concepts of “prominence” or “centrality” in their work routinely operationalize them
with indicators of subjective importance. Thus, it is more straightforward to refer to
importance here to avoid confusion. I summarize associations between importance
and salience measures in Table 1 for nine studies, further described below in their
publication order.

Table 1 Summary of studies: correlations of importance with saliencea

Study authors and date Examined identities Correlation of importance
with salience

Nuttbrock and Freudiger
(1991)

Mother 0.24

Gaunt and Scott (2014) Parent 0.19 (mothers), 0.20 (fathers)

Work 0.44 (mothers), 0.37 (fathers)

*Stryker and Serpe (1994) Student 0.09 (men), 0.07 (women)

Friend 0.15 (men), 0.14 (women)

Athletic/recreational 0.60 (men), 0.62 (women)

Extracurricular activity 0.57 (men), 0.54 (women)

*Brenner et al. (2014) Science student 0.63, 0.56, 0.47 (at waves 1,
2, 3)

*Stets and Biga (2003) Environmentalist 0.43

*Thoits (2013) Mended Hearts volunteer 0.48

Quinn and Chaudoir (2009) Concealed stigmatized
identity

0.32

Parker et al. (2016) Homeless 0.07

Morris (2013) Most important role 0.12

Second most important role −0.15

aStudies are ordered by similarity in the types of identities they examined
*The measures of importance and salience used in these four studies are highly comparable
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Prior to Stryker and Serpe’s (1994) investigation, Nuttbrock and Freudiger (1991)
examined the relationship between the importance and salience of the mother iden-
tity among first-time mothers. Importance (they used the term “prominence”) was
indicated by anticipated happiness at being described as a good mother. Salience
was assessed by the frequency of talking about and showing pictures of their child at
school, at work, and with friends. They found that mother identity importance was
correlated 0.24 with mother identity salience.

Stryker and Serpe (1994) assessed the strength of the relationship between impor-
tance (they used the term “centrality”) and salience for four role-identities held by
college students: academic, athletic/recreational, extracurricular activity, and friend.
Importance questions asked students to contrast each role with each of the other roles
and indicate which role in each pairing was “more important to the way you think
about yourself” (p. 21), yielding a rank-ordering of identities by their importance.
Salience was the average rank ordering of the same four roles in terms of which
of these respondents would mention first, second, and so forth when (a) meeting a
roommate for the first time, (b) meeting someone at a party, (c) meeting a friend
of a close friend, and (d) telling a speech class about themselves. The results of
the analyses were confusing: For two identities—athletic and extracurricular activ-
ity identities—importance and salience were strongly and positively correlated. The
correlation was about 0.61 for the athletic identity for both men and women (who
were analyzed separately throughout the study). The association was about 0.55 for
the extracurricular identity. With respect to the other two identities—student and
friend—importance and salience were weakly correlated, about 0.08 for student,
about 0.15 for friend. Stryker and Serpe concluded that both identity importance
and identity salience likely shape individuals’ behaviors and that future studies must
incorporate measures of both concepts to further explicate their functions and their
relationships with one another.

With a sample of college students, Stets and Biga (2003) examined the impor-
tance (“prominence”) and salience of “the environment identity” or “environmen-
talist identity”: a set of self-meanings with respect to the environment.3 They noted
that an environmentalist identity is not a role identity (i.e., self-meanings in terms
of a position one holds in the social structure) but a “person identity”—meanings
attached to oneself as an individual. An environmentalist identity can range from eco-
friendly and supportive (e.g., very concerned, very protective, very passionate about
the natural environment) to eco-unfriendly and non-supportive (indifferent, not at all
protective, not at all passionate). Importance was measured as the degree to which
respondents viewed the natural environment as personally important. Salience was
assessed in terms of what one would mention first, second, third, etc. about oneself
from a list of identities (worker, environmentalist, friend, consumer, and student),
when meeting a roommate, meeting someone at a party, and going on a date with
someone for the first time. The importance and salience of the identitywere correlated
0.43 (p < 0.05).

Quinn and Chaudoir (2009) examined the importance (“centrality”) and salience
of having a concealed, stigmatized identity in two pooled samples of college students
who held a stigmatized condition that they have kept hidden from other people.
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Importance was assessed with the “Importance to Identity” subscale of Luhtanen
and Crocker’s (1992) Collective Self Esteem scale (e.g., “My concealed identity
is an important reflection of who I am”). Salience was the frequency with which
students thought about their concealed identity. They reported a correlation of 0.32
(p < 0.01) between the two measures.

Morris (2013) asked junior college and four-year college students to write down
two roles that were most important to how they think of themselves. Students most
frequently cited family/romantic and academic roles in response. To measure each
role’s subjective importance, students were asked to strongly agree (= 5) to strongly
disagree (= 1) that “This role is very important to me.” To assess salience Morris
asked students a hypothetical question: if theywere in a situation in which they had to
choose only one of their twomost important roles, which onewould they choose? For
the first role that students wrote down, the association of importance with salience
was 0.12 (p < 0.001). For the second role, the correlation was −0.15 (p < 0.001).
This negative correlationwas because students were given a simple binary choice as a
measure of salience; by question design, choosing one made the other automatically
less likely. Morris (p. 29) reported, “…61.7% of respondents strongly agreed that
Role 1 was very important to them and selected this role identity in the face of a
salience challenge; however, 38.3% selected Role 2. The difference was statistically
significant…Despite the overlap between these concepts, these data show that not
all respondents chose to enact their most important role identity, given a choice.”

Thoits (2013) studied the importance and salience (using the term “invocation”)
of a specific volunteer identity, Mended Hearts visitor. Mended Hearts is a national
organization of former cardiac patients who visit and give support to current heart
patients and their families while in the hospital. Importance was measured by the
question, “How important to you is being a Mended Hearts visitor?” (1 = not at all
important to 10 = extremely important), and salience was the response to, “How
likely is it that you would mention your role as a Mended Hearts visitor to someone
you met for the first time?” (1 = not at all likely to 10 = extremely likely). Visitor
identity importance was correlated 0.48 (p < 0.001) with visitor identity salience.

Gaunt and Scott (2014) studied the parent and work identities of married cou-
ples with school age children. Respondents were presented with a list of eight role-
identities (including work and parent) and were asked to allocate 100 percentage
points among these roles to indicate how important (“central”) each one was to
them. To measure salience, respondents were given a 10-item “Who Am I?” task.
The ordering of the parental and work identities on respondents’ Who Am I lists
indicated their salience, with 10 assigned to an identity listed first, 9 assigned to an
identity listed second, and so on. Parent importance and salience scores were corre-
lated 0.19 (p < 0.05) and 0.20 (p < 0.05) for mothers and fathers, respectively. Work
importance and salience were correlated 0.44 (p < 0.001) for mothers and 0.37 (p <
0.001) for fathers.4

Parker et al. (2016) surveyed homeless men in Atlanta to assess the various ways
that they conceived of themselves and how these conceptions were related to their
self-esteemand self-efficacy. The importance (“centrality”) and salience of the home-
less identity were among the roles assessed. Respondents were given a list of roles
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and groups—including “being homeless,” “disabled,” and “a veteran,” along with
conventional roles—and were asked to choose the five roles or groups that were
most important to them. The role or group ranked as most important was scored 5,
the second most important was scored 4, and so forth, with roles and groups that
were not among the top 5 scored 0. To assess salience, respondents were asked what
they most often talk about when spending time with friends, with family, with ser-
vice providers, in the doctor’s office or hospital, and at a shelter. They were asked to
choose two roles or groups that they talked about most often in each setting, from a
list of 18 roles or groups (e.g., friendship or other friends, family members or family
problems, being homeless or homeless issues). The total number of settings in which
a respondent most frequently talked about being homeless indicated the salience of
the homeless identity. The importance of the homeless identity was unrelated to its
salience (r = 0.07, p = NS).

Finally, Brenner et al. (2014) examined the causal relationship between impor-
tance (“prominence”) and salience with longitudinal data, focusing on the science
student identity. They employed a nationwide sample of under-represented under-
graduate, graduate, and professional students in science, technology, engineering,
and mathematics fields. Brenner et al. used a four-item scale to measure the impor-
tance of a science student identity (e.g., “Being a scientist is an important part of
my self-image,” strongly agree = 5 to strongly disagree = 1). To measure salience,
respondents were asked to rate on a 10-point scale how certain they would be to men-
tion their desire to be a scientist when meeting a coworker, a person of the opposite
sex, a friend of a friend, and a friend of a familymember for the first time. Importance
and salience were assessed at each of three semesters that followed respondents’ ini-
tial enrollment in the panel survey. Associations of importance with salience were
0.63, 0.56, and 0.47 at each of the three waves of data, respectively (Figure 2, p. 242).
It is notable that when cross-lagged effects of the two identity constructs on each
other were analyzed, the results clearly showed the importance of the science student
identity predicted its salience and not the reverse. Although confined to one identity
only, this finding supports McCall and Simmons’ role identity argument that identity
prominence is a determinant of identity salience and underscores the utility of incor-
porating measures of both concepts in identity-related studies, as recommended two
decades earlier by Stryker and Serpe (1994).

It should be clear from this fairly detailed summary of studies that identity impor-
tance and salience have been measured in dramatically different ways, yielding a set
of confusing findings. I will argue in what follows that this confusion can be traced
to the ways that identity salience has been assessed across studies.
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4 Sources of Variability in the Prominence (Importance)
and Salience Relationship

When one scans the associations between importance and salience in Table 1, one
sees consistency in their direction. All associations are positive, with one exception
due to Morris’s use of a binary salience measure. But there is striking variability
in their strength. Associations range from near zero to slightly above 0.60. What
might account for such enormous variability in strength? Two explanations have
been suggested.

Brenner and DeLamater (2014) have argued that when individuals are asked to
attach importance or value to the various identities they hold, they are motivated
to match their identity salience ratings to their importance ratings to sustain their
self-images or self-presentations. “…[T]he directive nature of survey measurement
makes it difficult to conceive of a measure of identity salience that does not prime
the identity, encouraging the alignment of importance and salience…” (Brenner and
DeLamater 2014, 492). But, clearly, such priming is not consistently evident, given
associations ranging from 0.07 to 0.63 across nine survey studies.

Stryker and Serpe (1994) proposed instead that importance and salience may be
more tightly correlated for identities that are structurally constrained, giving per-
sons little choice about when and how to enact them (see also Serpe 1987; Stryker
and Serpe 1982; Stryker et al. 2005; Brenner et al. 2014)—Thoits (2003) character-
izes such role identities as “obligatory” (e.g., spouse, parent, worker). Conversely,
correlations between importance and salience may be weaker for structurally uncon-
strained identities that individuals can perform by choice—“voluntary” identities in
Thoits’s terms (e.g., friend, churchgoer, community volunteer).5 Counter to Stryker
and Serpe’s suggestion, however, “parent”—perhaps the most obligatory identity of
those studied (see Table 1)—produced correlations between importance and salience
that were weaker than those for voluntary identities. For example, the parent iden-
tity yielded associations of 0.24 for new mothers (Nuttbrock and Freudiger 1991)
and 0.19 and 0.20 for mothers and fathers (Gaunt and Scott 2014), while correla-
tions for voluntary identities were about 0.60 and 0.55 for athletic and extracurric-
ular identities (Stryker and Serpe 1994), 0.48 for volunteer (Thoits 2013), and 0.43
for environmentalist (Stets and Biga 2003). Additionally, there are obvious within-
category differences in correlations. For example, the voluntary identity of “friend”
yielded minimal association between importance and salience—about 0.15 (Stryker
and Serpe 1994)—while, as just mentioned, voluntary athletic and extracurricular
identities produced strong correlations (0.60 and 0.55, respectively). Similarly, the
more obligatory identities of “student” and “science student” generated associations
that were drastically different from one another: about 0.08 for student (Stryker and
Serpe 1994) and 0.63 for science student at Wave 1 (Brenner et al. 2014). These
inconsistencies undermine the suggestion that degree of choice, or the obligatory
versus voluntary nature of a role identity, explains the wide range of correlations
between importance and salience appearing in Table 1.
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A more obvious explanation lies in the dramatic variations in how importance
and salience have been measured across studies. Fortunately, however, four studies
(asterisked in Table 1) covering seven identities employ roughly comparable assess-
ments of these concepts: rankings or ratings of the subjective importance of each
identity, and rankings or ratings of the likelihood of mentioning particular identities
when introducing oneself for the first time to other people (Brenner et al. 2014; Stets
and Biga 2003; Stryker and Serpe 1994; Thoits 2013). Five of the seven associations
were moderate to strong, above 0.40 (see the asterisked studies in Table 1). But as
mentioned above, “student” and “science student” produced radically different rela-
tionships between importance and salience (r= about 0.08 in Stryker and Serpe 1994,
vs. 0.63 in Brenner et al. 2014) and “friend” yielded a puzzlingly weak correlation
of about 0.15 compared to voluntary identities based in athletic and extracurricular
activities, about 0.60 and 0.55 (Stryker and Serpe 1994). Thus, even when measures
of importance and salience are directly comparable across studies, inconsistencies
in the strength of their associations still appear.

However, when one examines the potential audiences that respondents were asked
to imagine when introducing themselves in these four studies, another possibility
arises: Respondents might have tailored the identities that they invoked to the audi-
ences that were posed. Consider, for example, the audiences that Stryker and Serpe
(1994) queried whenmeasuring salience. They asked student respondents to imagine
introducing themselves to a roommate, to someone at a party, to a friend of a close
friend, and to a speech class. To mention one’s student identity to a roommate or to
a speech class seems unlikely—the identity is shared by all, is probably taken for
granted in the situation, and thus is simply too obvious to mention. But one might
find it appropriate to bring up one’s student identity whenmeeting someone at a party
for the first time or when describing oneself to a friend of a close friend. Further,
when meeting the friend of one’s close friend, one’s friend identity also would be
obvious, even redundant, information to offer; it seems unlikely that one would call
it up (unless it were necessary to explain how one knows the person held in com-
mon). And because a majority of people hold a friend identity (Thoits 1992), would
it even occur to respondents to mention this role identity when describing themselves
to a speech class? Probably not. In short, the interactional context—the composi-
tion of the imagined audience—might sever the connection between the personal
importance of an identity and its likelihood of being invoked. In contrast, athletic
and extracurricular identities were better candidates for mention to all four proposed
audiences because these identities were not necessarily held in common with these
audiences and provided differentiating information about the self.

The audiences to which respondents were asked to imagine describing themselves
also help to explain why Brenner and colleagues (2014) obtained a strong positive
relationship between the importance and salience of what they termed the “science
student identity” (b = 0.63, 0.56, and 0.47 at Waves 1, 2, and 3, respectively). They
asked respondents about the personal importance of being a “scientist” and whether
they would mention their “desire to be a scientist” (p. 241) whenmeeting a coworker,
a person of the opposite sex, a friend of a friend, and a friend of a family member
for the first time. The audiences they asked their respondents to imagine were not
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explicitly college-related nor students. Hence, it would be situationally appropriate
and acceptable to invoke an aspiring scientist identity with such audiences, especially
if the identity were personally important. Similarly, when examining students’ envi-
ronmentalist identity, Stets and Biga (2003) employed hypothetical audiences—a
roommate, someone at a party, a new date—which did not include individuals who
were known to be environmentalists themselves; again, respondentswho viewed their
environmental identity as important could mention it without it seeming inappropri-
ate or obvious (r = 0.43). In contrast with these prior studies, Thoits (2013) asked
Mended Hearts volunteers how likely they were to mention their visitor identity to
“someone you met for the first time,” without specifying the interactional situation
any further. Those who viewed the identity as very important were thus free to invoke
it, again resulting in a modestly strong correlation between the two concepts (r =
0.48).

In sum, variability in the strength of the relationship between identity impor-
tance and identity salience across surveys may be traceable, at least in part, to the
explicit or implied interactional contexts in which respondents were asked to imag-
ine themselves when providing self-descriptions. In the next sections, I examine this
possibility. Specifically, I explore the ways in which an anticipated social context
influences respondents to offer or withhold mention of a role identity that is very
important to them.

5 Qualitative Responses to Salience Questions

To date, survey respondents have not been asked to explain why they might or might
not mention particular role identities upon meeting people for the first time. For-
tunately, the Mended Hearts study discussed earlier (Thoits 2013) included such
questions in the second of its two phases. In the first phase of the study, a random
sample of Mended Hearts volunteer visitors responded to a survey assessing various
dimensions of their visitor identity and their physical and psychological well-being.
In the second phase, a follow-up telephone interview explored several aspects of the
visitor identity in greater depth.

Sample. Mended Hearts, Inc. is a national, non-profit, self-help organization affil-
iated with the American College of Cardiologists. Its mission is to provide peer
support to cardiac patients and their families (Mended Hearts, Inc. 2002). There are
around 300 local Mended Hearts chapters nationwide. Former heart patients and
former caregivers to heart patients (usually former patients’ spouses) supply infor-
mation, encouragement, and hope to current patients and family members through
hospital visits or an online Internet Visiting Program. The Visiting Chair of each
local chapter trains new visitors with a manual and videos supplied by the national
organization; he or she also supervises trainees’ hospital visits until they have com-
pleted the program and received accreditation. All Mended Hearts visitors must be
re-accredited formally each year.
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There is no nationally-maintained list of visitors; only the Visiting Chairs of local
Mended Hearts chapters keep lists of their volunteer visitors. In the spring of 2011,
with the permission and support of Mended Hearts, Inc., I drew a random sample of
79 chapters from a nationwide list. Research assistants successfully contacted 76 of
the 79 chapters’ Visiting Chairs and asked them to distribute surveys to their active
visitors. Only six Visiting Chairs did not follow through. Across the 70 participating
chapters, the total number of potential respondents was 877, an average of 12.5
visitors per chapter. The response rate to the survey was 52% (N = 458).

Of these survey respondents, 50% (N = 230) indicated willingness to participate
in a follow-up, qualitative telephone interview focused on their visiting experiences.
A team of 10 trained graduate students conducted the telephone interviews in the
summer of 2011. Interviews averaged 45 minutes in duration, were recorded with
permission, and were transcribed and then de-identified to maintain respondents’
confidentiality. Of 230 willing respondents, 226 completed the telephone interview.
For the purposes of the present study, I drew a random subsample of 80 telephone
interviews for detailed coding and analysis.

Table 2 reports the characteristics of phase 1 survey respondents, phase 2 telephone
respondents, and the subsample of 80 telephone respondents who were drawn for
qualitative analysis. The characteristics of the three groups are very similar. The
majority are male (with significantly more men in the telephone sample compared to
the survey sample), the vast majority are white (with somewhat fewer whites in the
telephone subsample), and the average respondent is in his or her early 70s, with the
subsample group somewhat younger than the phase 1 survey respondents. Therewere
no differences among the three groups in education, with roughly 75% with some
college education or more. The majority of respondents were patient visitors, which
indicates that they were former heart patients themselves; however, the telephone
group and telephone subgroup included significantly more patient visitors than the
initial survey group. (By Mended Hearts rules, only former heart patients may serve
as patient visitors. Spouses who were caregivers to former patients visit with family
members. Former patients and their spouses often make hospital calls as teams.)
There were no significant differences among the groups in years of Mended Hearts
membership, with a mean of about eight years of visiting service. Finally, almost
60% of the subsample of interviewees had been visited byMended Hearts volunteers
when they were patients themselves; this question was not asked in the survey and
was coded only for the subgroup of telephone interviewees.

Mean Ratings and Correlations of Visitor Importance and Visitor Salience. Table 3
reports respondents’ ratings of the importance and salience of their visitor identity
and shows the correlations between the two variables, for the three groups. These
importance and salience ratings come from the phase 1 survey data, where respon-
dents were asked, “How important to you is being aMendedHearts visitor?” (1= not
at all important to 10 = extremely important), and “How likely is it that you would
mention your role as a Mended Hearts visitor to someone you met for the first time?”
(1 = not at all likely to 10 = extremely likely). It is clear that the visitor identity
was very important to respondents, averaging a rating of eight on the 10 point scale.
Telephone respondents attached slightly (but significantly) higher importance to their
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Table 2 Characteristics of survey respondents (N = 458), telephone respondents (N = 226), and
the random subsample of telephone respondents (N = 80)

Survey Rs
% or mean (st.d.)

Telephone Rs
% or mean (st.d.)

Subsample of telephone
Rs
% or mean (st.d.)

Male 58.9 65.5a 62.5

Female 41.1 34.5 37.5

White 96.2 96.4 93.7b

Minority 3.8 3.6 6.3

Age (range 41–91)

Less than 60 7.0 7.1 10.0

60–69 28.5 29.3 31.3

70–79 38.3 40.4 38.8

80–91 26.2 23.1 20.0

Age (in years) 72.9 (8.8) 72.4 (8.8) 71.4 (9.1)a

High school or less 25.3 22.2 28.8

Some college 28.9 27.6 27.5

College degree 25.8 26.7 23.8

Graduate degree 20.0 23.6 20.0

Visitor role

Patient visitor 75.6 77.0a 81.3b

Caregiver visitor 10.4 7.5 11.3

Both 12.0 15.5 7.5

Unspecified 4.1 0.0 0.0

Years of membership (range 1–37)

1–5 years 43.5 44.7 48.8

6–10 years 27.8 26.1 23.8

11–15 years 15.8 15.5 16.3

16–20 years 7.1 8.0 6.3

21+ years 6.2 5.8 5.0

Mean years of
membership

8.3 (6.7) 8.2 (6.6) 7.7 (6.5)

Visited by Mended Hearts n.a. n.a. 59.5

Not visited by Mended
Hearts

n.a. n.a. 40.5

aSignificantly different from survey respondents
bSignificantly different from telephone respondents
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Table 3 Ratings of visitor identity importance and salience, and the correlations of the two
variables, by sample group

Survey Rs
Mean (st.d.)

Telephone Rs
Mean (st.d.)

Subsample of telephone Rs
Mean (st.d.)

Visitor importance (1–10) 8.2 (1.6) 8.4 (1.5)**a 8.4 (1.6)

Visitor salience (1–10) 7.0 (2.7) 7.1 (2.7) 7.2 (2.6)

Correlation of importance with
salience

0.48*** 0.42*** 0.61***

N of respondents 458 226 80

aSignificantly different from survey respondents
*p < 0.05 **p < 0.01 ***p < 0.001

visitor identity than respondents in the full survey sample. Ratings of visitor salience
were also high across the three groups (a mean of seven), although not quite as high
as the mean for importance. Notice also that the standard deviations for salience
were larger than those for importance, suggesting greater variability in respondents’
estimates of the likelihood they would mention this volunteer identity when meeting
new people. Correlations between importance and salience were modest to strong
across the three sample groups, with the subsample showing the strongest correlation
(0.61, p < 0.001).

6 Respondents’ Thoughts About Invoking Their Mended
Hearts Identity

The phase 2 follow-up qualitative interviews were conducted one to two months
after all surveys had been returned. In the phone interviews, respondents were asked
again about the salience of their visitor identity, but this time with some context
added: “If you were describing yourself to someone you met for the first time at a
party or while on vacation, how likely is it that you would mention volunteering as
a Mended Hearts Visitor to this person?” Interviewers recorded participants’ open-
ended responses and then probed when necessary, for example, “What might lead
you to mention it?” or “Is there anything else that might prompt you to bring it up?”

Seventy-eight of the 80 subsample interviewees answered these questions (two
respondents were not asked due to time constraints). To provide an overview of
their responses, I coded the gist of their replies into eight categories, summarized
in Table 4. Some respondents (27%, N = 21) supplied an answer to the salience
question(s) without discussing a contingency—categories 1, 2, and 8 in Table 4
for “very unlikely,” “unlikely,” and “very likely,” respectively. However, the great
majority of respondents (73%, N = 57) not only indicated the relative likelihood
of invoking their visitor identity but added a qualifier (see categories 7 through 3):
They would describe themselves as a Mended Hearts visitor if they were asked
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Table 4 Respondents’ replies to open-ended visitor salience questions, telephone subsample only
(N = 78)

%

8 I am very likely to mention my visitor identity 19.2

%

7 I am likely to mention my visitor identity if I’m asked what I do 29.5

6 I am likely to mention my visitor identity if health topics come up 5.1

5 It depends (on other factors); sometimes I will mention it 19.2

4 I am unlikely to mention my visitor identity unless I’m asked what I do 5.1

3 I am unlikely to mention my visitor identity unless health topics come up 14.1

%

2 I am unlikely to mention my visitor identity 6.4

1 I am very unlikely to mention my visitor identity 1.3

100.0

what they do, not unless heart or health problems came up in the conversation, or
sometimes when there were other situational contingencies (e.g., “when someone at
the gym notices and asks about my scar”). In short, the most frequent answers to
a typically-worded identity salience question—“how likely are you to mention this
role when meeting people in X or Y situation for the first time?”—were variations
on “it depends.”

Table 4 conveys an important message. Even in an imagined situation in which
they were free to invoke any identity they wished, the majority said they would
not volunteer this information about themselves without receiving an explicit invi-
tation to do so or perceiving a relevant conversational opening. In other words, their
salience responses were influenced by aspects of the context: (a) norms about how
a conversation between strangers should unfold and (b) opportunities that emerged
in the conversation for mentioning this particular identity involvement. I elaborate
these contextual features further in the next sections.

7 Conversational Norms Governing Identity Invocation

Two closely related conversational norms can be detected in participants’ open-ended
responses to the salience questions. The first was that individuals should not offer
up descriptions of themselves spontaneously. To do so might be seen by interaction
partners as bragging, in this case because volunteering in hospitals is generally viewed
as an admirable altruistic activity. Several respondents raised this concern about
spontaneously mentioning their volunteer work to newly-met people, despite its
importance to them6:
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I don’t think it’s something…that I would just go up and say, “Hey, I’m a Mended Hearts
volunteer. Let me tell you about it.” You know what I’m saying? ‘Cuz that seems a little
bit forward, like maybe you’re bragging on yourself or something. But if the door opens,
yes, I’m always happy to do that, to share that. (Piper, Southern chapter, importance = 9,
salience = 10, qualitative likelihood of invocation = 5 [it depends])

(I: …how likely is it that you would mention volunteering as a Mended Hearts visitor to
this person?) Uh, zero percent chance. (I: Okay. Um, so you – is it just not something that
you talk about very often, or talk about to describe yourself or your activities?) Yeah, I think
that [visiting is] something I’ve given freely, and talking about it seems to point towards me
instead of – [it would be] pointing in the wrong direction, you get my –? (I: Yeah, yeah.) If I
talk about it a lot, it’s like I must be doing it for the public gratification. I’m not interested in
that. (Pete, Central chapter, importance= 6, salience= 2, qualitative likelihood of invocation
= 1 [very unlikely])

In short, it would be forward, perhaps even self-aggrandizing, to initiate a
conversation with a stranger by citing one’s volunteer identity.

More generally, respondents indicated that it might be inappropriate to offer up
any identity information as an immediate conversational opener with a stranger.
The overriding norm is that one should wait for an invitation to describe oneself.7

This norm was evident in respondents’ repeated descriptions of how a “normal”
or “typical” conversation with a stranger would unfold and hence why they would
mention their visitor identity if they were asked or why they would not mention their
identity unless they were asked (35%, N = 27):

Very likely. (I: Yeah?) Yeah. (I: Is it usually something you bring up right after introduction,
or…?) No, like, in the initial conversation, people will normally say, “What do you do?” or
“Are you working, are you retired?”…And then I’ll say, “We’re retired, but this is what we
do.” So it’s early in the conversation usually, when somebody shows an interest in what our
occupation is. (Lydia, Southern chapter, importance= 8, salience= 8, qualitative likelihood
of invocation = 7 [likely, if asked what I do])

Oh, it’s probably very likely, as I got to know ‘em. It probably wouldn’t be the first thing
out of my mouth, but, yeah, I would, I would talk about it. I’m, I’m proud of what we do. (I:
Mmm, so what might lead you to mention it? Kind of in the course of conversation?) Oh, I
don’t know. It just depends on, it depends on how the conversation goes. You get around to,
“OK, you’re retired; what do you do now with your time?” Yeah, when people ask me that
question, I’m pleased to tell them what I do. (Albert, Southwest chapter, importance = 8,
salience = 7, qualitative likelihood of invocation = 7 [likely, if asked what I do])

Several respondents described a variant of this normative conversational sequence
due to carrying, wearing, or otherwise displaying signals of their visitor status.

I mean, that can even happen in the grocery line at the grocery store. Possibly. Because
lots of times I’ve been to visit [at the hospital], I’ve [still] got my vest on, it says, “Ask me
about Mended Hearts,” but people ask, and then when you tell them, they’re, “That’s really
neat!” (Ursula, Midwest chapter, importance = 10, salience = 10, qualitative likelihood of
invocation = 7 [likely, if asked what I do])

Well, we just came back from [vacation], and, uh, when I was in a pool, I met a lot of
men, different men from different parts of the country, and we were talking baseball and
everything, and…two guys did notice my scar. So they says, you know, “Did you have a
heart operation?” I said, “Oh yeah.” And I told ‘em I’m a member of Mended Hearts and if
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they ever have a need to volunteer, this is what you need to do…But, uh, but I, you know,
I don’t just bring it up. (Burt, Central chapter, importance = 10, salience = 10, qualitative
likelihood of invocation = 5 [it depends])

These conversational norms—specific to a first encounter between unacquainted
individuals—almost guarantee that perceived identity importance and identity
salience will not be perfectly correlated. For a majority of Mended Hearts visitors
(those in categories 7, 5, and 4 in Table 4), invoking this identity depended on situ-
ational contingencies: whether they have been asked about their occupations, about
the meaning of the identity indicators that they display on their persons, or about
other highly specific circumstances (e.g., having to explain why Wednesday would
not be possible for a get-together).8

Despite the norm that one should wait to describe oneself until asked, a subset
of visitors (19%, N = 15, category 8 in Table 4) claimed they were “very likely” to
seize any and all opportunities to mention their Mended Hearts identity. Some were
explicit about their lack of reticence:

Uh, we – (laugh) well, we hardly ever talk to anybody we don’t mention Mended Hearts and
what we do. Uh, that’s, that’s usually always the, one of the topics of conversation. (Bonnie,
Central chapter, importance = 10, salience = 10, qualitative likelihood of invocation = 8
[very likely])

I, I have a lot of [Mended Hearts] business cards and, uh, I give ‘em out wherever I can,
and…I have been invited to speak to different groups [for other organizations], and, uh, I
take [Mended Hearts] material along and give out my business cards and all this, because
you never know when you might run into somewhere you need it, you know? (Wendell,
Southern chapter, importance = 10, salience = 10, qualitative likelihood of invocation = 8
[very likely])

Willingness to be so “forward” with strangers about who they are suggests an
enthusiasm for and subjective commitment to the role (and to the Mended Hearts
organization itself) that complements the importance that respondents attach to this
identity.

8 Conversational Openings: Situational Appropriateness Is
the Key

In contrast to individuals who say they are likely to bring up their Mended Hearts
identity (a) when asked what they do, (b) when asked about visible markers of their
identity, or even (c) regardless of having been asked, respondents who say they
generally would not invoke the identity make an exception: when cardiac problems
come up as a topic of conversation. Specifically, if a newly-met person raises his or
her own heart history or a family member’s heart issues, respondents are then likely
to invoke their visitor identity (category 3 in Table 4, 14%, N = 11):

(I: …how likely is it that you would mention volunteering as a Mended Hearts visitor?)
Very, very, very unlikely. (I: Ok. So –) Unless they told me that they had a heart problem.
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(I: So that’s really the only reason that might –) That’s the only thing…If I’m on vacation
and somebody says, “I’m going for a heart thing” or “I’ve had a heart thing,” then I’ll, then
I – (I: Ok.) Pop right in. (Yogi, Northeast chapter, importance = 4, salience = 1, qualitative
likelihood of invocation = 3 [unlikely, unless health comes up])

But you know, I don’t think in regular, just first meeting someone or talking to someone
would be – No, I don’t think I would bring it up. (I: So it kind of depends then on what
comes up in the conversation?) Right. Right, yeah. (I: So what kind of things that might come
up would lead you to talk about Mended Hearts?) Anything medical. (I: Ok.) You know,
somebody is talking about somebody they know [who] had emphysema or something like
that, and then I’d say, you know, “Do they have any heart problem?” And then you could lead
into Mended Hearts. (I: Yeah.) Because you know, I do talk about it a tremendous amount.
(laughs) (I: Yeah.) But I wouldn’t just say it to anybody, you know, unless they headed in that
direction. (Susan, Northeast chapter, importance= 8, salience= 5, qualitative likelihood of
invocation = 3 [unlikely, unless health comes up])

What accounts for this apparent reticence to mention the visitor identity unless
other people’s cardiac problems come up as a conversational topic? There are three
possible factors. First, attaching less importance to the identity than the average
respondent may lower the probability of calling it up (McCall and Simmons 1978).
Indeed, thosewho said theywere unlikely to invoke their visitor identity (respondents
in categories 1 through 4 inTable 4) rated the identity as significantly less important to
them compared to respondents who viewed invoking the visitor identity as probable
(respondents in categories 6 through 8): 7.4 versus 8.8 on the 10 point importance
scale, respectively (not shown). Along these lines, a handful of individuals stated
explicitly that the Mended Hearts role identity was less important to them than other
role identities. For example:

So, um, but like I said, it’s just not the first thing I tell people. You know. (I: Yeah, well, I
–) I’m a mom. (I: Sorry. Go ahead. [laughs]). I’m just saying, I’m a mom and a wife, and a
worship leader in my church. These are things I’d rather talk about. But that doesn’t mean
that I don’t want to talk about Mended Hearts. It’s just a priority thing. (Vanessa, Rocky
Mountain chapter, importance = 6, salience = 7, qualitative likelihood of invocation = 4
[unlikely, unless asked what I do])

Modesty is a second factor that may cause respondents to invoke their Mended
Hearts identity only when a conversational opening occurs. As noted earlier, many
were concerned about appearing to brag about engaging in volunteer work. Yet
another respondent cited this rationale:

Uh, that would probably be one of the last things I’d ever bring up. (I: Okay. Is there anything
that might lead you to mention it?) Um, well, (pause), well, I would say if in the context of
conversation it came up about my having had heart surgery, and if you know, the person, you
know, we were talking about that, I might say, “Well, yes, and I belong to this group, and
within that group I do volunteer visiting.” But I’m not one to kind of toot my own horn, you
know? (Lindsay, Northeast chapter, importance = 6, salience = 2, qualitative likelihood of
invocation = 3 [unlikely, unless health comes up])

A third factor might have to do with concerns about sharing personal health
information with strangers, although privacy concerns were rarely voiced in the
interviews. Tim articulated the issue most clearly:
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Um, I don’t know. There’s–it’s some people don’t talk a lot about health problems. In other
words, when you meet someone for the first time, you’re certainly not gonna share a health
problem, but you might as you get closer to them. So, because, because Mended Hearts
is relating to a health problem, there would be less chance that it would come up in the
conversation. (I: Okay, okay, I see. So it would only –) The only reason I’m a Mended
Hearts visitor is because I had open heart surgery. So the question is, do I want to share that
with someone I’m meeting, a new person I meet? I don’t know. (Tim, Northeast chapter,
importance = 8, salience = 9, qualitative likelihood of invocation = 5 [it depends])

When a conversational opening occurs, however, this reticence disappears.
Respondents who were likely to invoke their visitor identity if heart problems came
up (category 6, Table 4) and those who were unlikely unless heart problems came
up (category 3) said that they would very probably disclose their visitor identity at
this juncture. Why? They perceived their visitor identity to be directly related to the
conversational topic at hand. Cardiac problems and cardiac surgery are these respon-
dents’ areas of experiential and informational expertise. Additionally, they have been
trained to give hope and support to people who are worried or fearful about their own
or a loved one’s health.When heart-related issues are raised by an interaction partner,
respondents presume it is situationally appropriate (perhaps even their duty, given
the goals of the visiting role) to bring their visitor identity into play.

Many respondents spontaneously described what they were likely to say when
the topic of cardiac problems was introduced by another person. They offered infor-
mation about their own heart history, what their volunteer work entails, the mission
of the organization, and/or the availability of a local chapter to join. In effect, some
appeared to take this conversational opportunity not only to describe but to shift into
enacting their visitor role:

Well, I probably wouldn’t bring it up unless somebody says, “Well, I had a heart attack,”
or, “I had a bypass,” and it leads into to saying, “Well, I had one of those, too, and let me
tell you what I do.” (Daniel, Mid-Atlantic chapter, importance= 6, salience= 4, qualitative
likelihood of invocation = 3 [unlikely, unless health comes up])

Um, if that person brought up heart [issues], most definitely. There are people throughout my
life…they’ve had a whatever [kind of heart problem]…and I tell them that there is strength
and hope, and there is Mended Hearts, and we have meetings, and we have literature, and
that there is, you know, there is someone that can, you know, break down the problems you’re
going through, besides your doctor. (Fiona, Central chapter, importance = 10, salience =
10, qualitative likelihood of invocation = 6 [likely, if health comes up])

I would mention it, because there are times when people will talk about someone who has
either gone through the procedure, you know, a friend of theirs, or even a family member,
and I’ll say, “Oh,” you know, “Did you – have they ever thought about Mended Hearts?”
And that’s when I have an opening to say, “Hey, this is what we are, this is our chapter
here in [Central City],” and so on and so forth. “Now, of course, there are [chapters] all
over the United States” and so on and so forth. And, uh, it gives me an opportunity to step
in, yes. (Lennie, Central chapter, importance = 10, salience = 10, qualitative likelihood of
invocation = 6 [likely, if health comes up])

In general, it appears that individuals are likely to mention—and even enact—a
particular role identity when it is situationally appropriate to do so. “Appropriate”
means suitable, proper, or fitting for a particular person, place, or circumstance. In
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this case, given the conversational topic, it is suitable or fitting to invoke an identity
that is directly relevant to that topic. Situational appropriateness also implies norma-
tive appropriateness: it is conventional, expected, or socially desirable to invoke an
identity that fits the current situation. In particular, for Mended Hearts volunteers, it
is normatively appropriate to respond to another person’s expressed concerns about
heart problems by bringing up their own experiences, activities, and knowledge about
heart problems and how to cope with them.

These observations imply that respondents’ identity salience responses depend
not only on interactional norms, as discussed earlier (e.g., one should wait to be
asked about oneself) but also on the normative context (i.e., one should call forth
an identity that best fits the situation at hand). Put another way, norms regarding
conversational process and conversational content govern whether individuals will
invoke a particular role identity from their set of available identities, at least when
interacting with newly-met strangers at a party or on vacation.

9 Discussion and Conclusions

Two identity theories differ regarding the determinants of identity invocation (i.e.,
salience). McCall and Simmons’ (1978) role-identity theory posited that, among
other factors, the subjective importance (prominence) of an identity would predict
it being called up for potential enactment. Stryker’s identity theory (1980) proposed
instead that an identity’s degree of network embeddedness (commitment) would
govern its invocation. These theoretical differences raised the empirical question of
whether perceived importance was in fact related to identity invocation, and if so,
how strongly related (Stryker and Serpe 1994).

The present analysis was inspired by puzzling variations across a number of
studies in the size of the association found between identity importance and identity
salience—relationships varied in strength fromnear zero to 0.63.A reviewof theways
that identity salience has been measured in prior studies led me to suspect that unrec-
ognized situational contingencies in the salience questionsmay have influenced those
study findings. The specific audiences with which individuals were asked to imagine
themselves interacting may have altered their readiness to invoke certain role iden-
tities over others. In other words, the identity or identities that study participants
invoked may have depended on the imagined social context of the interaction.

TheMendedHearts project enabled a qualitative exploration of individuals’ open-
ended rationales for bringing up or withholding references to a role identity that most
view as very important to them. Respondents described their probable lines of action
when talking with newly-met persons at a party or on vacation. It is relevant to note
that this scenario meets the key scope condition of identity theory: It asks respon-
dents to envision circumstances that provide freedom of choice among identities to
mention. Additionally, it avoids the audience problems built into the salience ques-
tions that were posed in some prior studies; in this project, imagined conversational
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partners are not characterized in ways that might heighten or inhibit respondents’
willingness to invoke their volunteer work.

Given these precautions and the high personal importance of the visitor identity
to members of the subsample, one might have expected members to say without
hesitation or caveat that they would be very likely to bring up their visitor identity.
Although 19% of the subsample did say this, fully 73% said they would do so “if
X,” or would not do so “unless Y.” In other words, the majority of interviewees
described specific conditions or contingencies under which they would call up their
visitor identity.

Conversational norms curbed respondents’ probabilities of invoking their visitor
identity. Specifically, norms require that one wait to be asked what one does for
a living, and one should not jump ahead to supply unasked for information, espe-
cially unsolicited positive information that might be seen as showing off. Conversely,
respondents were motivated to invoke their visitor identity when they perceived it to
be situationally, or normatively, appropriate. In particular, when their interactional
partner raised the topic of heart problems, the participants’ visitor role identity then
became both relevant and suitable (and perhaps even obligatory) to bring up in the
conversational context.9

These interactional contingencies decouple the personal importance of a role iden-
tity from its salience.10 Regardless of how important the identity is, one should wait
for an invitation to cite it; regardless of how unimportant the identity may be among
one’s multiple roles, one should call it up when a relevant and appropriate conver-
sational opening appears. In general, the analysis suggests that situations allowing
“free choice” of identity are not truly free or unconstrained: normsmatter, situational
appropriateness matters, in general, context matters. Hidden contingencies emerged
even in seemingly unconstrained circumstances.

What does this mean for the measurement of identity salience in future work?
Minimally, typical salience questionswill need to exclude interactionswith imagined
role partners who hold the same roles that respondents do (e.g., avoid asking college
students if they would introduce themselves as a “student” to a new roommate or a
speech class). Question wording should also take advantage of conversational norms
that encourage identity invocation (e.g., “You’ve met a new person at a party who
has just said, ‘Tell me about yourself’—what would you say first, second, etc. in
reply?”).

Stryker and Serpe (1994) have offered a more radical measurement suggestion:
Use laboratory-based strategies that bypass the conscious, deliberative information
processing required by typical salience questions used in surveys. They noted that
identities can be considered self-schemas, i.e., “cognitive generalizations about the
self, derived from past experience” that “organize and guide the processing of self-
related information” (Markus 1977, 63). Because self-schemas enable swift and
efficient cognitive processing, individuals are not necessarily aware of them (Markus
et al. 1985). Their existence can be assessed through the rapidity and patterning of
subjects’ responses to schema-relevant and -irrelevant cues presented on-screen in
controlled conditions.
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On the basis of the findings here, Iwould counter that identity invocationmay actu-
ally require deliberation, and thus, that surveymethods remain viable. The qualitative
data suggest that situations of “free choice” are not free of imagined or anticipated
contingencies. If this is true, then individuals need to think through such contingen-
cies. To illustrate, consider Stryker and Serpe’s (1994, 18) central question, “Why
does one father take his child to the zoo on a free Saturday afternoon while another
opts to play golf with his buddies?” Their answer: These behavioral choices are influ-
enced by the relative salience of the men’s identities of father and friend. However, it
seems plausible that when a man contemplates whether to enact his father or friend
identity on a Saturday, hemust weigh the expectations of his spouse and child against
those of his friends, he must consider his family’s and friends’ possible reactions to
each potential plan of action, and he must anticipate the consequences for his own
self-regard if he fulfills one set of role partners’ expectations and not the other’s. In
other words, there are implied audiences to these decisions that need to be taken into
account. Perhaps the more structurally committed one is to a particular identity, the
more one’s salience response is shaped by the imagined expectations and anticipated
reactions of one’s role identity partners. Identity invocation, in short, may be deter-
mined by the normative or contextual appropriateness of one’s potential behaviors
in the eyes of others—what one should do when one has free time to devote to one
role activity versus another.

These observations suggest that it might be instructive to ask respondents which
of their identities they would prefer to invoke in their free time/when talking with
new acquaintances, which identities would be expected or appropriate to invoke in
such contexts, and which they would be most likely to invoke in these contexts (i.e.,
salience). Identities that are personally important should be those that respondents
list as preferred. If context does in fact matter, identities respondents cite as socially
expected and appropriate in the situation should be the ones they select for likely
invocation; i.e., situationally appropriate identities should be viewed as most salient.

Interestingly, in outlining the determinants of identity salience, McCall and Sim-
mons (1978) did not include situational appropriateness as a determinant, even though
it seems self-evident that the first identity that should occur to people for probable
enactment is the one that best fits the context in which they find themselves. Barring
unusual events, everyday situational cues typically are unambiguous and easily inter-
preted. For example, entering a classroommakes student-teacher and student-student
role identities expectable and appropriate, entering a churchmakes pastor-parishioner
and parishioner-parishioner identities expectable, and so forth. As Stets and Serpe
(2013, 44) observed, “…it is not simply the person but also situational cues that may
introduce meanings that encourage the activation of one identity over another. Indi-
viduals will interpret these situational cues by relying on shared symbols and cultural
meanings and identify the particular identity that is called forth…” In agreement, I
would argue that the situational or normative appropriateness of a particular identity
should be added to McCall and Simmons’ role-identity theory as a primary factor
that predicts the ordering of multiple identities in persons’ salience hierarchies.

Like McCall and Simmons, Stryker did not consider situational appropriateness
as a precursor to salience either, but this was due to the theory’smain scope condition:
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Identity theory applies only when individuals’ possibilities for self-presentation or
potential action are unconstrained. Identity theory would not apply, for example, to
a woman who is entering her workplace because that circumstance demands that
she perform her occupational role identity, regardless of whether that occupational
identity ranks low or high in her commitment and salience hierarchies. Thus, to be
able to discern the effects of commitment on salience, and of salience on subsequent
behavior, one must examine situations in which people have free choice among
role identities to enact.

But I believe identity theory could be extended to constrained social circumstances
if we were to take seriously the possibility that individuals weigh the expectations
and reactions of role partners to their contemplated lines of action. How might iden-
tity theory work in a constrained situation? It seems there are two behavioral choices
individuals have in such circumstances. One is whether to enact the required iden-
tity or not. This has been the behavioral choice on which most identity researchers
have focused, typically operationalized as the number of hours a person chooses
to spend in role identity performance each day or each week. The other choice,
mostly unexamined by researchers, is howmuch effort and care to put into role iden-
tity enactment. Consider again the woman about to enter her workplace. Given the
setting, her occupational identity is obviously the most socially appropriate, so the
probability that she will call it up is quite high (in fact, reaching the doors of the
workplace suggests that she has already done so). Should she entertain the possi-
bility of not calling up her occupational identity—doing something else instead of
going to work—the anticipated disapproval of her boss and coworkers again would
keep the probability of invoking her occupational identity high. Thus, constrained
circumstances make the likelihood of calling up and then enacting the appropriate
identity fairly certain—although people do suddenly quit or call in “sick” to obtain
a day off, so exercising choice is still possible, even if uncommon in constrained
situations.

But even when choice is constrained, individuals still retain a good deal of control
over how well to perform their jobs. In other words, they can call up and enact an
expected and appropriate “responsible employee” identity, or not. Returning to the
woman at work, if her social ties are many and emotionally close on the job (vs.
few and emotionally distant), consideration of her role partners’ expectations and
their possible responses to poor performance should predict doing her job with a
high level of effort and care rather than the minimum necessary to get by. In short,
greater structural commitment to a work identity should lead to a higher probability
of invoking a normatively appropriate “responsible employee” identity, resulting in
more investment of time, attention, and energy in job-related tasks. A similar pro-
cess should apply to other constrained identities and circumstances (e.g., marriage,
parenting).

Admittedly, much of this commentary is speculative, triggered by the finding that
MendedHearts visitors take a number of situational contingencies into account when
deciding whether and when it is appropriate to call forth this specific role identity. A
major limitation of the study, of course, is that it focuses on one role identity only,
and this is an identity that is voluntary in nature rather than obligatory. It remains
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an empirical question whether individuals take the same (or even any) situational
contingencies into account when assessing the salience of other identities, especially
obligatory ones. Further, the study interviewees are older adults, overwhelmingly
white, mostly retired, and well educated on average, with unusually long histories
of doing this peer-support volunteer work. Whether their observations and reason-
ing would be characteristic of other role incumbents is unknown and an important
question to pursue.

Nevertheless, this qualitative analysis has uncovered the intriguing finding that
even in seemingly unconstrained circumstances people’s identity salience responses
depend on numerous aspects of the social context, including the audience that is
explicit or implied in that context and specific situational contingencies (conver-
sational norms, visible identity markers, topics raised by conversational partners).
More generally, the finding suggests that some role identities are more situation-
ally appropriate to invoke than others, regardless of how personally important they
are to the individual. If the salience of an identity is in fact a function of its situa-
tional appropriateness, then dramatic differences in the strength of the relationship
between perceived identity importance and identity salience found in prior studies
may be explicable (and avoidable in future studies). Wording for salience questions
might be improved. And incorporating identities’ situational appropriateness into
role-identity and identity theories might add to their explanatory power. After all, a
fundamental symbolic interactionist insight is that through imaginatively taking the
role of the other, we anticipate and share our role partners’ reactions to our contem-
plated plans of action. It may well be that socially acceptable plans of action are
those that individuals are most likely to invoke.

Endnotes

1. Stryker and Serpe (1994, 18) added that salience is based on cognitive schema
about the self that “organize and guide the processing of self-related infor-
mation” and “operate as frameworks for interpreting experience,” including
defining a situation as identity-relevant. This interpretive aspect of salience has
not been operationalized in their empirical work, to my knowledge.

2. In contrast to Stryker, McCall and Simmons do not set a scope condition in
their theory; prominence and salience processes operate across all situations,
whether constrained or not. Theoretically, in constrained situations such as
work, a prominent identity such as “mother” will simply drop in its salience
because opportunities for profitable enactment of the mother identity will be
perceived to be low relative to the situationally more profitable but perhaps less
personally important identity of “receptionist at a law firm.” In short, forMcCall
and Simmons, the situational rewards attached to enacting or not enacting a
particular role identity determine its salience in both constrained and uncon-
strained circumstances, making role-identity theory more generally applicable
than identity theory.
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3. Stets andBiga employBurke’s (1991) definition of identity rather thanStryker’s:
An identity is “a set of meanings attached to the self that serves as a standard
or reference that guides behavior in situations” (Stets and Biga 2003, 401).

4. This study is potentially flawed because respondents who were not employed
(3%of the fathers, 31%of themothers)were in the sample.Respondentswithout
employment probably allocated low or zero points to indicate the importance
of the work identity (when in fact they simply did not have a work identity),
and they were given a salience score of 0 if (in all probability) they did not enter
a work-related identity on the Who Am I task. Importance and salience scores
are meaningful only if they are based on roles that are actually held.

5. Obligatory identities involve long-term ties to other individuals that are often
emotionally intense and involve relatively demanding rights and responsibili-
ties, making those identities difficult to exit without experiencing strong social
sanctions; voluntary identities are shorter-term, less affectively intense, and less
demanding roles,making them relatively easier to exit with less risk of sanctions
(Thoits 2003). Brenner et al. (2014) adopt the obligatory/voluntary distinction
when characterizing degrees of choice.

6. All respondent names are pseudonyms. Respondents are identified only by the
geographic region where their chapter is located. Respondents’ importance and
salience ratings come from their phase 1 survey answers. Their “qualitative
likelihood of invocation” code is based on their phase 2 interview remarks—see
Table 4 for these codes.

7. The broader, more encompassing norm is that one should invite a new conver-
sational partner to talk about him/herself and the partner should do the same in
return. This broader norm is unexamined here, as respondents were not queried
about the questions they might ask of a newly-met stranger.

8. Another contextual factor that is not addressed in survey-based identity theory
research and that was not probed in these interviews is how often this situ-
ation actually occurs in respondents’ lives. Some respondents may view the
probability of invoking their visitor identity as low because encountering new
people rarely happens in their day-to-day experience. This observation may
help to explain why so many interviewees’ invocation responses were phrased
in speculative terms (“I would probably…”) rather than experiential terms (“I
usually…”).

9. A handful of respondents said they would mention their volunteer work and/or
Mended Hearts visiting if their conversational partner brought up his/her own
volunteer activities first. Again, it would be situationally appropriate to invoke
one’s volunteer identity at this point in the conversation—the identity is relevant
and fits the topic at hand.

10. More formally stated, the relationship between identity importance and identity
salience will depend on the situational appropriateness of the specific identity
in question; i.e., context will moderate the association between importance and
salience.
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Cognitive and Behavioral Responses
to the Identity Verification Process

Jan E. Stets, Scott V. Savage, Peter J. Burke and Phoenicia Fares

Abstract Weempirically test the concomitant cognitive and behavioral responses to
identity verifying and non-verifying feedback. Based on identity theory, we expect
that those who experience identity non-verification will enact behaviors aimed at
resisting the non-verifying feedback, while at the same time their situated self-view
will slowly change in the direction of that feedback (Burke and Stets 2009). Both
responses co-occur as individuals behave to counteract the non-verifying meanings,
even while their self-view shifts in the direction of the non-verifying meanings of
the feedback. We examine these dual responses for people in structurally powerless
positions who have less influence and perhaps greater difficulty effectively respond-
ing to identity non-verification. In a controlled laboratory experiment, actors who
are either higher or lower in their dominant person identity, and whose dominance
identity is either verified or not verified, bargain with two simulated actors over the
distribution of a pool of resources. The results support the identity theory expecta-
tions that, in response to identity non-verification, people attempt to alter situational
meanings as well as slowly accommodate to them.

Keywords Identity theory · Identity verification · Identity non-verification ·
Dominant identity · Negotiated exchanges · Power · Self-image · Cognitve
responses · Behavioral responses

1 Introduction

Imagine a worker, who takes pride in her new job, being evaluated for the first time.
Her six-month probationary period is ending, and she sits down with her supervisor
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to hear his assessment of her performance. She believes that she hasworked hard over
the past six months and that she has completed her duties efficiently and effectively.
Nevertheless, she is nervous about his evaluation. She wonders whether he will
agree with her self-evaluation as being a hardworking and capable employee. If her
supervisor agrees, her identity is verified, and she likely will feel good about herself.
If her supervisor judges her performance as poor, her identity is not verified, and she
likely will feel bad.

For identity researchers, this is an example of the identity verification/non-
verification process.When themeanings that define individuals in terms of an identity
are consistent with how they think others see them in a situation, this is identity verifi-
cation (Burke andStets 2009). Identity non-verification occurswhen they do not think
that others in the situation see them in the same way that they see themselves. While
identity verification produces positive feelings, identity non-verification leads to neg-
ative feelings. The positive feelings that arise from identity verification encourage
individuals’ actions and self-perceptions to continue uninterrupted in the situation;
the negative feelings motivate individuals to respond to the discrepancy.

Individuals respond to non-verifying feedback behaviorally and cognitively.
According to identity theory, people behaviorally respond to non-verification in a
compensatory manner by acting more forcefully or less forcefully in asserting their
identity meanings in the situation, depending upon whether the non-verifying mean-
ings exceed or fall short of their own identity meanings (Savage et al. 2017; Stets
and Burke 1994, 2005). Cognitively, their self-views in the situation are modified
in the direction of the views of others (Cast 2003; Cast and Cantwell 2007; Cast
et al. 1999). Theoretically, the behavioral and cognitive responses work in concert
to restore a verifying state for individuals. Adjusting one’s self-image toward the
current meanings in the situation serves to shift individuals from a non-verifying to
a verifying state over time. While we have theory (Burke and Stets 2009) and sug-
gestive evidence that these responses occur (Burke 2006; Cast and Cantwell 2007),
a direct test of this process is needed. We do that in this research.

We examine how individuals with either a more dominant or less dominant person
identity, and who are structurally disadvantaged in terms of being in a low power
position in an ongoing negotiation setting, respond both behaviorally and cognitively
to identity verification and non-verification. Prior research reveals that those who are
in a low status position in an interaction are more likely to cognitively align to non-
verifying feedback than those in a high status position (Asencio and Burke 2011;
Burke and Cast 1997; Cast 2003; Cast et al. 1999; Stets 2003).1 Thus, we study those
individuals who should be most susceptible to having their self-images modified as
a result of identity non-verification.

At the same time, the structurally disadvantaged are limited in their ability to resist
the demands of others in a negotiation given their weak position. This is especially
relevant when those who are structurally low in power, but higher in the dominant
person identity, are told that they are submissive. Here, the drive to reassert their
dominance by way of a more aggressive negotiation style conflicts with their rel-
ative power. Thus, if low-power actors are more likely than high-power actors to
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cognitively align to non-verifying feedback, it may be because they are less likely to
successfully resist, behaviorally. We examine this in this study.

2 Identity Theory

Identity theory as discussed here is rooted in structural symbolic interactionism
(Stryker 2002 [1980]). An identity is an internal designation of meanings (Stryker
2002 [1980]) that people attribute to themselves as a unique person, in a role, or as
a member of a group or social category (Burke and Stets 2009). Once an identity
is activated in a situation such that the identity meanings held by an individual are
relevant to the meanings in the situation, a feedback loop is established that has the
following component processes (Burke and Stets 2009). First is the perceptual input
process which brings self-relevant meanings to the situation including one’s actual
appraisals or direct information individuals receive from others as to how others see
them (Burke and Stets 1999; Cast et al. 1999), and reflected appraisals or how they
think others see them in the situation (Kinch 1963; Stets and Burke 2014; Stets and
Harrod 2004).

Actual appraisals from others are not necessarily unfiltered on the part of the
recipient or others. Others may selectively communicate some evaluations (such as
positive views) over other evaluations (such as negative views) to recipients (Felson
1980). Even if others communicate their evaluations accurately, the recipient may
ignore it, distort it, or reject it. Reflected appraisals are rooted in Cooley’s ([1902]
1964) “looking-glass self” in which people see themselves reflected in the reactions
of others to them. Like actual appraisals, reflected appraisals are not necessarily
unfiltered because the appraisals are based on actors’ perceptions as to how others see
them. Actors may selectively perceive others’ appraisals (Matsueda 1992). They also
may project their own appraisals onto others’ appraisals, thereby falsely assuming
that others share their own view of themselves (Tice and Wallace 2003).

The second component process is the identity standard, which contains the mean-
ings that define the identity held by the individual. Self-relevant meanings that are the
input are compared to the identity standard. When considering moment-to-moment
interaction, early on, Burke (1980: 20) suggested that the self-image or the situational
“working copy” of the identity standard is what is more relevant in serving as the
reference for comparison with the input meanings. It is this self-image or working
copy of an identity and not the identity itself that guides ongoing interaction in the
situation.

Burke described the self-image as a probability density around a point, with the
point being one’s identity standard. As the probability of the image gets nearer to
the location of the identity, it better reflects the meanings in the identity; as it gets
further away from the identity, it increasingly departs from the identity meanings.
Given theoretical development over time, we might today conceptualize this self-
image as more of a point moving around the identity standard, with the self-image
having its own distribution of meaning. The self-image meanings are influenced by
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the meanings in the identity more than they influence the identity meanings (Burke
1980). Therefore, if self-images change in a situation given situational expectations
and demands, since their impact on an identity is smaller than the reverse, the identity
will change, but only very slowly over time.

If we return to the example in the opening paragraph of the worker who is about to
receive her six-month probationary evaluation, she may think that her behavior has
given off meanings that are consistent with her current self-image and that are close
to her worker identity standard. If her supervisor does not agree with the meanings
implied by her behavior and judges her as being inefficient and ineffective over the
past six months, her current self-image may begin to depart some from her working
identity standard andmove in the direction of the self-meanings set by her supervisor.
In this way, the situation influences the image of the self (Stryker 2002 [1980]). We
underscore the influence of the social context in shaping and modifying one’s self-
image. Indeed, self-meanings are rooted in negotiations that emerge between self
and others in interaction.

This dynamic and potentially changing self-image in an ongoing interaction has
been discussed in a similar way by others as one’s “working self-concept” (Markus
and Kunda 1986; Markus and Wurf 1987). Since we cannot access all identities
at any one time, we access that identity that is most appropriate for the situation.
This working, on-line self-image is malleable in the situation. The self-image also is
analogous to Alexander’s concept of a situated identity, the establishment of which is
considered a fundamental task in social interaction (Alexander andWiley 1981). The
situated identity, however, emerges fully in the situation as others make attributions
about actors given their behavior. In identity theory, the identity standard is carried
from one situation to another and is not created anew in each situation. The self-
image, however, is derived from the identity standard anew in each situation and is
modified by the situation.

Implied in the above discussion is that the situation is crucial in influencing what
“working copy” of the identity is activated in a situation. In identity theory, it is
the meanings in the situation that are relevant to an identity that call up an image
of the identity (Stets and Burke 2014; Stets and Carter 2012). Once the self-image
is activated, so is the motivation to have it verified. Thus, when a worker is being
evaluated on her job performance, the self-image of the worker identity is shored up
and guided by the worker identity standard meanings. If she has trouble verifying
her worker self-image, then she may adjust her self-image meanings to fit the cur-
rent situation. Strictly speaking, then, what is immediately subject to verification in
moment-to-moment interaction is the self-image.

The comparator process is the third component process in the feedback loop. It
receives as input the actual and reflected appraisal meanings from the situation as
well as the self-image meanings that serve as the reference. It plays a key role in
the verification process, assessing the difference between the input meanings and
the self-image meanings. A close correspondence in input meanings and self-image
meanings signals identity verification, and results in individuals feeling good. When
that happens, the self-image meanings will guide output or behavior that reflects the
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self-image meanings. Essentially, the self-image meanings should correspond to the
meanings implied by how people behave.

Increasing non-correspondence between input meanings and the self-image
meanings signals identity non-verification, and people will feel bad. Identity non-
verification occurs both when self-image meanings are exceeded and when they are
not met. If people receive feedback that exceeds their self-image, they may respond
by decreasing the strength of their behavior, perhaps backing off from what they are
doing. If they receive feedback that falls short of their self-image, they may increase
the strength of their behavior, perhapsworking harder than previously. Indeed, there is
evidence that individuals increase their efforts to verify who they are, either working
more forcefully or less forcefully depending upon the direction of the discrepancy,
when identity non-verification occurs (Cast and Cantwell 2007; Savage et al. 2017;
Stets and Burke 1994, 2005). Essentially, behavior or output attempts to counter-
act the discrepancy with the goal of giving off meanings that better align with the
self-image meanings and reduce the discrepancy to close to zero.

In addition to behavioral responses, cognitive responses may change meanings to
better match self-image meanings. As discussed above, people may distort actual
or reflected appraisals with the result that they see more verifying information
than what exists (McCall and Simmons 1978). We focus on the cognitive response
whereby one’s self-image changes to align more with the non-verifying feedback
since, according to identity theory, this should occur at the same time as behavioral
resistance to non-verifying feedback happens. Alignment involves slowly coming to
see oneself in a manner that is consistent with the feedback one is receiving in a sit-
uation. Research reveals that this is even more likely to occur when individuals have
little control or power in the situation (Burke and Cast 1997; Cast 2003; Cast et al.
1999; Stets 2003). In the current study, we investigate the tendency toward adjust-
ing one’s self-image for individuals located in low power positions in a negotiated
setting.

3 Current Study

We examine individuals’ cognitive and behavioral responses when their dominance
identity is verified or not verified in a negotiation setting. The dominance identity is
a person identity that exists on a continuum from high to low. On one end of the con-
tinuum, people see themselves as more dominant or less submissive, and on the other
end, people see themselves as less dominant or more submissive. Thus, the domi-
nant identity carries meanings as to how individuals see themselves along the dimen-
sion of dominance. Characteristics of this dimension include being assertive/passive,
demanding/not demanding, and controlling/not controlling. In general, where peo-
ple place themselves on this continuum should elicit behavior that is consistent in
meaning with their identity meaning.

Because the dominant identity involves meanings associated with power, those
with a higher dominant identity are more likely to try to exert their will onto others,
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and those with a lower dominant identity are more likely to succumb to the will
of others. Since negotiations involve people directly competing over the division
of resources, individuals tend to view negotiation as more conflict-laden than other
forms of interaction (Molm et al. 2006, 2007).

In this study, we create a negotiated exchange situationwhereby participants try to
make deals with two exchange partners, one of whom is structurally advantaged rel-
ative to the participant, and one of whom is structurally equal to the participant. Our
network is a weak-power network, meaning that no participant can exclude another
without incurring costs to themselves. Becauseweak power networks exert less struc-
tural pressure on actors to be included in exchange relations, individuals have greater
freedom to explore different strategies for accumulating resources (Markovsky et al.
1993).

In exchanges in which actors must bargain over the division of a pool of points
before making an exchange, there may be several strategies that are used. Individuals
may request more or fewer points from their partners, or they may exchange with one
partnermore or less frequently than the other. The dominance identity that individuals
bring to these exchanges may influence how often they employ these strategies. We
investigate these strategies in this study.

In our weak power, negatively connected network,2 we place participants in a
power-disadvantaged position inwhat they believe is a four-person, network. Figure 1
shows the basic structural features of the network. Although each position has two
exchangepartners, the valueof the resources controlledby these partners is not always
the same. While W and X are positions of high power because exchanges are of high
value (dividing 24 points with alternative partners), Y and Z are positions of low
power because exchanges involve one high valued relation (dividing 24 points) and
one low value relation (dividing 8 points). Participants do not know the relative value
of these different exchange relations. Nevertheless, those in the Y and Z positions
are more dependent on their advantaged partners (W and X) for resources than
their advantaged partners are on them, but this difference is not because of forced
exclusion. In this study, all participants are in the Y position, and the other three
positions are populated by simulated actors who are programmed to behave in ways
consistent with their structural position. This is explained below.

Fig. 1 Exchange network
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We examine how individuals with a relatively high or low dominance identity
in the Y, low power position, respond to identity feedback that verifies or does not
verify their dominance identity. Thedesign is such thatwhenhigher dominant identity
actors are not verified, they are under-verified or told that others see them as less
dominant than how they see themselves. When lower dominant identity persons are
not verified, they are over-verified or receive feedback that others see them as more
dominant than how they see themselves. Theoretically, the manipulated feedback is
operationalizing actual appraisals of how others in the situation see the actor.

Based on identity theory, verification of an identitywill result in individuals behav-
ing, seeing themselves, and thinking that others see them in ways consistent with the
meanings of their identity standard. Thus, verification of a high dominant identity
should produce behavioral and cognitive responses that are consistent with being
more dominant, while verification of a low dominant identity should produce behav-
ioral and cognitive responses consistent with being less dominant. In a negotiation
situation, this should result in more dominant individuals maintaining self-images of
dominance as well as enacting more dominant negotiating tactics, such as initially
requestingmore points and engaging inmore exchanges with the high-power partner,
as opposed to the low-power partner, who can provide the most resources for them.

When individuals are not verified, identity theory says they should act in ways
that counteract non-verifying identity meanings even as their self-images begin to
change in the direction of the non-verifying feedback. For more dominant people
who receive feedback that they are less dominant (under-verified), they should work
harder to show that they are more dominant, while at the same time, they should
begin to see themselves as less dominant, given the feedback. Less dominant people
who receive feedback that they aremore dominant (over-verified) should reduce their
dominant behavior to counteract the more dominant feedback, while simultaneously
their self-images should begin to shift in the direction of the non-verifying feedback,
that is, as more dominant.

Given the above, we hypothesize the following cognitive responses for non-
verifying and verifying feedback:

H1: Those who receive non-verifying feedback will shift their self-image in the
direction of the non-verifying feedback.

H2: Those who receive verifying feedback will show stronger self-images
consistent with the verifying feedback.

The following hypotheses are the behavioral responses for non-verifying and
verifying feedback:

H3: Those who receive non-verifying feedback will behave opposite the direction
of the non-verifying feedback.

H4: Those who receive verifying feedback will behave more strongly consistent
with the verifying feedback.

Hypotheses 3 and 4 will each be tested with two behavioral measures: the number
of points requested and the degree of engagementwith an exchange partner.We assert
that requesting more points and being more engaged with the high-power partner are
signs of dominance.
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In summary, we investigate how low-power actors with a high or low dominant
identity respond cognitively and behaviorally to non-verification. We test our pre-
dictions with data from individuals who participate in a laboratory experiment. In
the experiment, participants are placed in a four-person network in which they are to
negotiate over a pool of resources. They receive verifying or non-verifying feedback
throughout the negotiation, and we capture their cognitive and behavioral responses
following their feedback.

4 Method

4.1 Overall Design and Participants

Participants are undergraduate students from a large public university who are
recruited based on their desire to earn money. Prior to the laboratory experiment,
participants completed a web-based survey that collected background information
as well as information about their dominance identity. In the experiment, participants
are told that they are part of a four-person network, and that the two other participants
withwhom they canmake an agreement each have a common alternative partner with
whom they can exchange. A diagram of this network (Fig. 1) hung on the wall in
each participant’s workspace.

The participant is always Y and always has one structurally advantaged (high-
power) simulated partner (24 points are divided), and one structurally equivalent
(low-power) simulated partner (8 points are divided). W, X, and Z are simulated
actors programmed to behave in a manner consistent with their relative power. As
can be seen in Fig. 1, Y can only exchange with W and Z, who, to add realism,
“exchanged” with X a small portion of the time.3 The use of simulated actors ensured
that participants had similar opportunities to amass points and experienced similar
disadvantaging behaviors from their high-power, simulated partner. There is a long
tradition in exchange theory of using simulated actors to test how individuals respond
to patterns of exchange (Molm 1997; Molm et al. 2006; Savage and Sommer 2016).

Participants were either high in dominance or low in dominance. Following ear-
lier work (Swann and Hill 1982), we restrict the experiment to include only those
who have high (top third) or low (bottom third) dominant identities, as measured
in the survey before their participation, thereby creating a strong contrast. The mid-
dle third is excluded. At three points in the negotiations, participants’ identities are
either verified or not verified. Thus, the experiment is a 2 (high/low dominant iden-
tity) × 2 (non-verifying/verifying identity feedback) design. Eighty-two individuals
participated in the experiment or about 20 individuals per condition.
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4.2 Procedures

Participants first complete a web-based survey in which they rate themselves along
a variety of dimensions including the dominant identity. We add up participants’
responses to a 10-item bi-polar dominant identity scale. Given the overall distribution
of scores for all participants, each participant falls into the top, middle, or bottom
third of the overall dominant identity distribution.A fewweeks following their survey
participation, we invite those in the high and low dominance categories to participate
in the laboratory experiment.4

When a participant enters the lab, a research assistant escorts the participant to an
isolated room where s/he is seated at a desk with a computer. The participant reads
through a set of instructions that appear on the computer screen describing the task
at hand. Each is informed that s/he will be negotiating with two other participants in
a four-person network in an attempt to earn points, which are worth money. Thus,
participants learn that howmuchmoney they earn depends upon the number of points
earned.

Negotiations are broken down into 40 opportunities to exchange with a partner. In
each exchange opportunity, a participant has four rounds to negotiate a “deal” with
one of two partners. The participant negotiates by requesting a number of points
from each partner within a specified range. The participant may request up to 24
points from one partner and up to 8 points from the other. Each of these requests is
then converted by the computer into an offer. A participant generally knows that the
more s/he requests, the less s/he is offering, but the participant does not know how
the computer converts requests into offers.

While the conversion is simply subtracting one’s request from the total possible
points in one’s pool, this conversion is concealed from the participant, preventing
the person from knowing exactly how much a partner earns once an agreement is
made. This circumvents behaving along equity lines (Cook and Emerson 1978).
Agreements occur when the points requested by the participant are equal to or less
than what a simulated actor offered. If an agreement is not made after the initial
request, a new round of negotiation begins, and the participant chooses whether to
make a counteroffer or accept the offer.5

After completing the instructions and two practice sessions, a participant begins
the experiment by entering the first exchange opportunity. A disadvantage between
the high-power, simulated actor and the participant is created by the participant
receiving, on average, 10 out of 24 points (a 10/14 split). Negotiations involve the
participant making initial requests on how many points s/he wants. The participant
can request up to 24 points from one partner (high power) and up to 8 points from
the other (low power). The high-power, simulated actors make initial requests from
14 to 18 points, and the participant is thus initially offered a high of 10 points to
a low of 6 points on the initial offer. The value requested is randomly determined
within a set range. If the participant does not accept the initial offer, the request is
repeated or lowered on subsequent negotiations (i.e., the offer is raised); again, this is
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randomly determined. By the fourth round of negotiation, the simulated high-power
actor offers 10 points, on average.

The second, low-power, simulated actor creates, on average, an equal value
exchange with the participant, but for fewer points. This low-power, simulated actor
requests 7, 6, or 5 points out of 8 total possible points, thus the participant receives
initial offers of 1, 2, or 3 points. If a participant does not accept an initial offer, the
low-power, simulated actor lowers the request by a random amount. By the fourth
round of negotiation, the simulated actor offers, 4 points on average, with final offers
ranging from 1 to 7.

To avoid end effects, participants do not know how many exchange opportunities
there will be, nor do they know that an exchange will be interrupted by a brief
survey after the 11th, 20th, and 29th exchange opportunities. In these short surveys,
the participant rates on a scale from 1 to 100: (1) how dominant s/he thinks s/he
was in the previous exchanges (self-image), and (2) how dominant the participant
thinks each partner saw the participant in the previous exchanges (a manipulation
check of the manipulated feedback in the previous phase of exchanges). Immediately
following this, the participant receives feedback about howdominant the participant’s
two partners, on average, think the participant was in the current exchanges or phase
of negotiation. This is manipulated feedback (actual appraisal) that provides either
verification or non-verification as to one’s level of their dominant identity. Thus, the
experiment consists of four exchange phases (exchange opportunities 1–11, 12–20,
21–29, and 30–40), punctuated by three brief surveys.

4.3 Manipulations

Dominant Identity. In the survey, participants rated themselves on a set of 10 bipolar
items that include the following characteristics: “very dominant/not at all dominant,”
“commanding/not at all commanding,” “always in charge/never in charge, very force-
ful/not at all forceful,” “very influential/not at all influential,” “very assertive/not at all
assertive, “very passive/not at all passive,” “very managerial/not at all managerial,”
“very demanding/not at all demanding,” and “very controlling/not at all controlling.”
For each item, participants think about who they are in relation to each of the two
opposing characteristics and indicate, using a seven-point scale, where they would
place themselves in relation to the characteristics. A 1 indicates agreeing with one
bipolar characteristic, a 7 indicates agreeing with the other bipolar characteristic, and
4 indicates agreeing somewhere in the middle. The items form a single factor with an
omega reliability of .83.We sum the aligned items, with a higher score representing a
more dominant identity. We divided the overall distribution of scores into thirds and
selected only the top and bottom thirds to participate in the study. This allowed us
to use the dominance identity as a blocking factor, with “high” and “low” dominant
identity participants included in the experiment. The dominant identity condition is
coded 1 for a high dominant identity and 0 for a low dominant or submissive identity.
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Identity Feedback. We randomly assign each participant to one of two feedback
conditions: a high dominance feedback or a lowdominance feedback.After exchange
opportunities 11, 20, and 29, and immediately following a participant’s responses
to: (1) how dominant the participant thinks s/he had been, and (2) how dominant the
participant thinks others thought s/he had been during the negotiations, the participant
receives themanipulated feedback about howdominant the participant’s twopartners,
on average, thought the participant had been.

Participants are told that the feedback ratings range from 1–100, with an average
of 55, and that higher scores indicate more dominant ratings. After the first phase,
participants receive a rating of 70 (the upper third of the dominant identity sample
distribution) or 40 (the lower third of the dominant identity sample distribution). Sub-
sequent phases randomly adjusted the feedback by up to±3 to avoid the participants
getting suspicious with the same feedback value. High dominant participants who
received high dominant feedback and low dominant participants who received low
dominant feedback had their identities verified. Similarly, low dominant participants
who received high dominant feedback and high dominant participants who received
low dominant feedbackwere not verified. In general, identity non-verification for low
dominant identity participants translates into them always being over-verified as “too
dominant,” while identity non-verification for high dominant identity participants
translates into them always being under-verified as “too submissive.” Verification
was coded 1 and non-verification was coded 0.

4.4 Measures

Cognitive Measure of Self -Image. Immediately after exchange opportunities 11
(Phase 1), 20 (Phase 2), and 29 (Phase 3), participants reported how dominant
s/he thinks s/he was during the negotiations. These are one’s current self-image.
The response category ranges from 1 to 100 with a higher number reflecting more
dominance.

Behavioral Measures: Points Requested and Behavioral Engagement. During
each exchange opportunity, a participant can ask for up to 8 points from the equal,
low-power partner and 24 points from the high-power partner. In this analysis, we are
interested in the latter request. The average number of points participants’ request
from their high-power partner in each phase is calculated. Higher scores indicate
more points requested and is reflective of more dominant behavior.

Behavioral engagement is the degree to which participants frequently come to an
exchange agreement with their high-power partner rather than with their low-power
partner. For each phase, we take the number of exchange agreements reached with
the high-power partner minus the number of exchange agreements reached with the
low-power partner all divided by the total number of exchanges. This index ranges
from −1 to +1. A value of 1 indicates exchange agreements occur only with the
high-power exchange partner. A value of −1 indicates exchanges only with the low-
power exchange partner. A value of 0 reflects equal exchange agreements with both
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partners. This index is calculated for each phase. The higher the number during
a phase, the more participants engage in exchanges with their high-power partner.
Frequent engagement with the high-power person is a sign of dominance.

Failed Exchanges. We control for the difficulty in negotiating and reaching suc-
cessful exchanges in the experiment. This is operationalized as the total number of
rounds in which the participant does not reach an agreement with either partner.
Recall that there are 40 opportunities for a participant to exchange with a partner,
and four rounds per exchange opportunity. If the participant fails to make an agree-
ment during the four rounds, the exchange is a “failed exchange,” and the participant
does not receive any points for that exchange opportunity. Participants learn about
the possibility of not receiving any points early on, during the instructional phase
of the experiment. Throughout the negotiations, the computer screen displays what
round they are on, for example, “Round 1 out of 4.” The number of failed exchanges
is calculated for each phase with a higher score indicating more frequent failed
exchanges.

4.5 Model and Analysis

Themodel we estimate has the four variables discussed abovemeasured at three-time
points (the first three phases of the experiment). These are the cognitive response
to non-verification (participants’ self-image), the two behavioral responses (points
requested and behavioral engagement with the high-power partner), and a control
for the frequency of failed exchanges because agreement could not be reached with
either exchange partner.

The two manipulated factors (dominance identity and verification) are also incor-
porated into the analysis. First is the assignment of participants to the higher or lower
dominant identity condition based on the earlier measures of their dominant iden-
tity. Second is their assignment to the verifying or non-verifying feedback condition.
These two manipulated variables influence all the other variables in our model and
are represented in Fig. 2 with the large arrow at the top of the figure. The dominant
identity condition variable influences the other variables directly. The verification
condition variable is treated as a group variable, and we run the model separately for
those whose dominant identities (whether high or low) are verified and not verified.

While our focus is on how people respond to counteract non-verification both
cognitively and behaviorally, one’s self-image and negotiation behaviors are embed-
ded in an ongoing process over the 40 rounds of exchange. As shown in the model
in Fig. 2, each variable influences itself in the next phase. Self-image at the end of a
phase is influenced by failed exchanges, points requested and behavioral engagement
in the same phase. Failed exchanges in one phase are influenced by points requested
in the same phase. Self-image in one phase influences failed exchanges in the next
phase, and failed exchanges in one phase influence behavioral engagement in the
next phase. Finally, the level of one’s dominant identity influences all outcomes.
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Fig. 2 Model of cognitive and behavioral responses

Our final model is estimated using maximum likelihood in a series of steps. The
first, baseline model as depicted in Fig. 2 is estimated separately for those whose
dominant identity is not verified and those for whom it is verified. We then test
the equality of the coefficients between the two groups (not verified and verified)
and constrain those coefficients to be equal that are not significantly different. This
constraint allows us to estimate those coefficients with more power by pooling equiv-
alent estimates. Results reveal that, overall, the intercepts for the two groups are not
significantly different (χ2

11 = 7.56, p = .75), thus the intercepts are constrained to
be equal. When analyzing the structural coefficients for the two groups, while we
find that, overall, they are significantly different (χ2

54 = 125.50, p ≤ .05), many
of the effects are the same between the two groups. Thus, we test for differences
in individual coefficients and constrain those that are not significantly different to
be equal. Finally, we test whether equivalent coefficients at two-time points are the
same and constrain those that are not significantly different to be equal.

5 Results

In Table 1, we show the means and standard deviations of the variables in our model.
We run a series of Bonferroni tests to identify whether there are any differences in the
average levels for each variable by the different phases and verification conditions.
The results reveal no significant differences in the means for any of the variables
across the phases or verification conditions. Table 2 displays the correlations among
the variables in both the non-verifying and verifying conditions.
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Table 1 Means and standard deviations among the variables

Phase 1 Phase 2 Phase 3 Phase 4

NVa V NV V NV V NV V

Mean Mean Mean Mean Mean Mean Mean Mean

(SD) (SD) (SD) (SD) (SD) (SD) (SD) (SD)

Self-image 55.43 53.15 59.57 60.14 59.74 56.52 – –

(15.83) (14.48) (17.19) (13.82) (17.59) (18.38) – –

Failed
exchanges

0.38 0.43 0.64 0.40 0.60 0.43 – –

(1.19) (1.17) (1.45) (1.01) (1.61) (1.22) – –

Points
requested

9.67 10.18 9.76 10.11 9.67 10.25 9.99 1.45

(3.81) (2.96) (4.02) (3.05) (3.87) (3.28) (3.92) (3.81)

Behavioral
engagement

0.68 0.61 0.68 0.57 0.63 0.59 0.58 0.66

(.27) (.28) (.36) (.39) (.34) (0.37) (0.39) (0.31)

aNV = Identity non-verification (N = 42); V = Identity verification (N = 40)

The final model fits the data well (χ2
152 = 137.22, p = .80, RMSEA = 0.00).

The estimates are presented in Table 3. The upper panel shows the results for the
non-verification condition, and the bottom panel shows the results for the verification
condition. Bolded coefficients indicate significant differences in effects between the
verification conditions.

Recall that our focus is on actors’ cognitive and behavioral responses to the veri-
fication process. For the cognitive responses, we examine one’s self-image of being
dominant. For the behavioral responses, we study two behaviors: points requested
and behavioral engagement. At the end of phase one, respondents receive their initial
(manipulated) identity feedback, whichwas designed to either verify the participant’s
dominant identity or not.

A manipulation check of the feedback was made to ascertain that the respondents
were aware of the feedback they were given. This was done at the end of each phase
when respondents were asked how dominant they think others see them. At the end
of the first phase (before feedback was given), those in the high feedback group
did not differ from those in the low feedback group in terms of how dominant they
thought others saw them (55.3 and 55.0, ns). At the end of phase 2, however, the
groups differed in how dominant they thought others saw them with those receiving
high feedback reporting that others saw them as more dominant, and those receiving
low feedback reporting that others saw them as less dominant (61.3 and 53.0, p ≤
.01), and this was maintained through the third phase (61.3 and 49.5, p ≤ .01).

For non-verification, high dominant participants are told their exchange partners
think they are not very dominant, and low dominant (more submissive) participants
are told their exchange partners think they are very dominant. Table 3 contains the
effects for persons whose dominance identities are not verified. We look first at the
effects of the feedback on the cognitive response of the self-image of the participants.
When high dominant identity people are told their exchange partners, on average, do
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not think they are very dominant (manipulated appraisals) at the end of Phase 1, their
self-image in the situation was lower in dominance than low dominant participants
who are told they are very dominant in Phase 2 (β = −0.26, p ≤ .01). This effect
continues in Phase 3, again rating themselves lower in dominance than the low
dominant people who are told they are very dominant. These results show that the
participants are not maintaining their dominant (or submissive) identities in the face
of non-verifying feedback. Rather, they are changing their self-views in the direction
of the feedback. This supports Hypothesis 1.

In contrast to the above, Table 4 shows identity verification for those whose
dominance identities are verified.When high dominant identity participants learn that
their partners, on average, think they are quite dominant (manipulated appraisals), in
phase two of the negotiations, their situational self-image is more dominant than the
lowdominant identity participantswho learn that their partners, on average, think they
are not very dominant (β = 0.18, p≤ .01). This effect also continues into phase three.
Thus, identity verification serves to maintain or strengthen the level of dominance
of the situational self-images of participants, whatever level their dominant identity
is set. This confirms Hypothesis 2.

The manipulation check showed that participants see and understand the manipu-
lated feedback. The results in Tables 3 and 4 show that they begin to incorporate this
feedback into their own self-images. When they are verified, their self-image does
not shift but remains consistent with the meanings set by their identity. When they
are not verified, rather than resisting these non-verifying manipulated appraisals,
their situational self-images begin to change in the direction of the feedback. This is
consistent with identity theory.

Identity theory, however, also tells us that individuals should respond behaviorally
to verifying and non-verifying feedback in predictable ways. We now turn to analyze
these behavioral responses. Table 3 shows that the high dominant identity participants
who receive non-verifying feedback responded in strength by requesting more points
per round more than the low dominant identity persons who are given manipulated
feedback that they are very dominant (β = 0.11, p ≤ .01). Thus, the actions of the
non-verified, high dominant identity participants are to show more dominance after
being under-rated, while low dominance participants react to non-verification by
showing less strength. These behavioral responses indicate strong counteraction to
the feedback. This strong counteraction continues into phase three and phase four,
thus confirming Hypothesis 3.

Table 4 shows responses to verification. These results reveal that compared to
low dominant identity participants who receive verifying feedback, high dominant
identity participants who receive verifying feedback increase the number of points
requested (a dominant response) (β = 0.07, p ≤ .05). This increase is significant
and supports Hypothesis 4. Further, the increase in points requested is significantly
higher in the non-verified condition (β = 0.11) than the verified condition (β =
0.07) indicating that high dominant participants who are verified continue with their
dominant behavior, but high dominant participants who are under-verified come back
with even stronger dominance behavior.
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For behavioral engagement, Table 3 shows that high dominant identity persons
who are not verified do not differ in their behavioral response of engagement from
low dominant identity personswho are not verified engagement (β = −0.12, ns). This
result continues through Phase 3 and Phase 4. These results disconfirm Hypothesis
3 with respect to behavioral engagement. On the other hand, Table 4 reveals that
compared to low dominant identity participants, high dominant identity participants
who are verified are more likely to exchange with their high-power partner (β =
0.15, p ≤ .05). This is in accord with their verified dominant identity and continues
into phases three and four thus supporting Hypothesis 4 with respect to behavioral
engagement.

In sum, the results support all but Hypothesis 3 about behavioral engagement, and
thus show relatively strong evidence for the dynamics proposed in identity theory. In
our ongoing negotiation setting, when participants periodically experience identity
verification, their situational self-images and behavior are consistent with their iden-
tity standard meanings. When they periodically experience identity non-verification,
their self-images in the situation shift in the direction of the non-verifying feedback.
Behaviorally, and even though our analysis focuses on low-power participants, we
find that actors attempt to counteract the meanings in the non-verifying feedback.

6 Discussion

In this research, we have examined more closely how the social context importantly
influences an understudied person identity in identity theory: the dominant identity.
We have examined how identity processes operate in ongoing, moment-to-moment
negotiations in the face of verifying or non-verifying feedback. We did this by exam-
ining how participants with high or low dominance person identities responded cog-
nitively and behaviorally to feedback that verified or did not verify those identity
levels. More generally, we studied how individuals react to meanings that are given
off in situations, and whether they resisted or somewhat succumbed to meanings that
did not fit with how they saw themselves. In many interactions, actors receive direct
feedback as to how others see them in terms of their identities. Sometimes this is
obtained formally, as in performance reports at one’s job, and sometimes it is obtained
informally, in social situations or in casual conversations. These are others’ actual
appraisals, which we manipulated in this experiment as verifying or non-verifying
feedback to see how people responded, both behaviorally and cognitively.

Identity meanings as manifest in the self-image guide behavior and are affected
by the verification process within and across situations. Situations become difficult
for individuals when they experience identity non-verification. Because identity non-
verification triggers distress for individuals, itmotivates individuals to try to eliminate
the disturbance. Both behavioral and cognitive responses can serve this end insofar
as they offer strategies for fighting against or aligning with the disturbance. We
examined both responses in this study.
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Results showed that people’s dual responses to the identity verification process
were consistent with identity theory. When individuals experienced identity veri-
fication, they responded cognitively and behaviorally in ways that were consistent
with their current identity standard meanings. When they experienced identity non-
verification, the cognitive and behavioral responses appeared, on the surface, to be
contradictory since they worked in opposite directions. Cognitively, the self-images
of individuals shifted self in the direction of the non-verifying feedback. Behav-
iorally, individuals resisted the feedback by behaving in ways that counteract the
meanings in the discrepant feedback. They requested more or fewer points in sub-
sequent exchanges, depending upon whether they have been under-verified or over-
verified, suggesting that they were attempting to change situational meanings to be
consistent with their identity. The cognitive and behavioral responses should not be
seen as contradictory but simply different ways that people use to try to return to a
state of verification. Non-verification is a distressful state, so multiple strategies may
be employed to remove the distress quickly.

While it is not surprising that those in a low power position shifted their situational
self-images in the direction of the non-verifying feedback, they also worked behav-
iorally to counteract the non-verifying feedback, despite their vulnerable position.
Both are predicted in identity theory. This suggests that having one’s identity verified
is important to individuals irrespective of their structural position. However, one’s
structural position still might have had an influence on how individuals responded to
non-verifying feedback. For example, while those with a higher dominant identity
requested more points following identity non-verification, this show of dominance
was not supplemented with an increase in exchanges with their high-power partner as
it was for those who were verified. It is not clear whether this was an effort by those
who were not verified at tempering their dominant response given their structurally
disadvantaged position, or whether they simply wanted to reduce the feeling of being
exploited. It is riskier to resist non-verifying feedback when one is in a disadvantaged
position than an advantaged position.

We wondered if it might be possible that the shift that participants showed, cog-
nitively, was simply due to them reporting back what they had been told during the
negotiations. For example, when participants were told they were not as dominant
as they thought they were, they simply might have fed that information back when
their self-image was measured. We did additional analyses to test this and found
that the feedback had no direct effect on the self-image but was fed through how
dominant participants thought others saw them.6 Only if they believed others saw
them as too dominant or too submissive did their self-images begin to change. Addi-
tionally, evidence from survey research on newly married couples reveals that, over
time, people do shift their self-in-situation meanings in the direction of the feedback
they are receiving (Burke and Cast 1997; Burke and Stets 1999; Cast and Cantwell
2007; Cast et al. 1999). What the current research offers is an analysis of this shift
in self-image meanings in moment-to-moment interaction.

We want to be clear that our findings do not evidence persistent identity change.
The fact that the self-images of those who experienced identity non-verification
shifted in the direction of the feedback that they received does not mean that the
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meanings in their identity standard have changed. How they see themselves in the
situation, and how they think others see them in the situation may be changing,
but it is the situational self-image that is changing, not the identity standard (Burke
1980). To the extent that non-verification persists over time, self-image meanings
will slowly affect identity standard meanings. This is where we begin to see identity
change. It is a very slow process. At best, the current research gives us insight as to
what first occurs before identity change begins to emerge. Situational meanings first
influence self-image meanings, thereby illustrating how social structure influences
the self (Stryker 2002 [1980]).

Future research will want to examine whether those who are in a structurally
weak position are more vulnerable than those in a structurally strong position to
shifts in their self-in-situation meanings in moment-to-moment interaction. Indeed,
prior research suggests this pattern (Cast 2003; Cast et al. 1999). Because low-power
actors have fewer resources to challenge these views or even exclude those who are
the carriers of those views, they may simply align their self-image to them. There is a
potential danger in doing this because others’ views as to who one is may advantage
those others, leaving weaker people in an even more vulnerable position.

Future work alsomight examine additional ways in which individuals may behave
to counteract non-verifying feedback. In this study, we examined how an increase in
the number of points initially requested as well as an increase in engagement with the
high-power partner were signs of dominance for actors in relatively weak structural
positions. We did not consider alternative actions that might appeal to individuals in
these situations. Indeed, behaviors aimed at changing the structure of the network
in an effort to improve one’s relative position, either through coalition formation or
network expansion (Emerson 1962), are worth investigating.

Finally, future researchwillwant to examinewhether thefindings about behavioral
and cognitive shifts in response to the verification process in this study generalize to
other identities. Some recent research has shown that non-verification of the fairness
identity produces similar behavioral effects (high fairness actors who were told they
were being unfair acted to increase their perceived fairness, while low fairness actors
who were told they were being very fair decreased the level of fairness) (Savage
et al. 2017). However, the effects on self-imagewere not tested in that research. Thus,
while there appears to be some corroboration of findings across different identities as
to howpeople behaviorally respond to non-verifying feedback inmoment-to-moment
interaction, more work needs to be done.

More generally, the findings in this study reveal how the dual cognitive and behav-
ioral responses to the verification process guide moment-to-moment interaction,
while at the same time they are in reaction to non-verifying disturbances that emerge.
More work is needed on these dual responses because both influence self-in-situation
meanings, and in turn, the stability or change in identity standard meanings.
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Endnotes

1. This does not mean that the structurally advantaged are not influenced by the
views of others; only that they are influenced less than the disadvantaged.

2. Negative connection means that exchanges can occur with only one partner in
each exchange opportunity.

3. The simulated actors (W and Z) occasionally make fake agreements with X.
For the high-power, simulated actor (W), there was a 5% chance of such an
agreement occurring with X. For the other low-power, simulated actor (Z), the
percent chance of this occurring was 7.

4. The time delay between when participants took the survey and when they partici-
pated in the experiment reduces the likelihood that they make a direct connection
between the two.

5. These procedures are common for power-dependence experiments (Cook and
Emerson 1978; Lawler and Yoon 1996; Savage et al. 2017).

6. Available upon request.
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Identity Dispersion: Flexibility,
Uncertainty, or Inconsistency?

Peter J. Burke

Abstract Variability in the meanings of an identity (identity dispersion) have had
two contrasting interpretations. On the one hand, drawing on uncertainty-identity
theory within social identity theory, such variability may indicate uncertainty in the
identity, an aversive state leading to negative feelings. On the other hand, identity the-
ory suggests that such variability may indicate flexibility in the identity that reduces
the negative impact of identity nonverification and allows people to feel more posi-
tively. The present paper brings together data on six identities (gender, friend, worker,
student, moral, and spouse) to test the negative impact of uncertainty and/or the pos-
itive impact of flexibility. Results show that both effects occur, but further analyses
suggest that identity dispersion may not represent either flexibility nor uncertainty.
In a second study using longitudinal data, dispersion appears to result from incon-
sistencies in the identity meanings that lead to both cognitive dissonance (producing
the negative effects) and a wider range of held identity meanings that reduces the
negative impact of nonverification (Festinger 1957).

Keywords Identity · Identity verification · Identity dispersion · Identity
uncertainty · Identity flexibility

1 Introduction

The meanings that define an identity have generally been understood to reflect points
on semantic dimensions that define the identity. For the student identity, for exam-
ple, students may see themselves as very academically oriented, slightly social, and
moderately assertive on semantic dimensions (Reitzes and Burke 1980). The point
interpretation has worked well for many applications of identity theory (Burke and
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Stets 2009), but recently there is a revived interest in the idea of people holding a
distribution of identity meanings around the point. The point represents the central
tendency of the distribution, but the degree of dispersion of meanings around that
central point has gained some interest as representing additional aspects of identities
that have not received much attention. In the present paper, I explore the implications
of this aspect, i.e., dispersion, of identities. I begin with a brief description of the
nature of identities and identity theory, and then talk about the two interpretations
of identity dispersion that have received some investigation, followed by a test of
these interpretations. In exploring the implications of these two main interpretations
of identity dispersion, several additional factors come to light that suggest a different
third interpretation may be more correct. The implications of this are then discussed.

2 Identity Theory

Within identity theory, an identity is defined as the set of meanings that are held by a
person in terms of what it means to be who one is in a role (e.g., police person, truck
driver, student), a social category or group (e.g., American, Black, PTA member), or
the kind of person one is (e.g., dominant, moral, outgoing) (Burke and Stets 2009).
Each of these role identities, social identities, or person identities, are meanings the
person holds for the self, and others attribute to the person. These meanings come to
be known both to the person and others through their mutual interaction in situations
where the others respond to the person in terms of the role, group, or category
occupied by the person. Over time, these meanings are modified by experience and
learning and they become internalized into an identity standard. Persons then act to
maintain and reproduce these meanings through the verification process.

The verification process operates as a perceptual control system whereby persons
monitor identity-relevant meanings in the situation and compare those meanings to
the meanings held in their identity standard. These situational meanings are often in
the form of reflected appraisals or what meanings that persons think others attribute
to them. If the perceived situational meanings match the identity meanings, that is,
the identity is verified, the person responds with positive feelings and heightened
esteem and continues to act as he or she has been (Burke and Stets 2009; Powers
1973; Stets and Burke 2014a). If, however, the perceived situational meanings are
disturbed and become discrepant from the meanings held in the identity standard,
this is nonverification, and the person becomes distressed and acts to counteract the
discrepancy by shifting the meanings in the situation until the perceptions once again
match the standard (Burke and Stets 2009).

For example, if one perceives that others in the situation feel he or she is less moral
than indicated in the identity standard (reflected appraisals), the person becomes
upset and/or angry and may engage more strongly in moral ways, letting both self
and others see the higher level of morality. On the other hand, if one perceives others
as thinking one is excessively moral (relative to the identity standard), the person
also will become distressed and act in a less moral manner to change the situational
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meanings and bring the reflected appraisals back to being in line with the identity
standard (Burke and Harrod 2005). In a sense, this is a constant dance to maintain
consistency between the perceived meanings in the situation and the meanings in
the identity standard despite disturbances that may upset this balance. By keeping
identity relevant meanings in the situation consistent with the identity standard, the
identity is maintained and both self and others understand who one is and what to
expect in interaction.

Much of the work in identity theory has viewed the meaning of an identity as a
point on some dimension of meaning, for example, academic responsibility. Thus, a
personmay see herself as being a person with a certain level of academic responsibil-
ity. Reflected appraisal meanings would also be measured as a point on the academic
responsibility dimension of meanings. When the meanings that define an identity are
not located at a single point along a semantic dimension, but are distributed along
that dimension, perhaps as a probability density, we have what is termed an identity
dispersion.

The idea of an identity dispersion has become of some interest in recent years,
especially in terms of its consequences for the individual. Two interpretations of
dispersion have been discussed, each leading to different consequences.1 On the one
hand, in identity theory, such variability in identity meanings may indicate a degree
of flexibility or acceptance of a range of meanings used to define the self and provide
a protection against the negative impact of identity nonverification. On the other
hand, in social identity theory, such variability or inconsistency in the meanings used
to define the self may indicate uncertainty in one’s identity, which has an aversive
feeling and may lead to lower self-esteem (Hogg 2007). I turn now to discuss each of
these two interpretations of identity dispersion and its impact on the self. Following
this I discuss a study that brings together data on five identities (gender, friend,
worker, student, moral) to test the negative impact of uncertainty and/or the positive
impact of flexibility.

3 Identity Flexibility

Central to identity theory is an understanding of themeanings in the identity standard.
Meanings are bipolar responses to, for example, self as masculine or feminine. A
measure of traditional gender identity meanings ranging from very masculine to very
feminine can be constructed (Burke and Tully 1977; Osgood et al. 1957; Stets and
Burke 1996). One person may have a moderately masculine gender identity, while
another has a quite feminine gender identity. These gender identity meanings are
points along the underlying scale, more feminine or more masculine. Long ago the
concept of androgyny was introduced as one way to help understand persons whose
gender identity contained a mixture of meanings, some more masculine and some
more feminine (Bem 1974). The original thought was that such mixtures allowed
persons to be more flexible in their gender role performances.
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Burke (1980) suggested that such flexibility might be represented as a distribu-
tion along the scale that ranges in meaning from very masculine to very feminine.
A distributed identity contains a range of meanings that people hold for themselves,
a variety of meanings with which they are comfortable both portraying and being
portrayed by. A person with such a distribution of gender meanings may be more
adaptable or flexible to engage in a variety of interactions that called for more mas-
culine meanings at one time and more feminine meanings at other times (Stets and
Burke 1996). This idea of adaptability or flexibility can be applied to any dimension
of meaning in any identity. A person with a more distributed identity may be com-
fortable portraying a variety of meanings and be able to interact more comfortably
across a variety of situations (Burke 1980).

With respect to the verification of an identity, if people are comfortable with a
distribution of meanings for, let’s say, their gender identity, then receiving feedback
that does not exactly match an identity standard (but is within the acceptable distri-
bution) is less of a problem because of the variety of meanings that are acceptable.
Reflected appraisals that they are somewhat more feminine than the standard is okay
because they are comfortablewithmore feminine representations. Similarly, reflected
appraisals that are somewhat more masculine than the standard are similarly accept-
able. The degree to which a given amount of non-verifying feedback is distressing
is much diminished compared to an equal degree of nonverification if their identity
were at a single point on an underlying scale. Cantwell’s (2016) work on the dis-
tributed identity with respect to the student identity showed that those whose identity
meanings were spread across a wider (acceptable) range, reacted with less negative
emotion and less reduction in self-esteem to nonverification (reflected appraisals
that did not correspond to the center of the distribution of meanings) compared to
those who had an identity with a narrower spread of meanings. The wider the dis-
persion of acceptable meanings, the less reactive is the person to a given degree of
non-verification.

Cantwell examined the student identity and measured both the mean and disper-
sion of respondents’ student identity (along a dimension of academic responsibility).
Some students were more academically responsible, and others were less so. Also,
some students had a wider dispersion of acceptable meanings along this dimension
than others. It was clear in Cantwell’s work that for both persons with narrower dis-
tributions of meanings on their identity standard as well as for persons with a wider
distribution of meanings, the further that reflected appraisals were from the center of
the distribution, the more they suffered increases in negative emotion and reductions
in two components of self-esteem: worth and efficacy.

However, for those with a wider distribution (more dispersion), the same amount
of discrepancy between the identity standard (as the central point of the distribution)
and the reflected appraisals produced less negative reactions with respect to emotion
and esteem than that samediscrepancy for respondentswith a narrower distribution. It
appeared that the wider distribution of meanings in the identity for some respondents
served as a buffer to the negative effects of nonverification (discrepancy) on emotion
and esteem, thus indicating the greater flexibility the person has with the identity
meanings.
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Based on this logic and data, the first hypothesis is that if greater dispersion
indicates greater flexibility in the identity, then:

H1: The negative impact on the components of self-esteem and positive emotions
of identity nonverification will be diminished as the dispersion of identity meanings
is increased.

If the wider distribution of meanings for the identity indicates a greater flexibility
and acceptance of awider rangeofmeanings as describing the self, then that flexibility
will diminish the impact of nonverification. Note that this hypothesis involves an
interaction: the relationship between non-verification and negative feelings depends
upon the level of dispersion in the identity.

4 Identity Uncertainty

In the above, the distribution of meanings that identify a person represents flexibility
and acceptance of this wider range of identity meanings. Another interpretation is
possible. The distribution of meanings that identify a person may represent uncer-
tainty with respect to the identity defining meanings. Personal uncertainty about who
one is, that is, a personal sense of doubt or ambiguity of self-views has been shown
to be an aversive state that motivates behavior to reduce it (van den Bos 2009). This
uncertainty has two components: a stable individual component and variable situa-
tional fluctuations. The stable component reflects a relatively continuous or constant
sense of doubt or ambiguity that does not vary by situation. Separately, there is the
uncertainty induced by some situations that make one more certain or less certain
about who they are. Following Hogg’s (2009) theoretical developments, I am inter-
ested more in the stable individual component of uncertainty about the self rather
than the situationally induced and varying component, because the self is the critical
organizing principle, referent point, or integrative framework for diverse perceptions,
feelings, and behaviors (Rosenberg 1979).

Uncertainty-identity theory (Hogg 2007) is a part of social identity theory in psy-
chology which suggests that when people have uncertainty about the self, they find
this state aversive (Greco and Roger 2003) and devaluing of the self. Uncertainty-
identity theory suggests that those with high uncertainty are motivated to identify
with or join groups that that can help reduce the aversive feeling by providing mean-
ing and focus for the individual, which in turn can enhance self-feelings and reduce
negative emotions. As a theory about the motivation to identify with or join groups,
uncertainty-identity theory grew out of the failure of earlier attempts in social iden-
tity theory to understand the motivation for joining groups as a self-enhancement
processes (Hogg 2007). The self-enhancement that accompanies joining a group
may result from joining the group if the group verifies the identity and provides
coherent meanings, rather than be a cause for joining the group. By going back to
the principles of social categorization which underlay all of social identity theory,
it was suggested that social categorization itself reduced uncertainty and was the
underlying motivation for joining groups (Hogg and Abrams 1993). Indeed, as Hogg
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(2007) points out, this idea was present in many of the earlier writings, though it was
not developed.

One early experiment (Hogg andGrieve 1999) showed the effect of uncertainty on
group affiliation. They used amanipulation to create in participants a high or low level
of uncertainty about their ability to carry out a complicated task. All the participants
were then put in groups in which the level of in-group bias was measured. A high
level of in-group bias indicates a stronger level of identification with the group. It
was found that those exposed to the high uncertainty condition held significantly
more ingroup bias than those not exposed to the uncertainty manipulation and they
had a higher level of self-esteem. Situational uncertainty thus appeared to motivate
people to identify more strongly with their group, which both reduced their level
of uncertainty and increased their self-esteem. Replications of this basic experiment
with variations in the manipulation of uncertainty continued to show the same results
(Hogg and Grieve 1999).

In the present research, however, we will not be manipulating uncertainty in
the situation, but will measure the more stable individual component (van den Bos
2009) by examining the degree of variability in the meanings individuals hold in
their identity standards. That is, the meanings they apply to themselves are variable
or dispersed rather than fully coherent.

To the extent that a wide dispersion of identity meanings around a central point
is the result of or is reflective of uncertainty about the self, I would expect from
uncertainty-identity theory that this dispersion, as an aversive state, would lead to
lower levels of self-esteem and higher levels of negative emotion. This leads to our
second hypothesis:

H2: The greater the dispersion of a person’s identity meanings around a central
point, the lower will be the components of the person’s self-esteem and the higher
will be feelings of negative emotion.

We thus have two hypotheses about the effects of identity dispersion. From
uncertainty-identity theory, dispersion represents uncertainty in the self, and leads
to lower self-esteem and feeling bad. From identity theory, identity dispersion rep-
resents flexibility of the self and provides protection against the negative effects of
identity nonverification. Study 1 tests these hypotheses by analyzing data consist-
ing of measures of dispersion in identity meanings, variability in nonverification,
negative emotion, and the self-esteem components [worth, efficacy, and authenticity
(Stets and Burke 2014b)]. I use the components of self-esteem rather than a summary
score to allow for variation across the different components.
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5 Study 1

5.1 Sample

Data were obtained from a survey administered to students at a large, ethnically
diverse, southwestern university in 2011. The students were offered extra course
credit for their participation. The response rate was 85%with a total of 326 individu-
als. The respondents were 65% female and 35%male. The average age was 21. They
were ethnically diverse with 22% Asian, 36% Latino/a, 17% white, 13% black, 6%
who classified themselves as multiracial, and 6% other. Parental income was coded
at the midpoint of a category that was identified (out of eight categories ranging from
$7500 to $125,000). The median income was $42,500. These means are typical for
the classes from which the students were drawn.

5.2 Measures

Measures of identity meanings and reflected-appraisal meanings (to measure iden-
tity discrepancy or nonverification) were obtained for five different identities: gender,
friend, worker, student, and moral. The bipolar items used to measure the identity
meanings for each identity are given in Table 1, alongwith factor loadings, indicating
that the meanings for each identity formed a single factor with high omega reliabil-
ity scores (Heise and Bohrnstedt 1970). The student and moral identity measures
are taken from Stets and Burke (2014b), the other measures were developed using
discriminant function procedures (Burke and Tully 1977) for the present study.

The eight semantic differential items for gender identity as shown in Table 1 were
taken from the Personal Attributes Questionnaire (PAQ) as the most discriminating
items that distinguished male and female self-ratings (Spence and Helmreich 1978).
The items for worker and friend were newly created. For each identity, the respon-
dents were presented with each set of bipolar characteristics given in the table and
asked to indicate where they fell between the two, where 1 represented one end of
the continuum, 7 represented the other end of the continuum, and 4 was between the
two. For example, on the gender identity scale, the person would rate themselves on
the seven-point bi-polar scale for item six in response to the stem “As a man/woman
I am…” somewhere between “not at all understanding of others” and “very under-
standing of others”. All the items were then standardized, aligned in one direction,
and averaged to get a gender identity standard.

In addition, the three components of self-esteem (self-worth, efficacy, and authen-
ticity) are measured using the scales developed by Stets and Burke (2014b) along
with a negative emotion scale. Following the Stets and Burke procedure, I analyze
separately each of the esteem components as there may be differential effects on each
that would be hidden by combining all three components into one score. The items,
loadings, and reliabilities are given in Table 2. For the esteem components, responses
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Table 1 Items, factor loadings, and reliabilities for each identity scale (N = 318)

Gender (� for self-ratings and reflected appraisals = 0.87 and 0.88)

1. Not at all able to devote self completely
to others

Able to devote self completely to others 0.61

2. Not at all helpful to others Very helpful to others 0.74

3. Not at all kind Very kind 0.68

4. Not at all aware of the feelings of others Very aware of the feelings of others 0.67

5. Not at all self-confident Very self-confident −0.49

6. Not at all understanding of others Very understanding of others 0.81

7. Very cold in relations with others Very warm in relations with others 0.71

8. Go to pieces under pressure Stand up well under pressure −0.51

Friend (� for self-ratings and reflected appraisals = 0.93 and 0.95)

1. Trustworthy Not trustworthy 0.78

2. Not supportive Supportive −0.71

3. Loyal Not loyal 0.66

4. Encouraging Not encouraging 0.70

5. Not caring Caring −0.79

6. Helpful Not helpful 0.73

7. Not sincere Sincere −0.76

8. Not giving Giving −0.74

9. Reliable Not reliable 0.58

10. Not committed Committed −0.71

Worker (� for self-ratings and reflected appraisals = 0.87 and 0.92)

1. A follower A leader −0.47

2. Hardworking Not hardworking 0.71

3. Not dependable Dependable −0.52

4. A team player Not a team player 0.59

5. Organized Disorganized 0.53

6. Not motivated Motivated −0.73

7. Creative Not creative 0.61

8. Competitive Not competitive 0.43

9. Not prompt Prompt −0.68

10. Not efficient Efficient −0.77

Student (� for self-ratings and reflected appraisals = 0.77, 0.83)

1. Sensitive Insensitive 0.40

2. Non-competitive Competitive −0.45

3. Studious Non-studious 0.60

5. Hardworking Not hardworking 0.75

(continued)
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Table 1 (continued)

6. Antisocial Social −0.31

7. Open-minded Close-minded 0.50

8. Immature Mature −0.65

10. Irresponsible Responsible −0.75

Moral (� for self-ratings and reflected appraisals = 0.91, 0.94)

1. Honest Dishonest 0.68

2. Caring Uncaring 0.75

3. Unkind Kind −0.79

4. Unfair Fair −0.79

5. Helpful Not helpful 0.66

6. Stingy Generous −0.51

7. Compassionate Hard hearted 0.55

8. Untruthful Truthful −0.70

9. Not hardworking Hardworking −0.59

10. Friendly Unfriendly 0.59

11. Selfish Selfless −0.53

12. Principled Unprincipled 0.58

are along a four-point scale ranging from strongly agree to strongly disagree. Items
are aligned and summed to obtain the scale score on each of the esteem components.

For the negative emotion, responses to feeling the various six emotions shown in
Table 2 are on seven-point scales ranging from 0 (not at all) to 6 (extremely). Again,
these measures are unidimensional and have high reliability.

To measure identity dispersion, I first measure the identity standard as the mean
of the standardized items that capture the meanings of the identity. Next, I measure
the variability of individual item responses around that mean. I illustrate this with
the gender identity measure, though all the identity dispersions are measured in the
same way. The eight gender identity items were standardized and averaged to obtain
the gender identity standard for the individual. On this scale, for example, a score
of 1 indicates that the person had a score one standard deviation above the mean of
all respondents (more feminine). This gender identity score for each respondent can
be interpreted as the expected score for that respondent’s answer to each of the eight
(standardized) items. Departures from this expected answer (the identity standard)
on the items capture the variability in the measured responses. For example, a person
may answer three items as 1, 1, 1 for an average of 1 (no variability), while another
individual may answer as 0, 1, 2 also for an average of 1 but with variability in the
responses. The amount of variability in the self-ratings on gender identity meanings
can then be measured for each respondent by calculating the dispersion (standard
deviation) of the answers around this average (expected) score.



98 P. J. Burke

Table 2 Items, factor loadings, and reliabilities for measures of the components of self-esteem and
negative emotion (N = 318)

Worth (� = 0.91)

1. I feel I am a person of worth, at least on an equal basis with others 0.73

2. I feel that I have a number of good qualities 0.82

3. I take a positive attitude toward myself 0.79

4. On the whole, I am satisfied with myself 0.74

5. I usually feel good about myself 0.75

6. I feel I have much to offer as a person 0.75

7. I have a lot of confidence in the actions I undertake in my life 0.78

Efficacy (� = 0.84)

1. There is no way I can solve some of the problems I have (R) 0.65

2. I have little control over the things that happen to me (R) 0.75

3. There is little I can do to change many of the important things in my life (R) 0.65

4. I feel as if what happens to me is mostly determined by other people (R) 0.55

5. I certainly feel helpless at times (R) 0.73

6. Sometimes I feel that I’m not able to accomplish what I want (R) 0.63

7. I often feel unable to deal with the problems of life (R) 0.77

Authenticity (� = 0.90)

1. I feel most people don’t know the “real” me (R) 0.73

2. I find I can almost always be myself 0.78

3. I feel people expect me to be different than I really am (R) 0.66

4. I think most people accept who I really am 0.71

5. I just wish I were more able to be myself (R) 0.77

6. I feel the way in which I generally act reflects the “real” me 0.75

7. I often do not feel I am myself (R) 0.79

Negative emotion (� = 0.86)

1. Happy (R) 0.49

2. Sad 0.74

3. Guilty 0.76

4. Angry 0.79

5. Shame 0.81

6. Fear 0.78

σ =
√∑8

1 (I tem − Expected)2

8

Those personswith a large dispersion can be viewed as having either a high degree
of flexibility or a high degree of uncertainty with respect to their gender identity. This
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measure is called the gender identity dispersion. This procedure is used to measure
the identity dispersion of all five identities used in this study.

To illustrate these dispersion measures as applied to the gender identity for two
persons, Fig. 1 shows the standardized gender identity scale and dispersions for two
persons, one with a low dispersion (25th percentile) centered at −0.49, and the other
with a high dispersion (75th percentile) centered at 0.14. The individual item ratings
around the mean gender identity of the eight items for these two persons are also
shown as the solid (for the low dispersion person) or hollow circles (for the high
dispersion person) at the bottom of the figure.

To measure identity discrepancy, that is the degree to which an identity is not
verified, I measure the degree to which one’s reflected appraisals depart from the
identity standard. Thus, for each identity, the same items as used to measure the
identity standard were also used in the survey to measure the reflected appraisals, or
how respondents thought others saw them. That is, each respondent rated the items
with respect to the stem “As a [worker] others see me as…” The reliabilities for
these reflected appraisal measures are given in Table 1, along with the items used
for each scale. For each item in the identity scale, the squared difference between
the self-rating on the item and the reflected appraisal (RA) rating on the item was
measured and averaged across items for each of the identity scales used.

discrepancy =
∑8

1 (RA − self-rating)2

8

Table 3 presents the means, standard deviations, and correlations among all the
measures.

Fig. 1 Illustration of low dispersion function and points (25th percentile) and high dispersion and
points (75th percentile) of gender identity
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5.3 Analysis

To test the hypotheses, structural equation models were estimated that predict emo-
tion and each of the esteem components as a function of identity dispersion, identity
discrepancy, and the interaction of the two. Correlations among the error variances
for each of the esteem components were allowed. To account for the few instances
of missing data, the method of maximum-likelihood missing values allowed all valid
data to be used in the estimates.

6 Results

The results of the analysis for the gender identity are presented in the top panel
of Table 4. These results are discussed in detail, as they provide a framework for

Table 4 Effects of identity dispersion and identity discrepancy on components of self-esteem and
negative emotion

Worth Efficacy Authenticity Neg. emotion

Gender N = 318, 8 items

Dispersion −0.17** −0.05 −0.27** 0.36**

Discrepancy −0.22** −0.23** −0.25** 0.02

Interaction 0.26** 0.12* 0.26** −0.16**

Friend N = 319, 10 items

Dispersion −0.15 −0.26** −0.29** 0.42**

Discrepancy −0.37** −0.43** −0.35** 0.21*

Interaction 0.35** 0.51** 0.37** −0.41**

Worker N = 319, 8 items

Dispersion −0.15** −0.19** −0.19** 0.10

Discrepancy −0.04 0.03 −0.52** 0.32*

Interaction 0.06 0.18 0.40** −0.13

Student N = 318, 8 items

Dispersion −0.09 −0.10 −0.11 0.11

Discrepancy −0.29 −0.21 −0.19 0.24

Interaction 0.18 0.07 0.01 −0.09

Moral N = 319, 12 items

Dispersion −0.05 −0.30** −0.22** 0.29**

Discrepancy −0.42** −0.34** −0.48** 0.24*

Interaction 0.27* 0.43** 0.38** −0.30*

*p ≤ 0.05
**p ≤ 0.01
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understanding the results for the other identities. Included in the model are identity
dispersion, identity discrepancy (nonverification), and the interaction of the two.
Hypothesis two predicts, according to uncertainty-identity theory, a negative impact
on self-esteem and emotion for persons who have a larger dispersion (interpreted as
uncertainty). Table 4 shows the results. Looking first at the self-worth component
of self-esteem, we see the negative effect of dispersion on self-worth for the person
with an average amount of discrepancy (β = −0.17, p ≤ 0.01), thus supporting
Hypothesis two.

Hypothesis one predicts a negative effect of identity discrepancy (nonverification)
on emotion and the components of self-esteem, which is moderated by the amount of
dispersion (interpreted as flexibility) of the identity. Table 4 also shows the effect of
discrepancy onworth for the personwith the average amount of dispersion (zero with
standardized measures) is a significant−0.22 (p≤ 0.01). The effect of the significant
interaction term shows that the effect of discrepancy comes very close to zero (−0.22
+ 0.26) for persons who are one standard deviation above the mean of dispersion as
predicted in Hypothesis one. That is, for persons with a high dispersion, the effect
of non-verification on emotion and esteem are very close to zero. Both hypotheses
are thus strongly confirmed with respect to the effects of gender identity discrep-
ancy and dispersion on self-worth: dispersion for average levels of non-verification
has a negative outcome, while discrepancy (nonverification) for persons with high
dispersion has little effect.

Turning to the second component of self-esteem, self-efficacy, we see support for
Hypothesis one (negative effects of discrepancy moderated by dispersion), but the
negative effect of dispersion on self-efficacy as proposed in the second hypothesis is
not strong enough to be significant. Looking at the third component of self-esteem,
authenticity, we see that, again, both hypotheses are strongly supportedwhen looking
at gender identity.

Finally, looking at the results for negative emotion, we see support for Hypothesis
two on the negative effects of dispersion, but the negative effect of discrepancy
appears to be felt only for those with very narrow dispersions. Those respondents
with average dispersion do not feel negative emotion when discrepancy increases
(verification decreases).

Without going into all the details for the results with respect to each of the other
identities that are shown in the remaining panels of Table 4, we see this same pattern
of results, though with somewhat varying significances on each of the coefficients.
For example, with respect to the friend identity, the hypotheses are supported except
for the effect of friend identity dispersion on self-worth, which is not significant.
With respect to the worker identity, the hypotheses are fully supported only for the
authenticity outcome. The effect of identity discrepancy and the interaction terms
are not significant for the worth and efficacy outcomes. With respect to the student
identity, while none of the effects are quite strong enough to reach significance, each
is in the correct direction. The likelihood of all 12 coefficients being in the correct
direction by chance is extremely small. Finally, with respect to the moral identity,
both hypotheses are support for the efficacy, authenticity and emotion outcomes,
but only Hypothesis one is supported for the self-worth outcome. Overall, thus, we
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see a general pattern of support for the hypotheses, but there is some variability
in the individual outcomes across identities which do not always reach statistical
significance.

To bring these disparate results into a single analysis, the individual measures
of identity dispersion across the identities were averaged into an identity dispersion
score, and identity discrepancymeasures across the five identities were averaged into
an identity discrepancy score.An interaction termwas then created bymultiplying the
average dispersion scores and the average discrepancy scores. To be sure that it makes
sense to combine the different identity dispersion measures into a single factor and
the different identity discrepancymeasures into a second factor, a confirmatory factor
analysis of the ten measures was performed extracting two correlated factors with no
cross loadings. In this analysis, I allowed for the errors on dispersion and discrepancy
to be correlated for the same identity. These results are presented in Table 5 and Fig. 2
where we see that the model fits the data well, that the dispersion measures have high
loadings on the dispersion factor and zero loadings on the discrepancy factor, while
the discrepancy measures have high loadings on the discrepancy factor and zero
loadings on the dispersion factor.

Table 6 presents a test of the two hypotheses for each of the components of
self-esteem and negative emotion using the combined measures of dispersion and
discrepancy along with the interaction. The results show strong support for both
hypotheses on all three components of self-esteem and negative emotion. Because the
pattern of results for each of the separate identitieswas generally the same, combining
themeasure reducedmeasurement error and allowedus to see that pattern very clearly.
We see the negative effects of dispersion in accordance with Hypothesis two. Persons
with higher levels of identity dispersion have lower levels of all three components

Table 5 Factor analysis of
dispersion and discrepancy
correlations across identities
(N = 318)

Dispersion Discrepancy

Gender identity dispersion 0.60 0

Friend identity dispersion 0.53 0

Worker identity dispersion 0.48 0

Student identity dispersion 0.55 0

Moral identity dispersion 0.76 0

Gender identity discrepancy 0 0.53

Friend identity discrepancy 0 0.50

Worker identity discrepancy 0 0.56

Student identity discrepancy 0 0.56

Moral identity discrepancy 0 0.77

Reliability (�) 0.74 0.77

Dispersion and discrepancy factors correlation: 0.75
Chi-square fit = 34.53, df = 29, p ≥ 0.22; RMSEA = 0.025
Not shown are the estimated error covariances between dispersion
and discrepancy of the same identities
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Table 6 Effects of identity discrepancy and identity dispersion on components of self-esteem using
combined measures (N = 318)

Worth Efficacy Authenticity Neg. emotion

Dispersion −0.31** −0.35** −0.33** 0.41**

Discrepancy −0.70** −0.79** −0.76** 0.40*

Interaction 0.67** 0.75** 0.72** −0.46*

*p ≤ 0.05
**p ≤ 0.01

of self-esteem and higher levels of negative emotion. At the same time, we see the
negative effects of identity nonverification (discrepancy) on all components of self-
esteemwhen people have the average amount of dispersion, but this effect is reduced
as the amount of dispersion increases so that the negative effect of discrepancy
is removed for those who have dispersion one or two standard deviations above
average. Thus, dispersion has a positive effect to reduce the negative impact of
identity nonverification.

Dispersion, thus, has both positive and negative effects on emotion and the com-
ponents of self-esteem. Now, the interaction term in the regression model, which has
been interpreted as a moderator for the effects of discrepancy, can also be interpreted
as a moderator for the effects of identity dispersion. Interaction terms can be viewed
either way. The negative effect of identity dispersion on self-esteem shown in the
tables, is the effect for persons with average levels of identity discrepancy or nonver-
ification. As identity discrepancy diminishes from the average level by one standard
deviation, that is, as identities become more verified, the negative effects of identity
dispersion increase. To understand this, think of verified inconsistencies in contrast to
unverified inconsistencies. Inconsistencies that are verified have a stronger negative
effect.

Clearly, dispersion is particularly bad for persons with very high levels of identity
verification. For example, with respect to efficacy as an outcome, the effect of a
one standard deviation increase in dispersion at average levels of discrepancy in
Table 6 is to decrease efficacy by 0.35. This effect becomes −1.10 (=−0.35–0.75)
for personswho have one standard deviationmore verification (less discrepancy) than
average. On the other hand, the negative effects of identity dispersion are reduced
for persons with a less well verified identity and may even become a beneficial effect
of dispersion. For example, the effect of a unit change in dispersion is to decrease
efficacy by 0.35 as already mentioned, but this effect becomes +0.40 (=−0.35 +
0.75) for persons who have one standard deviation greater discrepancy. Identity
nonverification protects people from the negative effects of identity dispersion. These
effects are shown graphically in Fig. 3.

This last set of analyses using the composite measures of dispersion and dis-
crepancy across all five of the identities raises some interesting questions about the
natures of dispersion and discrepancy. To create these composite measures, I first
showed that the measures of dispersion across the different identities are all highly
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Fig. 3 Illustrating how identity dispersionmoderates the effects of identity discrepancy and identity
discrepancy moderates the effects of identity dispersion

correlated as are the measures of discrepancy across the different identities. Indeed,
the omega reliability for each combined construct is about 0.77. What are the impli-
cations of the fact that if a person has a high (or low) dispersion on one identity, that
person likely also has a high (or low) dispersion on another identity; similarly, for
identity discrepancy?

Having a high or low dispersion or a high or low discrepancy score seem to
be characteristics of a person—some people have greater (or lesser) dispersion in
all their identities, and some people seem to be able to verify (or not) all their
identities. Indeed, we saw that dispersion and discrepancy are moderately correlated
(.75 in Table 5). Is it possible that difficulty in verifying an identity leads one to have
a more dispersed set of identity meanings as they explore creating identity meanings
that will be verified? Is it also possible that having a more dispersed identity results
in greater difficulty verifying the identity? Study 2 explores these issues. Data from
the marital roles study, a longitudinal study carried out annually over three years
(Tallman et al. 1998) will allow us to understand these processes better and see the
impacts of dispersion and discrepancy on each other over time. With measures of
the spousal identity over three points in time, Study 2 can begin to disentangle the
causal impacts of dispersion and discrepancy on each other.
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7 Study Two

The marital roles study was a longitudinal study that investigated marital dynamics
in the first three years of marriage (Tallman et al. 1998). The sample was drawn
from marriage registration records in 1991 and 1992 in two mid-sized communities
in Washington state. It consists of couples who were over age 18, who were involved
in their first marriage, and who had no children. The data for the current analysis are
based on information from the interviews in all three data-collection periods.

7.1 Sample

There were 574 couples applying for marriage licenses who appeared to be eligible
for the sample. Of these, 286 couples completed all the data-collection in the first
round. A 15% attrition occurred from Year 1 to Year 2, and an additional 4.2%
attrition from Year 2 to Year 3. These numbers do not include the 13 couples who
were separated or divorced after Year 1, nor the 16 couples who were separated or
divorced after Year 2, who were no longer included in the sampling frame. Couples
who dropped out of the study after the first or second year were more likely to be
young (p < 0.01), less highly educated (p < 0.01), and of lower socioeconomic status
(p < 0.05) (Burke and Stets 1999).

7.2 Measures

Eight items were used to measure the spousal identity (Burke and Stets 1999). These
items, their factor loadings, and reliability are given in Table 7. Respondents rated

Table 7 Items, factor
loadings, and reliabilities for
items measuring spouse
identity (N = 624)

Item Loading

1. Cleaning the house −0.67

2. Preparing and serving meals −0.73

3. Washing, ironing and mending the clothes −0.79

4. Home repair 0.83

5. Yard work 0.72

6. Shopping for groceries −0.67

7. Providing the family income before children are
born

0.67

8. Providing the family income after children are
born

0.77

Spousal identity (� = 0.91)
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each of 8 spousal role activities in terms of the degree to which they felt that they
themselves should engage in that role activity (own identity standard), and the degree
to which they felt that their spouse should engage in that activity. Responses ranged
from a low of doing “none of the activity in the household” to doing “all of the
activity in the household” (coded 0–4). Following the earlier procedures of Study 1,
the means of the eight (standardized) items were used to measure the spouse identity
standards for everyone. To measure spouse identity dispersions, the same procedures
that were indicated in Study 1 were used to measure the variability of the eight items
around the mean rating.

The spouse identity discrepancy was measured as the difference between the self-
rating of how much individuals should engage in the activity and the rating on that
item showing how much their spouse felt they should engage in the activity.2 These
scores were then squared and averaged to provide the measure of discrepancy.

Measures of two esteem components previously used by Cast and Burke (2002)
were also included: self-worth and efficacy. The self-worth scale consisted of seven
items and had an omega reliability of 0.88. The efficacy scale consisted 9 items and
had an omega reliability of 0.85. These scales were developed from items included
in the self-administered portion of the interview.

7.3 Analyses

With this new identity and data set, I want to first try to replicate the effects we found
in Study 1 showing the impact of identity dispersion, identity discrepancy, and the
interaction of the two on the self-esteem components.3 I then explore the effects
of identity dispersion on identity discrepancy as well as the effect of discrepancy
on dispersion over time to understand the positive relationship between these two
constructs. With measures gathered at three points, each separated by a year, it is
possible to estimate the separate effects of each variable on the other.

8 Results

Before looking at the causal relationships of dispersion and discrepancy, Table 8
presents the results that replicate the findings in Study 1 showing the effects of
dispersion, discrepancy, and their interaction on the two components of self-esteem
that were measured: self-worth and efficacy. This analysis was carried out three
times, once for each year of the longitudinal study. We see in these results that the
earlier effects are replicated. Persons with higher levels of dispersion suffer a loss
of both self-worth and efficacy. We also see that identity discrepancy has a negative
effect on worth and efficacy, and the significant interaction shows that this effect is
diminished for persons who have higher dispersions in their spousal identity. We can
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Table 8 Effects of spouse
identity discrepancy and
identity dispersion on
components of self-esteem (N
= 623)

Year 1 Year 2 Year 3

Self-worth

Dispersion −0.12** −0.16** −0.15**

Discrepancy −0.13** −0.14** −0.16**

Interaction 0.11* 0.14* 0.16*

Efficacy

Dispersion −0.13** −0.19** −0.15**

Discrepancy −0.14** −0.16** −0.15**

Interaction 0.08* 0.18* 0.11*

*p ≤ 0.05
**p ≤ 0.01

now examine the mutual effects of dispersion and discrepancy on each other over
the three time-periods.

The model that was used to estimate the causal relationships between dispersion
and discrepancy is given in Fig. 4 along with the results. Not shown are the correlated
error terms for dispersion and discrepancy, whichwere not significant, indicating that
these causal relationships between the two fully explain their positive correlation.
These results show that dispersion has a moderate and positive effect on discrepancy
and discrepancy has a roughly equal effect on dispersion. These effects are the same
at both time 1 to time 2 and time 2 to time 3.

I also note that the stability coefficients, that is the effects of each variable on itself
one time-period later, for both discrepancy and dispersion appear to be moderately

.42**

.24** .27** .24**.27**

Dispersion 1 Dispersion 2 Dispersion 3

Discrepancy 1 Discrepancy 2 Discrepancy 3

.30** .30**

.42**

.23**

.07

Fig. 4 Mutual effects of discrepancy and dispersion of spouse identity over time. Goodness of fit:
χ2(6) = 2.26, p = 0.90. Not shown are the non-significant error covariances between discrepancy
and dispersion at time points two and three
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Table 9 Transitions among
high and low identity
dispersion groups between
first and final interview

First
interview

Final interview Total

Low
dispersion

High
dispersion

Low
dispersion

158 (77%)
(63%)

47 (23%)
(30%)

205 (100%)
(50%)

High
dispersion

98 (47%)
(37%)

111 (53%)
(70%)

209 (100%)
(50%)

256 (60%)
(100%)

158 (39%)
(100%)

4144 (100%)
(100%)

strong. Indeed, remembering that the time points are separated by a year, the equiv-
alent monthly stability coefficients are 0.87 for dispersion and 0.93 for discrepancy.
These stabilities indicate that it takes some time for exogenous factors to modify
dispersion or discrepancy over time. For comparison, I calculated the stability coef-
ficients for the spouse identity standard over the three years. This effect was very
large: 0.83, which translates to a monthly stability of 0.98. The spouse identity stan-
dard is almost unchanging from month to month. This is considerably more stable
than either the dispersion or discrepancy measures.

To gain another view of the stability of the spousal identity dispersion over time,
the dispersions of the spousal identities for all time periods were divided into high
and low dispersion at the median across time. A cross-tab of the high/low split at the
beginning of the study and the end of the study was created to see the extent to which
individuals change from high to low dispersion or low to high over the interval, and
the extent to which individuals remained high or remained low. These results are
given in Table 9.

We see in Table 9 that the stability of the identity dispersionmeasure over the three
years occurs primarily because those who had less than average identity dispersion
tended to remain low dispersion over that time (77%). Of those who had high identity
dispersion at time one, about half (47%) became lowdispersion by the third interview.
It thus appears that there is a tendency for low identity dispersion persons to stay
low, but for persons with high spouse identity dispersion to become low dispersion.
This would be consistent with high identity dispersion being an aversive state from
which people generally try to escape and move to low dispersion. There is some
movement from low dispersion to high dispersion over the three-year period (23%),
due, perhaps, to problems with verifying their spouse identity (recall that problems
of verification lead to an increase of identity dispersion). Indeed, the persons who
changed from low to high identity dispersion over that time had significantly higher
levels of spousal identity discrepancy (non-verification) at time 1 (p ≤ 0.001).

We also see in Table 9 that about half (209) of the respondents had above average
levels of spousal identity dispersion at the start of the study and only 39% (158)
had above average levels of dispersion by the final interview, with the movement of
persons from high to low dispersion being significantly greater than the movement
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from low to high dispersion. An important question is why there were so many high
dispersion respondents at the beginning of the study.

Perhaps the biggest factor for the initial dispersion measures is that the spousal
identity is a new identity for all the respondents; the respondents had been recruited
because they were just married within the past few months and had never been
married before. This new identity is just being formed. Self-meanings are changing
from whatever they were to what they are now with this new status. What does it
mean to be a spouse? With a new identity, it is to be expected that there would be
some initial uncertainty and/or flexibilitywith respect to the identity that would likely
diminish over time.

In addition, I found that those respondents with higher education levels had less
identity dispersion (p≤ 0.01), as did those with higher occupational status (p≤ 0.01)
or age (p ≤ 0.01). Many of these respondents initially were still in school, so that
by the last interview they had significantly higher levels of education, occupational
status, as well as age, than at the beginning. These factors would lead to higher
levels of dispersion at the beginning with the levels diminishing over time. Since
having more or fewer resources is an individual characteristic, this would affect all
the identities held by the individual. An analysis of dispersion as a function of having
a baby among these newlymarried couples during the three years of the study showed
that individuals who experienced the birth of a child also experience an increase in
the level of dispersion in their spouse identity (p≤ 0.01). Thus, disruptive life events
can result in increased identity dispersion, and this would likely be true for all the
identities the individual holds.

A final analysis may shed some light on the nature of the dispersion and the
question of whether it represents uncertainty or flexibility. Looking at the spousal
identity itself (rather than the dispersion or the discrepancy) over time, I have shown
that the spouse identity has a very high stability coefficient of 0.83 over a year, or
0.98 over a month. I now repeat this analysis, but for two groups: those with higher
than average dispersion of the spouse identity at the beginning of the study and those
with lower than average dispersion. The results, as given in Fig. 4, show high levels
of stability for both groups. Indeed, there is no significant difference in the stability
coefficients between the two dispersion groups, or between the time 1 to 2 coefficients
and the time 2 to 3 coefficients. The pooled estimate for this year-long stability is
0.90. An equivalent month-long stability coefficient would be 0.99 (Fig. 5).

These results raise the question that if a high dispersion represents uncertainty,
then how are such high stabilities over the course of a year possible? Persons with
above average dispersion have equally stable spouse identities as persons with low
dispersion; stable almost to the point of unchanging. The respondents seem to be
quite sure what their spousal identity is a month later, and even a year later. Perhaps
the dispersion is not due to uncertainty, but rather is the result of a mixture of identity
meanings about which the person is certain, but which are not fully consistent with
one another. This would be harmonious with the idea that it is the incongruity of the
different meanings defining the identity (responses to different items), rather than
uncertainty, that produces the lower self-worth and efficacy, even if the persons are
certain that thosemeanings definewho they are as spouses. These incongruities could
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.86**

Identity 1 Identity 2 Identity 3

Identity 1 Identity 2 Identity 3

.91** .88**

.95**

Persons with Low Dispersion

Persons with High Dispersion

Fig. 5 Stability effects of spouse identity over time for persons with low dispersion (Top Panel)
and persons with high dispersion (Bottom Panel) with no constraints. There were no significant
differences in the coefficients between the two groups

create a degree of cognitive dissonance, a strongly aversive state (Festinger 1957).
Perhaps over time the incongruities diminish as each of the components changes to
be more like the others as has been suggested in earlier work (Burke 2003).

9 Discussion

It has been a long journey through this research, withmany findings. I startedwith the
idea of identity dispersion, or the variability of identity meanings around the central
point of the identity standard, which has recently become of interest from two theo-
retical approaches. Identity theory views dispersion as resulting from the flexibility
of an individual to interact in a variety of situations, each requiring slightly different
self-in-role meanings (Burke 1980). Uncertainty-identity theory (Hogg 2007) views
an individual’s uncertainty with respect to their self-meanings resulting in greater
identity dispersion. Identity uncertainty would result in negative outcomes for self-
esteem, while identity flexibility would result in positive outcomes protecting against
the negative effects of identity non-verification.

Thepresent research beganby examiningboth interpretations of dispersion for five
different identities: gender, friend, worker, student, and moral. The results appeared
to support both hypothesized effects, positive and negative. Dispersion, controlling
for discrepancy, has a negative impact on all three components of self-esteem (worth,
efficacy, and authenticity) and emotion. At the same time, it has the positive impact of
reducing the negative effects of identity nonverification (discrepancy) on esteemcom-
ponents and emotion. It appears that dispersion has both the hypothesized negative
and beneficial effects on emotions and esteem.

However, further examination of the dispersion and discrepancy measures across
the five identities in Study 1 showed three additional important results. First, disper-
sion in one identity was correlated with dispersion in the other identities. Second,
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discrepancy in one identity was correlated with discrepancy in the other identities,
and third, identity dispersion is positively correlated (r = 0.6) with identity discrep-
ancy or nonverification. The first two of these results imply that levels of identity
dispersion and identity discrepancy are characteristics of persons and are manifest in
many or all of their identities; A person who has high (low) dispersion (discrepancy)
on one identity likely has a high (low) dispersion (discrepancy) on other identities.
The third result suggests that there is some sort of causal connection between dis-
persion and nonverification leading us to wonder whether difficulty in verifying an
identity leads to a greater dispersion in the meanings of that identity or having a
higher dispersion of meanings in one’s identity makes it more difficult to verify the
identity?

Study 2 pursued an examination of the nature of the causal connection between
dispersion and discrepancy using longitudinal data from themarital roles study (Tall-
man et al. 1992, 1998). It appears that both causal processes are operative. Higher
discrepancy or nonverification at one time appears to increase dispersion later, and,
independently, higher dispersion at the earlier time increases discrepancy at the later
time. Additionally, it was found that both dispersion and discrepancy have mod-
erately high stability coefficients from one year to the next. The implied stability
coefficient for one month indicates a very high level of stability for both dispersion
and discrepancy. Thus, not only are dispersion and discrepancy the result of some
personal characteristic, that characteristic seems quite stable over a time-span of two
or three years.

Perhaps most revealing of the nature of dispersion was another finding in Study 2
that the stability of the spouse identity itself was very high: 0.90 for a year, implying
a stability of 0.99 for a month. This level of stability for the spouse identity raised
some serious questions about the nature of the dispersion. If dispersion represented
uncertainty about the identity as suggested by Hogg (2007, 2009), this high level of
stability of the spouse identity standard would not exist, that is, people would not be
consistent from year to year. These results also call into question the interpretation
of dispersion as an aversive state that is the result of uncertainty about one’s identity.
It may be aversive, but it is not the result of uncertainty. A different interpretation is
called for, one that accounts for the stability of dispersion, its positive consequences of
reducing the negative effects of nonverification, as well as the negative consequences
of its being an aversive state.

I suggest that identity dispersion is due to varying amounts of real inconsistency
in the identity meanings that people hold. Some people seem to incorporate more
inconsistency in their identity meanings than do others—and they seem to do it with
many or all their identities. These inconsistent identity meanings are held with high
levels of certainty. Because the level of certainty is high, these meanings can be
reproduced on a survey even a year later. This level of inconsistency of meanings in
the high dispersion identity, however,would lead to cognitive dissonance and produce
the aversive state that results in lower self-esteem and more negative emotion.

At the same time, the array of (inconsistent) meanings in the more dispersed
identity would also reduce the impact of nonverification because the identity is, in
fact, defined with a wider array of meanings held by the person. With the wider
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array of meanings, any reflected appraisal that was nonverifying for one of the held
meanings, may be verifying with respect to another, thus making at least partial
verification more likely. With a narrow range of self-meanings in the identity, any
reflected appraisal that was nonverifying for one identity meaning would likely be
nonverifying for most identity meanings.

This is illustrated in Fig. 6, which shows two persons with different identity
dispersions for the academic identity, but with the same midpoints and the same
reflected appraisals. The reflected appraisals miss the meanings for the person with
the narrow dispersion (A) but come close to some of the identity meanings for the
person with the wider dispersion (B).

In this way, both the aversive character of identity dispersion due to cognitive
dissonance among the meanings and its protective character because of the wider
spread are accounted for. And, because the meanings are strongly held, the high level
of stability of the identity itself is also explained.

The causal analyses in Study 2 showed that identity dispersion is maintained
by trouble in verifying those identities. Or, to put it another way, verification (low
discrepancy) reduces the level of dispersion. This can be understood by recalling
that when identities are not verified, people begin to act to reduce the discrepancy
between reflected appraisals and the identity standard, but at the same time, the
identity standard begins to slowly shift toward themeanings in the reflected appraisals
(Burke 2006; Burke and Stets 2009; Cast et al. 1999). When verification occurs in an
identity that has wider dispersion, some of the identity meanings will be verified, but

Fig. 6 Range of academic identity meanings for two persons, showing same reflected appraisals
for each
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those that are not verified will begin to adjust toward the reflected appraisal meanings
bringing them toward convergence and reducing the dispersion.

Individuals with more resources will have the power to keep reflected appraisals
toward the center of the spread of identity meanings compared to individuals with
few resources. This would result in persons who have more resources, because of
their position in the social structure, holding identities that have lower dispersion, as
was observed in Study 2. And, this presence or absence of resources would result in
most of their identities being less or more dispersed, accounting for the individual
characteristic of holdingmany high or low dispersion identities. This makes it appear
that dispersion is an individual characteristic, when it is likely due to an individual’s
location in the social structure and the resources they control as well as the events
that happen because of that position.

Let me summarize where we are after all of this. Identity dispersion is the distri-
bution of the meanings of an identity along a semantic dimension rather than being at
a single point. High identity dispersion is an aversive state for a person that decreases
positive emotion and self-esteem. In the present study, dispersion is not the result of
a person’s uncertainty about the meanings in an identity or of their being comfortable
with a distribution of meanings, but, rather, of holding disparate meanings with a
high degree of certainty. It is the cognitive inconsistency of the disparate identity
meanings that likely produces the aversive state.

These results do not have implications for uncertainty identity theory because, as
it turned out, dispersion in this study is not the result of uncertainty. The evidence is
that uncertainty (whether or not associated with dispersion) itself is an aversive state
(Hogg 2007, 2009), just as is cognitive dissonance (Festinger 1957).

Identity dispersion is both a cause and consequence of identity nonverification
(high discrepancy). Like identity discrepancy, identity dispersion is a stable and
persistent condition, though high dispersion tends to diminish over time. Identity
dispersion and identity discrepancy are characteristics that tend to be shared across
the different identities of an individual. High dispersion is a condition that tends to
protect individuals against the negative impact of identity nonverification. This effect
appears to be due not to people being comfortable with a range of identity meanings,
but rather because the nonverification of one identity meaning in the dispersion is
likely to beverificationof another identitymeaning, thus reducing the overall negative
impact of the nonverification.

In sum, identity dispersion is an important characteristic of an identity that seems
to have both negative and positive effects on self-verification and self-esteem. The
present research has shown that because of its central role in self-processes, future
research should take it more into account to gain a better understanding of these
self-processes.
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Endnotes

1. BayesACT, a generalization of affect control theory, holds a third understanding
of dispersion as informational uncertainty that has neither positive nor negative
impact on one’s subjective experience (Schröder et al. 2016). Because no impact
on the self or self-esteem is expected, this view of dispersion is not discussed.

2. We would ideally like to have measured how each participant thought their
spouse evaluated them, but this data was not available. Instead, we use the actual
appraisals of the spouse as a proxy for the reflected appraisals.

3. There was no measure of emotion in this data.
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Competing Identity Standards
and Managing Identity Verification

Jessie K. Finch and Robin Stryker

Abstract Using courtroom observations, in-depth interviews, and third-partymedia
accounts, we examine identity management by lawyers facing challenges to verifi-
cation of prominent role and social identities implicated by participation in Opera-
tion Streamline. A controversial criminal procedure in which undocumented border
crossers are processed en masse, Operation Streamline provides a strategic case for
theory building integrating internal and external role and social identity processes.
Relying on systematic interpretative methods to refract non-laboratory data through
the conceptual lens of identity theory, we found that defense attorneys participating
in Operation Streamline experienced substantial role strain, that is, felt problems in
meeting role expectations, because theywere torn between role-related values of sub-
stantive justice and formal legality that could not be satisfied simultaneously. How-
ever, they also perceived these two values to provide culturally available and positive
but competing role identity standards to draw from as resources to deflect potential
non-verification of their professional identities. Latino/a lawyers—who faced inten-
sified professional role strain and also conflict between a role identity standard of
formal legality and meanings and expectations associated with their racial/ethnic
identity—perceived culturally available, competing social identity group standards
based on race/ethnicity and citizenship. Faced with challenges to positive identity
confirmation, attorneys pushed back against role and social identity group standards
whose adoption would lead to non-verification and adopted instead the competing
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standards facilitating verification. Based on our findings and conceptual scope condi-
tions pertaining to our empirical case, we propose three theoretical propositions that
may link internal, perceptual control and external, social structural identity processes
and can be tested in further research.

Keywords Role identity · Social identity · Group identity · Self · Competing
identity standards · Identity management · Identity challenge ·Multiple identities ·
Law · Lawyer · Legal resources · Formal legality · Substantive justice ·
Race/Ethnicity · Citizenship · Immigration · Perceptual control · Social structure ·
Identity standard · Identity verification · Non-verification · Reflected appraisal ·
Role strain · Role conflict · Role extension · Identity change · Identity salience ·
Identity prominence · Identity dispersion · Commitment · Identity control ·
Identity theory · Emotion · Cognition · Operation Streamline · Cultural
sociology · Social boundary construction

1 Introduction

Interactions between self and other are fraught with the peril of identity non-
verification. Prior research in identity theory shows that individuals are motivated
to verify their identity standards. Non-verification of meanings incorporated in sit-
uationally relevant identity standards for self tends to produce negative emotion
and require enhanced cognitive processing (Kalkhoff et al. 2016; Stets and Burke
2005, 2014). When identity non-verification occurs, individuals initiate strategies
to increase alignment between their identity standards and their reflected appraisals
(Stets and Serpe 2013). Although different strands of identity theory—including the
“external” and “internal,” and those pertaining to role and social identity—are being
brought together in an increasingly integrated and cumulative research program,
much remains to be done (Burke and Stryker 2016).

Examining identity management strategies employed by defense lawyers who
participate in Operation Streamline, a controversial criminal procedure in which
undocumented border crossers are processed en masse, we contribute to more inte-
grated theorization of internal and external identity processes involving both role
and social identities. Interpretive analysis of empirical data gathered from multiple
sources allows us to conceptualize identity management strategies used by Opera-
tion Streamline defense lawyers threatened with non-verification of positive role and
social identities. Using the lens of identity theory, we conceptualize key elements of
the situational challenges faced by these lawyers, the constraints and opportunities
on their responses, and the identity management strategies they adopt. This allows
us to specify and empirically ground testable theoretical propositions inter-relating
multiple identity standards and types of identities while further integrating identity
theory’s external and internal strands.
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2 Theoretical Background

2.1 Identity Theory

Building on the meta-theoretical framework provided by George Herbert Mead
(1934), Stryker’s (1968, 2002 [1980]) conceptualization of identity theory focused
on role identities, presuming that these are a function of the structural locations that
individuals occupy in social institutions including work, family, politics and religion.
Individuals organize these identities into a hierarchy of salience. Salience is shaped
by role commitment—later disaggregated into two dimensions, interactive and affec-
tive commitment—and vice versa over time (Stets and Serpe 2013; Stryker 2002;
Stryker and Serpe 1994). As research progressed to test and further specify theoreti-
cal propositions linking identity to role structures and social networks, Burke (1991)
initiated a complementary research program based on conceptualizing the internal
control processes individuals use to assessmatch ormismatch between their internal-
ized identity standards and their situationally-rooted reflected appraisals. Important
behavioral consequences follow from this assessment (Burke and Stryker 2016; Stets
and Serpe 2013; Stryker and Burke 2000).

Though Burke’s (1991) theory originally was called identity control theory to
distinguish it from Stryker’s (1968, 2002) structural variant of identity theory, the
two now are considered complementary aspects of a unified identity theory, with
structural and perceptual research agendas (Stets and Serpe 2013). A key goal has
been to broaden and deepen integration between the two strands, while simultane-
ously pursuing enhanced theory specification and testing within each (Burke and
Stryker 2016; Stets and Serpe 2013; Stryker and Burke 2000). This makes sense
because a key concept in Stryker’s (1968, 2002) social structural and mostly external
formulation involves the organization of identities internal to the person.Meanwhile,
Burke’s (1991; Stets and Burke 2014) mostly internal control system cannot function
without input based on externalized social interaction.

All identities are sets of meanings, but there are multiple types of identities. Some
are attached to social structural roles (role identities), some are attached to key social
categories or groups to which individuals belong (social identities and group iden-
tities respectively), and some are attached to qualities or characteristics individuals
perceive themselves to have (person identities) (Stets and Burke 2000; Stets and
Serpe 2013). From theory and research in identity theory’s perceptual control strand,
we know that individuals are motivated to verify their identity standards; these are
the meanings that individuals attribute to self in association with a particular iden-
tity (Stets and Burke 2014; Stets and Serpe 2013). All social interaction gives rise
to reflected appraisals—self’s perceptions of the evaluative feedback self is receiv-
ing from others (Stets and Burke 2005, 2014; Stets and Serpe 2013). With reflected
appraisals as the perceptual input, individuals compare the reflected appraisal to their
identity standard. If the two match, the identity standard is verified/confirmed. If the
two do not match, the identity standard is non-verified/disconfirmed (Stets and Burke
2005, 2014).
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Identity verification versus non-verification has important emotional, cognitive,
and behavioral consequences. Where identity verification produces positive emo-
tions, non-verification of meanings incorporated into situationally relevant identity
standards for self leads to negative emotions (Burke andStryker 2016;Stets andBurke
2005, 2014; Stets and Serpe 2013). Research suggests that negative emotions typi-
cally occur especially—but not exclusively—when identity non-verification is in a
negative direction (Kalkhoff et al. 2016; Stets andBurke2014).Recent researchbased
on electroencephalography suggests that, whereas identity verification activates brain
structures involved in unconscious processing that is ongoing and automatic, non-
verification activates a brain region known to be associated with conscious, effortful
processing (Kalkhoff et al. 2016).

Substantial research suggests that when identity non-verification occurs, individ-
uals initiate strategies to increase alignment between their identity standards and
their reflected appraisals. As Stets and Serpe (2013, 35) explain, “[w]hen there is a
non-correspondence between input and identity standard meanings, output [behav-
ior] will be modified in the situation in an attempt to change input meanings to match
the identity standard meanings.” Negative emotion experienced as a function of non-
verification “will create a greater pressure or drive to reduce the non-correspondence
between input and identity standard meanings. Behaviorally, this translates into indi-
viduals working harder to resolve the non-correspondence or discrepancy, doing
whatever it takes to facilitate congruity, assuming that there are no significant situa-
tional constraints” (Stets and Serpe 2013, 35). Depending on the identities at stake
and the situations individuals are in, individuals are more or less free to—or con-
strained from—increasing alignment between identity standards and their reflected
appraisals by exiting interactions that produce non-verification (see Brenner et al.
2018; Stryker 1980).

Periodic literature reviews and looks forward by central scholars prodded
researchers towork not only toward integrating internal, perceptual control and exter-
nal, structural strands of identity theory, but also to consider how multiple identities
and types of identity work in tandem (see Burke and Stryker 2016; Stets and Burke
2000; Stets and Serpe 2013; Stryker and Burke 2000). For example, researchers con-
sidered implications of persons’ multiple identities for mental and behavioral out-
comes (e.g., Burke 2003; Robertson 2009, 2011; Smith-Lovin 2003; Stryker 2000;
Thoits 2003). Applying identity theory to help explain behavior of attorneys who
violate professional ethical standards, Robertson (2009) argued that serious lapses
in ethical judgment are likely when corporate or government attorneys are cast in
the role of organizational policy makers simultaneous with being cast in the role of
providing legal advice to their organizational clients.

Robertson (2011) also drew on identity theory to suggest sets of ethical prob-
lems created when professionals draw on competing professional and organizational
identities at work. She argued that organizational strategies can be invoked to mit-
igate these problems. Robertson (2011, p. 603) suggested that when professionals
do have competing identities—the one reflecting professional membership and the
other reflecting support for the “organizational mission” of their work—and both
these identities are activated simultaneously, professionals are likely to act in accord
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with the identity that is more salient. To reduce the risk that professionals will vio-
late ethical codes, organizations should promote adoption of an identity salience
hierarchy that places professional identity above organizational identity (Robertson
2011).

Burke andCerven (2015) suggested that “havingmore identities increases positive
emotions, reduces negative emotions and enhances self-esteem, but only if those
identities are verified” (Burke and Stryker 2016, 665). In contrast, the accumulation
of non-verified identities leads to “heightened negative emotions and lowered self-
esteem” (Burke and Stryker 2016, 665).

Below, we report on a study of defense attorneys that examines strategies for
managing potential identity non-verification in situations of multiple, competing
identity standards for professional identity, and in situations in which professional
and social identities may compete. Like Robertson (2009, 2011), we focus on legal
professionals working within particular organizational contexts and constraints. Like
Burke and Cerven (2015), we are interested in implications of identity management
for individuals, rather than for the organizations in which they work. We follow
Stets and Burke (2000) and Stets and Serpe (2013) in incorporating social identities
into identity theory. Both social identity theory and classic identity theory posit that
people value positive identities. Further theorizing the interplay of role and social
identities is especially important for research on lawyers working in arenas in which
social identities figure prominently as objects of law making and law enforcement.

In this chapter, we use the term social identity to refer to identities grounded
in race/ethnicity and citizenship. Consistent with Tajfel (2010), these social cate-
gories serve as a basis for moral boundary construction and the attribution of social
meanings. Quite often, and still consistent with Taijfel’s (2010) perspective, these
categories also lead to identification of, and with in-groups and out-groups, as well as
to ensuing interaction patterns of preference, exclusion, solidarity, enmity, and con-
flict. When they do, the line between “social identity” and “group identity” becomes
blurred since what began as a social category “grouping” becomes, for identity the-
ory, a full blown social “group” (see, Stets and Serpe 2013). Consistent with this
blurriness, group identities originally stemming from identification with a social cat-
egory may become claimed by self, as well as attributed by others. It then becomes
reasonable to presume that there are identity standards for self and for general-
ized other-based reflected appraisals that become associated with race/ethnicity and
citizenship.

In what follows, we first discuss role identity issues and processes pertaining to
both white and Latino/a defense attorneys participating in Operation Streamline.
Once we have shown how our data evidence role identity processes across both
whites and Latinos/as, we move on to show how race/ethnicity shapes these and
other identity processes.
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2.2 Competing Role Identity Standards for Legal
Professionals

Lawyers may embrace a multitude of professional identity standards for role per-
formance. Some of these standards are specific to the particular position occupied
in the legal profession. For example, in adversary systems such as that operating in
the United States, lawyers representing litigants are expected to represent zealously
the interests of their clients within the ethical standards of the profession. Judges
are expected to be neutral, reasoned arbiters of the procedural rules of litigation
(Maroney 2017; Stryker et al. 2012).

Here, as the basis for relevant role identity standards,we focus on two overarching,
competing concepts of law and justice institutionalized within U.S. legal culture,
consciousness and institutions. These are formal lawand substantive justice (Pedriana
and Stryker 2017; Sutton 2001). The first emphasizes autonomy of law from extra-
judicial, including moral, concerns, and status-neutral enactment of procedures with
the formal imprimatur of legality (Stryker 2007;Weber 1978). The second, consistent
with what Scheingold and Sarat (2004) labeled cause lawyering, emphasizes the
justice or lack thereof of procedures used and results achieved through law; justice
is evaluated by social, political, economic and/or moral criteria outside of the formal
law (Stryker 2007; Weber 1978). Both these orientations provide culturally available
role identity standards for U.S. lawyers, including defense attorneys (Bliss 2017;
Scheingold and Sarat 2004).

As many studies of lawyers’ professional socialization document, norms and
values of formal legality dominate strongly in both the professional socialization
supplied by law schools and in subsequent legal practice (Bliss 2017; Granfield
1992; Mertz 2007; Schleef 2006). But norms and values of substantive justice also
are present in law schools and among practicing lawyers (e.g., Bliss 2017; Schein-
gold and Sarat 2004). Indeed, law students, especially those who are members of
a minority group, often bring to law school with them an anticipatory role identity
standard grounded in substantive justice (Bliss 2017; Scheingold and Sarat 2004).
Weber (1978) originally presented the contrast between formal and substantive law
as an ideal-typical characterization useful in the comparative study of legal systems.
However, as we show, this contrast also shapes the social construction of lawyers’
role identities and role performances.1 In particular, lawyers may experience role
strain because it often will be impossible to satisfy simultaneously the role-related
values of formal legality and substantive justice.



Competing Identity Standards and Managing Identity Verification 125

3 Empirical Background

3.1 Operation Streamline

Created in 2005 by the U.S. Departments of Justice and Homeland Security, Oper-
ation Streamline (OSL) is “a controversial “zero-tolerance” immigration policy
designed to increase the criminal prosecution of undocumented border crossers”
(Finch 2015, 19). In 2005, OSL procedures replaced an earlier strategy commonly
known as “catch and release,” in which undocumented crossers caught by Border
Patrol agents either were repatriated voluntarily to their home countries or were
processed through civil proceedings and then deported. Pursuant to Title 8, sec-
tions 1325-1326 of the U.S. Criminal Code—these pertain to illegal entry and illegal
re-entry and have been on the books since 1952—the government designed the new
streamlined policy in order to criminalize all undocumented border crossers.

Despite insufficient institutional capacity to process all undocumented migrants
with OSL procedures, once these were implemented, they did create a substan-
tial uptick in criminal immigration cases. As Finch (2015, 20) documents: “[i]n
2012, immigration related offenses—such as illegal entry or reentry after removal—
accounted for 40.6% of all federal cases in the U.S.—up from just 13.4% in the
previous decade in 2002. Between 2000 and 2010, federal prosecutions for petty
immigration-related offenses increased by over 330%.”

To dealwith this upsurge, courts taking part inOSL conduct enmasse, compressed
group procedures frequently decried as “assembly line justice” (Lydgate 2010). From
its beginning in Del Rio, Texas, OSL spread to 8 of 11 federal district courts along
the U.S. Mexico Border (the other three districts, two in California, opted out). Since
OSL’s implementation, the “Tucson Sector” of the U.S. Border Patrol often had
the most migrant apprehensions and the most migrant defendants charged with petty
misdemeanors in the United States (Finch 2015). Arizona’s version of OSL, to which
our research pertains, began in January 2008, in the federal district court in Tucson.

There have been some procedural changes in Arizona’s version of Operation
Streamline over time, but the basic en masse, compressed nature of the procedures
remained constant. FromApril 2013 to September 2014, Finch observed prosecution
and sentencingof over 4,200defendants.During this time, theTucsonFederalDistrict
Court conducted “streamlined” legal hearings combiningwhat otherwise would have
been 3–5 distinct court appearances—initial appearance, preliminary hearing, deten-
tion hearing, change of plea and sentencing—into one court appearance completed
in less than a day.

Up to 70 defendants, most of whom are Latino males fromMexico, are processed
simultaneously.2 Charged with federal criminal misdemeanors, and subjected to a
brief, routinized, mostly non-individuated proceeding, they are sentenced to between
30 and 180 days in prison. After serving their time, they typically are formally
deported through civil proceedings (Finch 2015). By March 2013, more than 73,000
undocumented border crossers had been processed in Tucson (Trevizo 2013). On
any given day, defendants, who had not yet showered or changed clothes since their
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apprehensionwithin the past 48 hours, were restrainedwithwrist manacles, leg irons,
and belly chains. They were represented by 12–15 defense attorneys, each assigned
to some sub-group of defendants (Finch 2015).

Although one might imagine otherwise, OSL’s en masse proceedings have been
judged to meet formal-legal standards of constitutionality. In litigation challenging
the constitutionality of Operation Streamline under the due process clause, the Ninth
Circuit Court of Appeals held that group hearings do not violate Fifth Amendment
due process rights as long as defendants have the opportunity to affirm or deny
individually the waiver of their right to trial in favor of a guilty plea.3 Similarly, Ninth
Circuit rulings interpreting Rule 11 of the Federal Rules of Criminal Procedure have
limited somewhat the en masse nature of the plea procedure.

In a series of four cases, the Ninth Circuit clarified what could be done en masse
consistent with Rule 11’s requirement that courts address the defendant personally
in open court.4 The rulings require the judge to ask each defendant individually
whether he/she/they waive the right to trial and accept the guilty plea, rather than
allowing the judge to accept an attorney-designated yes answer on behalf of the
entire group of defendants. The rulings permit the judge to advise large groups of
defendants of their rights collectively, so long as the judge does not combine advice
for groups of defendants who are subject to imprisonment and groups of defendants
who are subject only to fines. Aswell, only a brief amount of time can elapse between
the collective advisement and the judicial questioning of each individual defendant
about whether rights and consequences of a guilty plea are understood, and whether
he/she/they accept to plead guilty.

In short, while there are some individualized elements of OSL, the proceedings
overall are highly routinized and standardized,5 and courts have given the formal
imprimatur of legality to the en masse procedures as a whole. Different Tucson
judges asked defendants different numbers of questions—the minimum observed in
field work was two—and likewise differed in which questions they asked to each
individual defendant versus the entire group. Nonetheless, OSL procedures are far
less individualized than are other federal criminal proceedings, in which individual
defendants are processed one at a time with several separate court appearances.

3.2 Protests Against Operation Streamline

Immigrant rights activists are harshly critical of these proceedings charging that their
“assembly line justice” (Lydgate 2010) provides “an inferior standard of due process”
(Grassroots Leadership 2012) and “a bastardization of the American legal system”
(End Operation Streamline Coalition Activist, Finch Field Notes August 25, 2014).
Although some activistswrote letters toAttorneyGeneralHolder or other top officials
calling for an end to the program and some participated in protests designed to attract
national media attention to program injustices, the bulk of immigrant rights activism
centered on personal attacks and communication with the individual lawyers and
judges participating in Tucson’s OSL proceedings. The basis for these individualized
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attacks has been that OSL violates the standards of justice to which those who take
on the professional roles and identities of attorneys are required to adhere.

Indeed, mobilizing culturally and professionally-resonant meanings attached to
being a good lawyer (Bliss 2017; Scheingold and Sarat 2004), activists relentlessly
attacked Operation Streamline defense lawyers and judges, urging them to refuse to
participate in proceedings that the activists see as amounting to a gross miscarriage
of justice (Finch 2015). The following e-mail communication to Tucson sector OSL
defense lawyers and judges provides an example:

Dear Operation Streamline Lawyer,

I amwriting because I think you care as much as I do about justice for defendants who appear
in court. Operation Streamline was invented purely for the mass prosecution of immigrants
as criminals. This fast-track system is wrong and must be stopped. I ask you to resign your
participation in this court proceeding that [sic] has huge costs for our country in terms of
violated constitutional principles and millions of dollars a year in court and prison costs. I
urge you to resign from your participation in Operation Streamline, and to encourage your
colleagues to join you.

Thank you.

(Member of the End Operation Streamline Coalition, e-mail correspondence in Finch Field
Notes, February 19, 2014).

These letters were part of an online petition campaign directed by a coalition of
activists formed frommembers of other immigrant rights groups including Coalición
de Derechos Humanos, No More Deaths/No Mas Meurtes, Tucson Samaritans, and
Humane Borders. The letters were sent to the individual attorneys and judges for
the expressed goal of ending OSL in Tucson. A given target might receive this same
e-mail up to 40 times in a day, each message signed by a different activist. Every time
a new electronic signature was added to the online petition, the e-mail went out to the
full list of attorneys and judges that activists had identified as working in Operation
Streamline. Emphasizing caring about “justice for defendants” as an essential pos-
itive role expectation, activists called out the role identity of a professional lawyer,
instructing that the ethical legal professional would refuse to participate in such
unjust proceedings. As we show below, social movement activists’ individually-
targeted criticism created role strain and identity verification challenges for OSL
attorneys.

Prior research has shown that, by pulling legal professionals in conflicting direc-
tions for action, competing values of formal legality and substantive justice create
role strain for attorneys and judges in situations of restorative justice (Olson and
Dzur 2003). Here, although federal courts had affirmed the formal legality of OSL
proceedings, activists drew on competing standards of substantive justice to call out
the proceedings and the participating legal professionals. One End Streamline Coali-
tion letter to judges stated: “It is a fundamental responsibility of every judge and
magistrate to refuse to participate in any proceeding that does not comport with con-
stitutional, ethical, or due process principles” (quoted in Finch 2015, 31). Activists
not only targeted OSL judges and attorneys in writing, they also regularly attended
court proceedings to try and engage OSL legal professionals in person (Finch 2015).
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Indeed, several activist groups scheduled regular volunteers to attend OSL proceed-
ings and activists attended 67%of the observed proceedings. These activists varied in
their activities. Some sat and tallied cases quietly during court, others engaged with
defense attorneys in person before or after the proceedings. Some defense attorneys
refused to engage with activists, while others spoke with activists to try and explain
the proceedings or answer questions.

In addition, some members of the End Streamline Coalition, albeit without the
Coalition’s full formal support, created a website—StreamlineLawyers.com, no
longer active—that listed names of about 35 defense attorneys with the caption
“Can you trust them to defend you?” and accused the attorneys of violating “prin-
ciples of law” and the State Bar of Arizona’s Rules of Professional Conduct. The
website linked to where viewers could file a complaint against these attorneys with
the American Bar Association.

In short, activists repeatedly questioned the justice of OSL lawyers’ work and
explicitly invoked lawyers’ professional code of conduct to criticize OSL attorneys’
participation in OSL. As well, activists’ charges and critical media coverage high-
lighted the systemic racism inherent in OSL proceedings. For example, many critical
media reports contrasted the immigration and criminal justice systems’ treatment of
minorities and noncitizens relative to whites and citizens (Finch 2015). Echoing
these criticisms, one activist who regularly attended court proceedings emphasized
that defendants were being “railroad[ed] because they were a “mostly Mexican and
all brown population.” All people should care about this egregious legal process, she
argued, because it would be “hardly any time at all” before citizens would be simi-
larly targeted (quoted in Finch 2015, 36). As we will see, this aspect of activists’ and
media critiques intensified role strain among Latino/a defense attorneys and created
additional challenges for identity verification that white attorneys did not have to
confront. Yet challenges to role identity verification grounded in the perceived fail-
ure of OSL to live up to the values of substantive justice pertained to both Latino/a
and white attorneys.

4 Methods

4.1 Operation Streamline as a Strategic Case for Identity
Research

Wehave suggested that day-to-day role performance inOperation Streamline invokes
competing role expectations and identity standards pertaining to formal legality and
substantive justice. This should be especially so, given that social movement activists
relentlessly placed substantive justice front and center in their interactions with OSL
legal professionals. Thus, we expected OSL to provide a strategic case to examine
identity management strategies of defense attorneys placed in a work situation likely
to cause role strain.
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Because some of the OSL defense attorneys were Latino/a while others were
white, OSL also provided an opportunity to examine variability in identity manage-
ment strategies between Latino/a lawyers—whomight be expected to be particularly
sensitive to racism in criminal justice—and whites (e.g., Bliss 2017; Newport 2014).
Because research shows that on average, minority law students and attorneys are
more drawn to role identity standards based on substantive justice than are whites,
we expected that substantive justice-based critiques of OSL might represent a more
serious problem for the role identity verification of Latino/a attorneys than for whites.

We also expected that Latino/a, but not white, defense attorneys would face sub-
stantial conflict between their racial/ethnic identity and adopting a role identity stan-
dard based solely on formal legality, because being a good “co-ethnic” may be
perceived to require showing solidarity with other members of one’s ethnic group
(Tajfel 2010). Both self and others (including immigrant rights activists and many
Latino/as whether are not they are active supporters of rights for the undocumented)
might find it hard to align Latino/a legal professionals’ participation in en masse,
scripted and perfunctory proceedings invariably ending in jail sentences and likely
deportation, with enacting solidarity with undocumented border crossers who share
their race/ethnicity. We therefore expected Latino/a attorneys to find identity verifi-
cation for their racial/ethnic social identity, as well as their professional role identity,
especially problematic.

4.2 Research Questions and Data Sources

In sum, potential identity implications of both white and Latino/a attorneys’ struc-
tural positions within Operation Streamline made it strategic to conduct research
on the challenges to identity verification that they perceived and the solutions they
crafted to meet these challenges. Theoretically speaking, their professional role and
the combination of this with variable racial/ethnic social identities put Operation
Streamline defense attorneys in a situation with the following characteristics.

First, the role identity for all, and the racial/ethnic identity especially for Latino/as,
are relevant and likely to be salient. Second, there are competing, culturally available
identity standards that can be used as resources for evaluating the same role perfor-
mance. This is true for all attorneys nomatter their race/ethnicity, but aswewill show,
race/ethnicity shapes the degree to which these competing standards for evaluating
role performance create role strain. Third, the confirmation of positive role identity
and positive racial/ethnic identity may call for conflicting behaviors depending upon
the meanings encompassed by identity standards held by self and/or mobilized by
others to further others’ goals. Here, we will see that perceived conflicts between
fulfilling professional role obligations and maintaining a positive racial/ethnic iden-
tity pertain especially to Latino/a attorneys. Fourth, highly persistent, visible and
vociferous others are working proactively to threaten all OSL attorneys’ capacities
for identity verification. Through in-depth interviewing, field observations and doc-
ument analysis, we collected and analyzed data to answer the following research
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questions:What identity management strategies were open to OSL defense attorneys
and what strategies did they adopt?What might this imply more generally for identity
verification and identity theory?

Unlike much research on the implications of identity verification and non-
verification that has been done in the laboratory with directly assessed identity stan-
dards for a single identity or identity type, we examine identity management in a
naturally occurring setting, based on field observations of courtroom proceedings as
well as in-depth interviews with Operation Streamline defense lawyers. Third party
media accounts and the verbal attacks andwritten documents produced by immigrant
rights activists to protest against Operation Streamline provided data for our analysis
of the situation in which identity confirmation challenges arise for OSL attorneys
and these attorneys undertake strategies to manage the challenges.

Our research strategy does not allow for strict testing of hypotheses formulated
prior to examination of the data. Nor does it allow us to knowwith certainty the iden-
tity standards held by each lawyer interviewed prior to the interview itself. However,
data collection and textual and observational analyses do allow us to engage in
theoretically-informed meaning interpretation. Using the lens of identity theory, we
interpret the meaning of the variable patterns of defense lawyers’ courtroom behav-
ior by race/ethnicity that we observed during Operation Streamline proceedings. We
also interpret the patterned similarities and differences we found in the identity chal-
lenges voiced, emotions articulated, and identity management strategies exhibited
by all Operation Streamline defense attorneys during our in-depth interviews.

4.3 Observations and In-Depth Interviews

Over an 18-month period from April 2013 through September 2014, one of the
authors (Finch) conducted ethnographic research on 66 Operation Streamline pro-
ceedings at the Evo A. DeConcini U.S. Courthouse in Tucson, Arizona. This permit-
ted extensive observation of social interactions among attorneys, judges, and OSL
defendants during the processing and sentencing of over 4200 defendants. As well,
Finch conducted in-depth interviews with seven of eight magistrate judges and 45
defense attorneys working within Operation Streamline. Here, we focus on results
for the OSL defense attorneys.

Constrained by the routinized script for court proceedings, OSL lawyers and
judges observed were not noticeably influenced by the presence of a researcher
conducting unobtrusive observation. Observation of focal actors in their day-to-day
work setting not only enhances the validity of our research, it also allowed Finch to
build rapportwithOSL lawyers and judges. This in turn facilitated her participation in
lunches, presentations, meetings, and other events, providing additional data sources
outside the formal interview.

Five of the attorneys interviewed were public defenders. Although there are about
35 attorneys at the Federal Public Defenders Office (FPD) in Tucson, the FPD is
reluctant to participate in OSL. In 2014, the FPD provided just one attorney per
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week to participate (Finch 2015). As a result, 98% of defense attorneys participating
in OSL on a regular basis are private, contracted attorneys through the Criminal
Justice Act (CJA) Panel. The 40 such attorneys interviewed represent 70% of this
group.

We worked hard to minimize potential non-response bias. However, although
only four panel attorneys refused interviews, another 17 who agreed to be inter-
viewed could not be interviewed because of repeated scheduling conflicts (Finch
2015). Happily, there was only minimal difference in the racial/ethnic composition
of the group of panel attorneys interviewed and those not interviewed; Latino/as were
66% of non-respondents relative to 64% of respondents (Finch 2015). Sex/gender
composition of respondents versus non-respondents was different, but not wildly so.
In each sub-group, three-quarters or more were male; those interviewed were 73%
male whereas those not interviewed were 86% male (Finch 2015).

Of panel attorneys interviewed, just two (4.4%) were non-Latina females but this
represents all potential interviewees in this subgroup. Nineteen respondents (42.2%)
were Latino males, 14 respondents (31.1%) were non-Latino males, and 10 respon-
dents (22.2%) were Latina females. Given that Tucson’s judicial workers, including
judges, magistrates, attorneys and others, are about 6% Latino/a—in Arizona as
a whole they are 6.6%—Latino/as are dramatically over-represented among OSL
panel attorneys. In part, this may be because all OSL defense lawyers, whether panel
lawyers or public defenders, must pass a Spanish language proficiency test.6 It also
may be because Latino/as typically have fewer professional options in law than do
whites given long-standing issues of structural racism, so Latino/a lawyers’ work
choices are more constrained.

Because we only interviewed lawyers working in Operation Streamline and not
lawyers who had the opportunity to work for OSL but opted not to do so, we cannot
know whether, of lawyers offered a job in OSL, Latino/a lawyers anticipated higher
role strain in the job than did whites and so disproportionately chose other profes-
sional jobs. Identity theory suggests that such selection bias should be at work. If
those Latino/as who anticipated the greatest role strain opted out of participation, this
would make it less, rather than more, likely that our interview data would confirm
our assumptions about challenges to role identity and social identity verification.
Thus, we can be confident that the white/Latino/a differences we find in role strain,
perceived identity challenges and identity management strategies are meaningful.

Our in-depth interviews focused on perceptions ofOperation Streamline and inter-
viewees’ professional work within it, as well as interviewees’ background and pro-
fessional training. For example, we asked interviewees how they decided on a law
career and what their friends and family thought of this career path. We also asked
specifically about how interviewees became involved in Operation Streamline, what
they saw as their role within it, whether their legal background prepared them for
their OSL work, what they liked and disliked about Operation Streamline and their
work within it, and what their families and friends thought of their job within OSL
and more broadly.
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Interview questions moved from more general and diffuse to more specific and
pointed, with open-ended responses probed for whether and how interviewees’ expe-
riences andperceptions hadbeen influencedbyaspects of their professional and social
identities. We did not explicitly invoke concepts or terms from identity theory, but
we did cue respondents’ consideration of their reflected appraisals based on inter-
actions with friends and families. Reflected appraisals based on interactions with
social movement activists are important to our conclusions about challenges to iden-
tity verification. Indeed, before we could cue explicitly for these reflected appraisals,
almost all of our interviewees articulated reflected appraisals reflecting social move-
ment activists’ critiques. Equally important for our inferences about challenges to
identity verification, almost all of our interviewees took the lead in bringing these
critiques and their reactions to them to the fore in the in-depth interviews.

We waited until late in the interview to probe for whether respondents had experi-
enced any conflicts about their job. We broached the sensitive issue of race/ethnicity
at the end of the interview andwe did so at first indirectly.We provided a vignette, and
then asked all of our interviewees to considerwhat the hypothetical lawyer’s response
to the hypothetical belligerent Operation Streamline defendant in the vignette should
be. We held all elements constant except the race/ethnicity of the hypothetical OSL
lawyer in the vignette, who was sometimes given the name Manuel Martinez and
other times given the name Jason Johnson.

Our original idea in using the vignette was to conduct a quasi-experiment deriv-
ing from differences in lawyers’ racial/ethnic backgrounds. However, responses
showed that our interviewees did not take the role of the hypothetical lawyer in
the vignette. Instead, they opted to discuss their own experiences with obstreperous
clients. Thus, the vignette functioned as a jumping off point for discussion of the
more general relevance of race/ethnicity in shaping defense lawyers’ interactions
with OSL defendants.

After some conversation elicited by the vignette, we asked our respondents
some direct questions pertaining to race/ethnicity. These included asking whether
racial/ethnic issues had arisen at work, probing for whether others had brought up
race/ethnicity in relation to OSL, when race/ethnicity might have posed a problem
in their work with OSL and beyond, and how the interviewee had handled this. We
also probed for whether interviewees ever had been offended by what others said
about race/ethnicity as it relates to Operation Streamline.

4.4 Coding and Analysis

Consistent with Stryker’s (1996) strategic narrative methodology, we conducted
interpretive content coding and analysis of interview data and also of the obser-
vational data gathered through field notes. To enhance systematization, we used the
computer-aided qualitative data analysis software ATLAS.ti.

Consistent with our identity theory conceptual framework, we examined our data
for several identity-related themes. Themes included indications that respondents
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experienced role strain, and for what reasons, indications that they perceived and/or
adopted various identity standards, the content of their reflected appraisals, indica-
tions that they experienced positive or negative emotion, and for what reasons, and
indications that they did, or did not, experience conflict between identities rooted
in race/ethnicity and their professional identities. Having identified textual passages
implicating these ideas—all suggesting challenges to identity verification—we used
key words and phrases representing these ideas and sometimes relevant conjunctions
and disjunctions of words and phrases capturing the way these ideas were expressed,
to search systematically for and code all similar passages.

When the data indicated challenges to identity verification, we also coded for
identity management strategies. We identified inductively the key strategies, includ-
ing identity standards adopted. We then performed additional appropriate systematic
searches and reviews of textual passages in context, to further conceptualize and—for
our in-depth interview data—arrive at counts for numbers of interviewees with vary-
ing characteristics or in varying situations who employed diverse identity manage-
ment strategies. For example, we analyzed whether and how both identity challenges
and management strategies varied by and within race/ethnicity of OSL defense attor-
neys.7 Search terms we relied on to help us systematize our coding and interpretive
analysis included such words as justice/injustice or legal/legality/legalistic, constitu-
tion(al)/unconstitutional, due process, fair/unfair, Streamline, race/racism, ethnicity,
citizenship,Mexico/an,white, gringo, Latino/a, role, client(s), defendant(s), judge(s),
attorney(s), lawyer(s) and activist(s) or activism as well as specific activist groups
named.

Exemplifying our analytic coding rules, we first tagged any interview passage in
which attorneys explicitly discussed problems related to their own role or work with
Operation Streamline as an instance of role strain. This included any explanation of
flaws seen in OSL and descriptions of how the interviewee would change or improve
the program. We then sub-categorized this topic code to capture instances of role
strain specifically related to issues of substantive justice versus formal legality. Inter-
viewees often discussed the Ninth Circuit Court rulings as providing formal-legal
endorsement of OSL procedures. When they contrasted such formal legality with
the substantive justice-based activist critique or with contrasting reflected appraisals
pertaining to the interviewee’s role or social identity, we interpreted this as aware-
ness of multiple available but competing identity standards. When they went further,
to indicate “a felt difficulty in fulfilling role obligations” (Stryker 2002 [1980], 76)
because they perceived that enacting formal legality in their role performance con-
flicted with enacting substantive justice, we interpreted this as demonstrating that
they experienced role strain related to competing professional values of substantive
justice and formal legality.

Because only one of us coded interviews and field notes, we cannot provide inter-
coder reliability scores. However, the systematic nature of our coding—in which we
used repeated checks to increase the precision of our coding rules and, for the inter-
view data, having both of us review exemplary text passages for potential alternative
interpretations of meaning—lends confidence to our findings.
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In conducting field research, Finch took detailed notes while observing in the
courtroomandused these to compilefield notes for eachday. She also documentedher
informal interactions in the courtroom and elsewhere with relevant others, including
attorneys, judges, and immigrant rights activists. For this chapter, we predominantly
rely on interview data, but we alsomine observational data for indicators of solidarity
and distancing between OSL defense attorneys and defendants. We presume that
such strategies—exhibited both in the interviews and in observations—represent the
two sides of boundary making through identity construction. That is, they express
alignment or distinction between self and other based on role identity standards
of formal legality and substantive justice, and social identity standards based on
race/ethnicity and citizenship.

In short, our coding and interpretive analysis proceeded iteratively. We queried
the data with prior concepts from identity theory in mind, and used these concepts
as organizing topic codes. We then further specified our coding scheme and coding
rules inductively, to identify challenges, options, and identitymanagement strategies,
including ones that we had not anticipated in advance. Thus, our iterative strategy
allowed for new discovery and grounded our resulting theoretical propositions, while
also being guided by prior theory.

5 Results

5.1 Role Strain and Challenges to Role Identity Verification

Based on our in-depth interview data, we found that almost all OSL defense attor-
neys interviewed understood OSL procedures and their professional role within
these procedures in terms of the competing ideal-typical identity standards of formal
law/legality and substantive justice. Moreover, most perceived that enacting formal
legality in their role performance conflicted with enacting substantive justice, thus
creating stresses and difficulties in fulfilling role expectations. It was clear that for
almost all our interviewees, immigrant rights activists’ relentlessmobilization of sub-
stantive justice cued the process of reflected appraisal. Moreover, because we asked
follow up questions that focused on any stresses and conflicts that our respondents
indicated they experienced, and because such a focus likely encourages reflection on
the causes of those stresses and conflicts, our own questions too were likely to have
cued processes of reflected appraisal.

When we asked about what interviewees liked and disliked about Operation
Streamline, and what they perceived to be the best and worst parts of their jobs,
these queries often prompted interviewees to discuss role strain. In this context as
well, and unprompted by us, interviewees usually discussed reflected appraisals aris-
ing from activists, the media or other attorneys. Later in the interview if this topic
had not already been discussed, we would ask explicitly how others perceived the
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interviewee’s work with OSL. This frequently prompted additional discussion of
activists’ critiques and interviewees’ reflected appraisals.

Activists’ challenges gave rise to reflected appraisals emphasizing the impor-
tance of adhering to standards of substantive justice. Depending on the perceived
perspective taken by the particular media commentary or attorney interaction ref-
erenced, reflected appraisals arising from these sources could emphasize adhering
to formal legality or to substantive justice. The key point here, however, is that,
because interviewees almost universally recognized that formal legality and sub-
stantive justice offered competing standards for evaluating their role performance,
discussing reflected appraisals from any source probably cued feelings pertaining to
these competing orientations to law and justice. Moreover, because preoccupation
with the content of activists’ criticisms and of the media critics who did label OSL
systemically unjust was virtually universal among our respondents, we especially
focused on the content of these criticisms as a key source of both role strain and of
the reflected appraisal inputs for identity verification processes.

Using the definitions and coding criteriawe outlined, 43 of 45 (95.5%) of attorneys
did express some form of role strain. Beyond this, interviewees’ discussions of the
competing standards provided by formal law and substantive justice came through
repeatedly in the interviews, as did experiencing strain specifically resulting from
these competing standards. For example, according to one federal public defender:

How can we say that this [OSL] isn’t violative of the constitution when we are specifically
impacting a specific population of foreign nationals? It may not be a violation of due process
because there’s a neutrality in the law, but in it’s application, it’s illegal […] it’s an evolution
of racism, but no one will call it racist, because on its face, the law is {gives air quotes} ‘race
neutral.’ So, I mean, it’s just disgusting. (Valentina,8 Latina, FPD)

Valentina’s proclaimed “disgust” with a program in which she continues to work
demonstrates role strain because she sees the work as “racist” or not meeting the
role obligation of providing substantive justice. However, she also sees that others
continue to verify their identities from the available identity standard of commitment
to formal justice. Thus, we see the explicit link between experiencing role strain and
that formal legality and substantive justice function as competing identity standards.

Beyond interviewees’ invocation of competing identity standards, some attor-
neys highlighted how reflected appraisals evaluating criticisms by social movement
activists influenced their own capacities for identity verification. For example, when
one attorney, Leo, was asked about his likes and dislikes (this was asked well before
any prompting about reflected appraisals), he immediately stated that he disliked
being a “target” for activist groups based on his involvement in OSL. He stated:

I don’t have a problem with the activists […] but the problem I have is the twist where all of
a sudden we, the defense lawyers, have become the target. You can’t win. You really can’t.
There’s no way to win in this situation. So I’ve kind of come to terms with it. I used to talk
– and I know you know this – I used to talk to everybody. I’m more cautious about it now.
[…] But I think that’s a political choice. And as long as the political branches have decided
that this is what’s going to happen, you know, you’re part of a legal system. That means that
you’re buying into the legitimacy of these decisions, even though you don’t agree with them.
So I don’t feel guilty from my – I don’t feel like I, you know, lower myself or I’m a traitor or
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anything like that participating in Streamline because I think it’s a perfectly – it’s a perfectly
legal process. Whether it’s politically smart or, you know, from a policy standpoint, which I
guess are two different things. I don’t, you know. I think it’s highly stupid and I think it’s a
waste of money, but as long as they do it, you know, I can have my opinions as a U.S. citizen
and take those with me when I vote, but it’s not my job to walk away from these clients.”
(Leo, Latino, CJA)

In Leo’s statement, we see the link between experienced role strain and processes
of identity verification, because Leo is reflecting on his perception of activists’ cri-
tiques. Leo explicitly compares these critiques to his own self-evaluation of his role
performance and the demands of his role. Because there is a discrepancy between
Leo’s self-view and the reflected appraisals based on activists’ critiques, Leo is in
danger of identity non-verification.

In sum, we found that almost all OSL defense attorneys interviewed experienced
role strain and most perceived that enacting formal legality in their role performance
conflicted with enacting substantive justice and vice versa. Defense attorneys, almost
all of whom, like Leo, voiced activists’ criticisms, risked non-confirmation of their
role identities based on these critiques At the same time, OSL attorneys’ recog-
nition that both formal legality and substantive justice were appropriate positive
role identity standards meant that defense attorneys had available to them multi-
ple, competing role identity standards to draw from as resources to deflect critiques
and forestall potential identity non-verification. Indeed, by ‘working’ the competing
identity standards, they could convert identity non-verification to verification.

5.2 Managing Role Identity Verification

Quitting the job in the face of activists’ drumbeat of substantive justice-based cri-
tiques might have been an “objectively possible” means of identity management for
OSL defense attorneys. However, none of our interviewees chose to quit their jobs
because of role strain and potential identity non-verification.9 Based on regulations
imposed by the Federal Court, private Criminal Justice Act (CJA) attorneys involved
in OSL were only permitted to participate in OSL one day a week. Many attorneys
explained that this was their most “assuredly lucrative day of the week” (Tiffany,
non-Latina, CJA), creating a pecuniary incentive for participation. Some intervie-
wees mentioned being more or less involved with Operation Streamline at different
times in their own careers, and one—Estelle, a Latina defense attorney whose views
we discuss further below in showing how race/ethnicity shaped the experience of
strain and identity verification processes—indicated that she sometimes felt like a
“traitor” for participating in OSL. But the majority of interviewees expressed being
mostly comfortable with participating one day a week despite the negative reflected
appraisals of the activists.

Indeed—and though respondents never invoked the concept of an identity standard
nor didwe use the term—respondents tended tomobilize norms and values pertaining
to formal legality to defend their work in Operation Streamline. This allowed them
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to deflect10—at least somewhat—the identity non-verification that would have come
fromembracing an identity standard emphasizing substantive justice. Such deflection
was ageneral strategy amongbothwhite andLatino/a attorneys defending their role as
against activists’ criticisms. For example, in stating “Imean it’s fine if youmight think
it’s [OSL is] unjust, but it’s perfectly legal,” Mickey, a non-Latino panel attorney,
recognized the legitimacy of the substantive justice concerns expressed by others,
while deflecting to retain his own sense of positive legal identity by emphasizing the
formal legality of OSL procedures. This parallels Leo’s more extensive comments,
quoted above.

More generally, the most obvious indicators of defense through invocation of an
identity standard based on formal legality and the deflection of one based on sub-
stantive justice come from quotes such as those of Mickey and Leo that highlight
narratives of the “legal” versus narratives of the “just.” Some interviewees empha-
sized fairness, as well as or instead of justice. For example, in describing OSL from
an outsider’s perspective, Walter, a non-Latino panel attorney stated:

I guess I was uncomfortable – the thing that I didn’t like about it – well, I mean I, I was
troubled at first by the notion of a room full of 70 people in chains. […] And I had mixed
feelings about the prosecution of a lot of the people. When I first started doing Streamline,
the typical defendant was a beggar – I guess I shouldn’t use that term but – a large percentage
of the people were rural, extremely desperate, just the most unfortunate people that you’d
ever sort of want to meet. And I always felt bad that they were in that situation. I don’t give
a fuck how legalistic your brain works, you’re going to say that stinks. It’s not fair. Which
is why the activists come after Streamline so hard. But it has changed since the beginning
and now it’s usually people with criminal histories and they’ve improved the legal aspect
through the Ninth Circuit rulings, so it got easier over time. (Walter, non-Latino, CJA)11

Overall, of the 43 out of 45 interviewees indicating role strain, 27 (63%), includ-
ing both Latino/as and whites, indicated some embrace of an identity standard of
formal legality as a strategy of identity management. This facilitated their continued
work within Operation Streamline, even when they themselves had some substantive
justice concerns. It also allowed these OSL defense attorneys to confirm—at least
substantially—their sense of being a good lawyer.12

5.3 Heightened Potential for Identity Non-verification
for Latino/as Versus Whites

We found that being a Latino/a, relative to white OSL defense attorney, tended
to increase role strain and the potential for identity non-verification. The only two
attorneys who showed no role strain were white. Compared to whites, Latino/as were
more likely to express concern—and to exhibit greater intensity of concern—about
Operation Streamline’s lack of substantive justice. For example, “Latino/as were
more likely to say they had insufficient time with clients” (Finch 2015, 130).

Not only did Latino/as spend more time speaking about substantive justice and
substantive justice-based attacks by social activists, they also were more likely to
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use negative metaphors to describe their role in OSL. For example, one attorney
highlighted his work as being a low-level “cog,” a dismissive description used by
six of 29 Latino/a interviewees. Oscar emphasized his agreement with activists that
OSL lacked substantive justice, while also implicitly suggesting the availability of
formal legality to construct and verify his role identity.

But I called them [the activists] back and I told them, you know, I understand what your
goal is. And that’s fine, I am not against you on principle. But that’s not – that’s not what we
do. We don’t write laws. I would like to write laws, but they won’t let me. You know, so I
– I’m a very low level cog in the system, and I may agree with a lot of their ideas, and even,
you know, and a lot of times I don’t agree with a lot of their ideas. But even some of my
clients would prefer Streamline than the – than the other options that are currently available.
(Oscar, Latino, FPD)

5.4 Managing Role and Social Identity Verification
by Race/Ethnicity

Given that Latino/a defense attorneys in OSL share their racial/ethnic identity with
undocumented border crossers, but their work in Operation Streamline typically
results in prison terms and later deportation of their clients, exercising their pro-
fessional role performance constrains the degree to which Latino/a attorneys can
express solidarity with undocumented co-ethnics. In addition, as we showed ear-
lier, these attorneys are faced with immigrant rights activists’ attacks and critical
media coverage emphasizing the systemic racism involved in subjecting people of
color to treatment that may well not have been tolerated had the undocumented bor-
der crossers been white (Finch 2015). Precisely because such attacks may encourage
Latino/a defense attorneys to think of themselves as part of a Latino/a group expected
to exhibit solidarity with fellow co-ethnics, it should bring racial/ethnic identity to
the fore and make the situation ripe for non-verification of a positive racial/ethnic
identity for Latino/a attorneys. Charges of systemic racism cued reflections on sub-
stantive justice and the opportunity for non-confirmation of a positive role identity for
all attorneys, even though such criticisms had special resonance and intensified role
strain for Latino/a attorneys. At the same time, however, white attorneys would not
be expected—nor expect themselves—to show special sensitivity to this, nor to iden-
tify with defendants based on shared race/ethnicity. Thus, potential social identity
non-verification pertaining to race/ethnicity pertained solely to Latino/a attorneys.

Estelle, a Latina lawyer, gives voice to all this in discussing her decision to become
an attorney. Because Estelle’s statement came at the very start of the interview, before
she was asked about her work with OSL or others’ views of OSL, Estelle’s invocation
of the activist perspective on Operation Streamline speaks loudly to the cognitive
implications of reflected appraisals.

So I actually already knew about Streamline and had observed it as a law student ‘cause I
was really involved with immigration law clubs and you know different things going on so
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I went to it before. So I knew about it before even getting my actual certification or my bar
card but I didn’t, I guess I was a little torn about trying to become a part of it […] It doesn’t
really seem right or like real justice, to me, in my opinion. […] So, yah, sometimes I feel
like a traitor and you know it’s not how I like to see myself so I struggle with that. (Estelle,
Latina, CJA)

Later in her interview, Estelle also noted that her racial/ethnic background creates
a different interaction dynamic with clients:

A lot of people that I represent – there’s not necessarily the assumption of like “You’re a part
of my people” per se but, um, I think it helps because I am brown and then they do think that I
knowmore about their situation perhaps because they know I come from a Latino/a heritage,
whatever they have in mind. You know maybe they’re like “Okay well, I can understand and
hear her a little bit better.” I hope they feel a little bit more comfortable speaking to me
knowing that there’s perhaps a similar background and cultural connection.

It’s still a little bit different [be]cause they don’t really believe I’m one of them—I’m still
“the other” but not like, you know the white guy kind of “let me sell you a car” type of
attorney. I hope that they feel a little bit more comfortable or that I’m more approachable
because I’m not completely different and it’s not like I have no connection, even though I
am helping them through this terrible system that I sort of represent. I try to let them know
I’m there for them, not the system. (Estelle, Latina, CJA)

As shown above, bothLatino/a andwhiteOSLdefense lawyers deflected their pro-
fessional identity standard from substantive justice to formal legality. For Latino/as,
however, this strategy did not just convert potential role identity non-verification
to verification. By resisting concerns with substantive justice, it also decreased the
situational relevance of race/ethnicity because formal legality emphasizes the impor-
tance of ignoring all social class and status distinctions, including those based on
race/ethnicity. At the same time, Estelle’s perception that her clients’ comfort level
might be greater because she was brown rather than white reduced the extent of non-
verification of racial/ethnic identity by signaling her perception that clients would
infer empathy based on shared skin color.

Latino/a attorneys relative towhites disproportionately took yet other steps to help
verify a positive racial/ethnic identity and—within constraints of their professional
role—show that they empathized with their clients’ situation. They disproportion-
ately recounted to us and were observed enacting courtroom and client-oriented
behaviors that non-Latino/as tended not to enact. Working to express solidarity with
defendants allowed Latino/a OSL attorneys to confirm a positive racial/ethnic iden-
tity, while also allowing them to extend their professional role as lawyers beyond its
formal job requirements, even though they were constrained from providing what
they perceived as full substantive justice.

For example, Latino/a attorneys enacted shared social identity with their clients
by routinely engaging in and welcoming diverse types of human contact. Relative to
whites, they disproportionately took the time to see if their clientswere as comfortable
as possible given the situation (such as offering water, adjusting client’s chains, or
assistingwith translation headphones). Latino/a attorneys also showedmore empathy
and understanding for their clients’ “border crossing while undocumented” behavior
(highlighting that they would likely behave in the same way were they in their
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position), and disproportionately refrained from using the hand sanitizers placed
in the courtroom when shaking hands with their clients. As well, 14 of 29 (48%) of
Latino/a attorneys made it a point to call and inform defendants’ family members of
what was happening, whereas only 2 of 16 (12.5%) of non-Latino attorneys did so.

In short, enacting solidarity through physical contact and professional role exten-
sion to incorporate empathetic human touches beyond the routine, were identity
management strategies disproportionately expressed and exhibited by Latino/as. All
of these strategies likewise implicitly signaled that, for these attorneys, race/ethnicity
served not only to mark membership in a social category, but also to designate them
as group members with a race/ethnic group-based identity. As well, and consistent
with identity theorists’ assumption that non-verification may lead self to behavioral
push back against non-verifying reflected appraisals, the professional role extension
exhibited here might also be interpreted as a strategy short of role exit to demonstrate
commitment both to racial/ethnic solidarity and to substantive justice.

5.5 Citizenship Over Race/Ethnicity

Finally, we found that some Latino/a legal professionals participating in Operation
Streamline also deflected potential non-verification of social identity by diminishing
the prominence and salience of their racial/ethnic identity, shared with defendants,
and elevating the prominence and salience of their American citizenship, not shared
with Operation Streamline defendants. One Latino/a attorney, reversing common
discourse, called himself “American-Mexican,” in reference to living on land annexed
during the Treaty of Guadalupe-Hidalgo in 1848 or bought during the Gadsden
Purchase in 1853. He thus considered himself as among “the first Americans.”

Whenexplaininghowhedeflects the critiques he receives aboutOperationStream-
line from pro-immigrant activists, a Latino judge we interviewed highlighted his
American citizenship even more dramatically.

People say, “Well how can you do that?” Like tome, as a judge, sentence these people to time.
I look at them and I say, “I’m an American. The problem is this: you think I’m Mexican.”
There are people who look at you and say, “Wait a minute, you should care about Mexicans”
and it’s like “Wait a minute, No.” This is not class, this is not ethnic, it doesn’t matter.

This judge reacted to the social boundary construction of OSL critics attributing
to him a shared social identity with undocumented border crossers in his courtroom
based on race/ethnicity, by elevating the prominence and salience of his American
citizenship. At the same time, he reconstructed social boundaries so he is one with
fellow American citizens who are rendered socially distinct from OSL defendants.

Meanwhile, in managing criticism from OSL supporters, Emiliano, a Latino CJA
attorney, also resisted attributions from others that highlighted his racial/ethnic same-
ness with undocumented border crossers. He articulated instead his pride at being
an OSL defense lawyer, emphasizing that the US constitution—a powerful symbol
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of US collective identity—makes it profoundly American to provide legal counsel
to those charged with crimes.

I always got it from the conservative groups, “Why do you represent these criminals, these
illegals? Why do you help these people out – just because you’re all Mexicans?” And I tell
them “I believe in the constitution of the United States.” The thing that makes our country
so much better than all the other countries in the world is the fact that we provide defense
attorneys here, with CJA and the Sixth Amendment. You look at all these other countries
and the legal systems are almost identical. Even look in Mexico, our legal system is almost
identical to Mexico, except for two things, one thing is a legal thing that you wouldn’t care
about, but the second thing is you don’t have the right to a lawyer. So you don’t have the right
to a lawyer if you go to all these other countries and lawyers are there to protect people’s
rights in America. And it doesn’t matter if you’re not an American or if you’re Mexican, or
if I’m Mexican, you still get these rights. So to me, that’s the most important part of what
I do. Usually my biggest defense all the time against very conservative people who really
don’t understand the way this country works is that this is probably the most American thing
you can do as a job and I’m very proud of it and I’ve always been very proud of being a CJA
Panel attorney. (Emiliano, Latino, CJA attorney)

Overall, fifty-five percent of Latino/a attorneys invoked American citizenship as
a culturally available identity (16 out of 29 respondents). While four different white
attorneys mentioned their own citizenship, none of them used their citizenship to
defend their participation in Operation Streamline. That no white OSL attorneys
felt the need to highlight their American citizenship suggests that they took their
“American-ness” for granted, and did not need to redraw social boundaries to dimin-
ish the salience of their racial/ethnic identity. Only Latino defense attorneys partici-
pating in OSL had such a need and they invoked their American citizenship to verify
social identity.

In the prior subsection we saw that when Latino/a attorneys practiced professional
role extension to reassert a positive identity based on race/ethnicity, implicitly they
also converted their social category membership to a group-based identity. Latino/a
attorneys elevating the prominence and salience of their American citizenship are
engaging in a different identity management strategy in the face of a different kind
of threat of identity non-verification. However, they too are implicitly converting
membership in a social category to a social group-based positive identity.

In sum, elevating the prominence and salience of citizenship identity while less-
ening the prominence and salience of racial/ethnic identity allowed some Latino/a
legal professionals in Operation Streamline to differentiate and distance themselves
from undocumented border crossers. It also facilitated verification of a more central
and salient social identity. Because we collected data only on legal professionals
involved in Operation Streamline, we could not compare their identity management
strategies with those of Latino/a lawyers who might have taken these professional
positions but chose not to do so. We suspect that Latino/a attorneys who took jobs
working within Operation Streamline were more likely than those who did not do so
to have citizenship identities that already were more prominent and salient than was
their racial/ethnic identity. Over time, participation in Operation Streamline proba-
bly further elevated American citizenship over race/ethnicity in the prominence and
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salience hierarchies of these attorneys, again making it easier for them to achieve
social identity verification.

6 Discussion and Conclusion

In this chapter, we used in-depth interview data, supplemented by data from court-
room observations and some media accounts, to investigate identity management
strategies employed by legal professionals who faced challenges to verification of
prominent role and social identities made relevant by their participation in Opera-
tion Streamline. We found that 95.5% of the OSL defense attorneys we interviewed
experienced role strain, defined as felt problems or difficulties in meeting obligations
of their professional roles For most such attorneys, being torn between values of for-
mal legality and substantive justice was a key source of role strain. However, these
attorneys also perceived the two values to offer available and positive but competing
role identity standards to draw from as resources to deflect potential non-verification
of their professional role identities. Sixty three percent of OSL defense attorneys
who experienced role strain, including both Latino/as and whites, mobilized an iden-
tity management strategy that substantially embraced an identity standard based on
commitment to formal legality.

Latino/a defense lawyers faced intensified professional role strain and also conflict
between a role identity standard of formal legality and their racial/ethnic identity.
Latino/as thus had increased potential for identity non-verification. Latino/a OSL
attorneys relative to white OSL attorneys expressed greater concerns about substan-
tive justice. At the same time, when Latino/as deflected these concerns by adopting
a role identity standard based on commitment to formal legality, this strategy also
diminished the extent to which their racial/ethnic social identity was situationally
relevant because formal legality emphasizes the importance of ignoring all social
class and status distinctions, including those based on race/ethnicity. Latino/as rela-
tive to whites disproportionately took various steps to confirm a positive racial/ethnic
identity. These included welcoming physical contact with clients in the courtroom
and calling clients’ family members to inform them about what was happening, both
behavioral strategies seeking to confirm a positive Latino/a racial/ethnic identity.

Many Latino/a attorneys and judges participating in Operation Streamline also
deflected threats to non-verification of their social identity by elevating the promi-
nence and salience of their citizenship-based identity while lessening the promi-
nence and salience of their racial/ethnic identity. White attorneys appeared to take
their American citizenship for granted, and in any case participating in OSL did not
present challenges to maintaining a positive sense of white racial identity. Mean-
while, fifty-five percent of Latino/a attorneys invoked their American citizenship as
a culturally available and positive social identity standard and they did so in a way
that suggested that the social category of citizenship for them had become the basis
for a very meaningful group-based identity.
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In sum, faced with challenges to confirming a positive identity, legal profession-
als pushed back against role and social identity standards whose adoption would
lead to non-verification. They often rejected role identity standards that would lead
to non-verification and instead adopted culturally available competing role identity
standards that facilitated identity verification. Within the constraints of remaining in
their jobs, Latino/a attorneys also engaged in behavioral strategies to promote positive
racial/ethnic identity verification, while also nodding in the direction of performing
more substantive justice. With specific respect to choosing a social identity stan-
dard implicating race/ethnicity versus one implicating American citizenship, push
back by many Latino/a attorneys’ also entailed a process of reconstructing social
boundaries invoked by others in social interaction to protect a positive sense of self
and identity. This highlights the utility of forging explicit conceptual links between
identity theory in social psychology and the study of social boundary construction in
cultural sociology (Finch 2015; Stryker and Stryker 2016). Our research also bridges
to research in the sociology of law, sociology of the professions and organizational
sociology while building on and extending knowledge about how lawyers build a
sense of positive professional identity and work actively to maintain it in the face of
challenges.

The most important contribution of our research, however, is that it allows us to
ground empirically a set of new general hypotheses that link the internal, perceptual
control, and external, structural strands of identity theory and also further specify the
interplay between role and social identities.We conclude by suggesting the following
hypotheses for future empirical testing.

H1: In situations of competing identity standards, self may manage stress occasioned by
occupying structural positions conducive to role strain and role conflict by drawing from
among culturally available positive and competing role identity standards those standards
that aremore, rather than less, likely to enable identity confirmation (in this case commitment
to formal justice in place of commitment to substantive justice).

H2: Professional actors who cannot or do not wish to exit their work role, and who are
confronted by others’ strong negative feedback suggesting they are violating a culturally-
accepted positive role identity standard (in this case commitment to substantive justice), and
who have accessible to them a competing but also culturally accepted positive role identity
standard (in this case commitment to formal justice), will seek to verify their role identities
by deflecting the first standard and adopting the second.

H3: Those professionals who cannot verify conflicting relevant role and social identity stan-
dards simultaneously (as was the case for OSL defense attorneys who are Latino/a), and
who are able to draw on other social identities that they can verify (in this case being a U.S.
citizen), will deflect potential social identity non-verification by increasing the prominence
and salience of another social identity, specifically one for which the social identity can be
verified consistent with also verifying the role identity.

H1 specifies one way in which internal and external identity processes may inter-
relate under conditions of competing role identity standards. H2 specifies the com-
bination of internal and external identity-related conditions that predict deflection of
a culturally available role identity standard that makes it harder to achieve identity
verification in favor of a competing culturally available role identity standard that
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makes it easier to achieve identity verification. The result of this identity manage-
ment strategy is the increased likelihood of achieving identity verification. Finally,
for those with conflicting role and social identities, H3 specifies conditions likely
to promote devaluation of the prominence and salience of one available social iden-
tity and a corresponding elevation of another available social identity. This permits
simultaneous verification of the role identity and the more salient and prominent
social identity.

Our methodology precludes stating with certainty that strategies of deflection
and strategies of devaluing or elevating the prominence and salience of one identity
relative to another represent identity change in the face of potential identity non-
confirmation, because we cannot know with any certainty what identity standards
and salience/prominence hierarchies our interviewees embraced prior to the iden-
tity challenges they experienced. However, even if those who made use of these
management strategies tended to have pre-challenge identity standards emphasizing
formal legality rather than substantive justice or citizenship over race/ethnicity, we
suspect that the identity challenges they experienced promoted identity change in
the following sense. That is, at the very least, these challenges probably solidified
formal legality as the basis for maintaining a positive sense of professional self, and
further elevated citizenship-based identity relative to race/ethnic-based identity in
the hierarchy of social identity prominence and salience.

Substantial research within the identity theory tradition explores responses to
identity non-verification including initial behavioral push back and over time adap-
tation of one’s identity standard to conformmore closely to reflected appraisals (Stets
2018; Stets et al. 2020). However, to our knowledge we are first to explore identity
management and identity change under conditions of competing, culturally avail-
able role identity standards for maintaining a positive sense of professional self. Our
exploration has identified a specific form of identity change that is possible under
these conditions, and the further conditions of identity challenge under which such
a strategy is likely to be employed. Whether professions beyond law also are subject
to such strongly institutionalized-yet-competing values as formal legality and sub-
stantive justice that function as the basis for competing role identity standards, we
leave to those who study other professions and professionals. However, to the extent
this is so, our study has correspondingly broader implications.

Endnotes

1. Within identity theory, identities typically are presumed to havemultiple dimen-
sions, with each dimension subject to an identity standard. For example, the stu-
dent role involves identity standards pertaining to such dimensions as academic
responsibility and intellectual curiosity. An individual student’s identity stan-
dard for each dimension can be represented by a point signaling the degree to
which he/she/they view the self as incorporating the characteristic represented
by the dimension (Cantwell 2011). Individuals also have been observed to have
variable dispersion of meanings around the center point representing their iden-
tity standard for a given dimension of a given identity (Cantwell 2016; Stets



Competing Identity Standards and Managing Identity Verification 145

2018; Burke 2020). We considered defining a single “commitment to justice”
identity standard for the lawyer role, with very strong commitment to formal
legality and very strong commitment to substantive justice occupying two poles
along a continuum of dispersion in meanings. However, such a definition unrea-
sonably distorts accumulated conceptual and empirical knowledge within the
sociology of law, inwhich substantive justice and formal legality are understood
as qualitatively distinct concepts that compete or conflict, and between which
individual lawyers may be torn. We therefore prefer to define each as a separate
dimension and the basis for separate and competing role identity standards.

2. OSL was designed to process 100 defendants a day, with hopes of expanding
still further. But because of limited capacity, numbers remained capped at 70
per day. What was intended to operate as a zero-tolerance policy can process
only about 10–40% of immigration offenders (Finch 2015).

3. SeeU.S. vEscamilla-Rojas, 640F. 3d 1055 (9thCir. 2011);U.S. vDiaz-Ramirez,
646 U.F 3d 653 (9th Cir. 2011), cert. denied Diaz-Ramirez v. U.S., 531 U.S.
1041 (2012). For example, in the latter case, in which the Supreme Court denied
plaintiffs’ petition for certiorari to overturn the Ninth Circuit ruling, the judge
introduced himself to the entire group of defendants collectively, instructing
them to stand and get his attention if they were having problems with their
headphones or wanted to consult their attorneys. After informing defendants
collectively of their rights, the charges against them, and the consequences of
pleading guilty, the judge asked defendants collectively if they had understood,
eliciting a general yes answer from all. Before taking pleas, the judge asked
all who wanted a trial to stand and no one stood. He asked each defendant
individually how he wished to plead and whether the alleged facts of the charge
against him were true. After the pleas, the judge asked that all who believed
they had a legal right to remain in the United States stand. No one stood.

4. SeeU.S. v Roblero-Solia, 588 F 3d 692 (9th Cir. 2009);U.S. v Escamilla-Rojas,
640 F 3d 1055 (9th Cir. 2011); U.S. v. Aguilar-Vera, 698 F. 3d 1196 (9th Cir.
2012); U.S. v Arqueta-Ramos, 730 F. 3d 1133 (9th Cir. 2013).

5. Standardization has increased over time. When OSL first begin in 2008, attor-
neys and judges had more autonomy. Defense attorneys could argue for vari-
ation in sentencing based on mitigating circumstances, and judges often gave
time served to first time offenders. However, these unscripted portions disap-
peared over time. By 2013–14, government prosecutors made standardized use
of change of plea procedures using specific “equations” to stipulate sentences.
Judges no longer make sentencing decisions, but instead serve merely to assure
that defendants have understood their rights. Generally, prosecutors use the
lower bound sentence—30 days—when a defendant has only one prior depor-
tation and no criminal history. The sentence typically is doubled if the defendant
already has been through a Remote Repatriation Program. Additional time is
added for additional misdemeanors. Yet more time is added for prior felonies,
until the defendant has maxed out at 180 days of incarceration (Finch 2015).

6. Most OSL defendants are native Spanish speakers and many do not speak
English. We conducted our interviews of OSL lawyers primarily in English,
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though Finch is fluent in Spanish and this facilitated communication about
some issues, especially the role of language. We asked questions pertaining to
learning and using Spanish-language skills, to help shed light on how language
influences social identity and the management of competing identities.

7. Although we also examined whether and how challenges and strategies var-
ied by gender, the gender results are presented in another paper. Likewise,
results pertaining to patterns of variation by generational status within the set
of Latino/a attorneys are presented elsewhere.

8. We have changed interviewee names to protect confidentiality.
9. As noted above, we suspect that lawyers anticipating very high levels of role

strain were disproportionately likely to avoid working in Operation Streamline.
10. Here we use the term deflection not in the technical sense in which it is used

in engineering or in affect control theory in social psychology, but rather in the
ordinary sense of deflect as moving away from. When self deflects criticism,
self prevents that criticism from landing on or affecting self.

11. Walter’s reference to activists was unprompted, since at this point in the
interview he had been asked only the general question about his likes and
dislikes.

12. The perceptual control strand of identity theory posits that non-verification of
self’s identity standard leads self to change behavior to conform more to their
own identity standard, or to identity change, or perhaps to a time sequenced
combination of both (Stets and Serpe 2013; Stets et al. 2020). As we indi-
cated earlier, we suspect that those attorneys who might have experienced the
most intense role strain and greatest discrepancy between their own substantive
justice-based identity standard and activists’ substantive justice based critiques
selected out of participation in OSL. While none of our interviewees had opted
out of OSL despite repeated urgings of activists that they do so, we come back
to the issue of behavioral “push back” to reflected appraisals in discussing the
influenceof race/ethnicity in shaping identity processes ofOSLdefense lawyers.
The identity management strategy of deflection voiced in the interviews may or
may not also represent identity change from an identity standard held earlier in
time.We cannot know, because we have no data on what any given respondent’s
role identity standard was prior to experiencing activists’ criticisms. Nor do we
have any independent assessment of what interviewees’ role identity standards
were at the beginning of their participation in OSL. The most we have are the
recollections of some respondents that, prior to becoming part of OSL, they
were concerned about a lack of substantive justice.
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Racial Identity Among White
Americans: Structure, Antecedents,
and Consequences

Matthew O. Hunt

Abstract In this chapter, I examine the structure, determinants, and selected attitu-
dinal consequences of racial identity among white Americans. In 2014, the General
Social Survey includedfive items tappingfive aspects or dimensions of racial identity:
prominence, salience, private self-regard, public self-regard, and verification. These
items reflect our understanding of identity as a multidimensional phenomenon and
are useful to a research agenda casting racial identity in such terms. However, given
the inherent limitations of single-item indicators of various aspects of identity, and
in light of the underdevelopment of research on white racial identity, exploration of
multi-item measurement strategies for racial identity is also warranted. I use factor
and reliability analyses to examine the structure of white racial identity, finding suf-
ficient inter-item consistency to support creation of a five-item “identity intensity”
index (alpha = 0.84). I then use regression analysis to expand our understanding
of white racial identity as both “social product and social force” (Rosenberg 1981),
by modeling how it is shaped by sociodemographic factors, while also carrying
implications for whites’ racial policy attitudes.

Keywords Racial Identity · Racial Attitudes ·White Americans · Identity Theory

1 Introduction

Sociologists have long been interested in the relationship between objective and sub-
jective status (Jackman and Jackman 1973; Stryker 1980; Rosenberg 1981). Interest
in mapping connections between aspects of society (e.g., social structure) and per-
sons (e.g., beliefs,motivations)was central to thework of the classical social theorists
(House 1981). Examples include Marx’s writings on alienation and class conscious-
ness under capitalism (Marx 1972a, b), Weber’s research showing links between
persons’ social locations and their motives, beliefs, and values (e.g., the Protes-
tant ethic) (1958), and Durkheim’s insights into how institutions shape individual
subjectivities in ways that preserve the social order (1915, 1933).
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Identity Theory and its parent structural symbolic interactionism (Stryker 1980;
Stryker and Burke 2000) share this classical concern, cast in Median terms as “so-
ciety shapes self shapes social behavior.” That is, Identity Theorists are interested
in how our positions in larger/external social structures constrain and facilitate more
proximal social involvements which, in turn, shape our self-concepts (including our
identities). Our self-conceptions/identities correspondingly shape our thinking and
action.Rosenberg (1981) captured this duality in conceiving of the self as both “social
product and social force.”

Despite much research supporting the notion that society shapes self shapes social
behavior, we know relatively little about how racial identities (particularly among
whites) (1) are shaped by external social structure and (2) influence other subjectiv-
ities such as racial attitudes. As McDermott and Samson (2005) note, “Theoretical
reflections on whiteness have far outpaced empirical investigations of the construc-
tion, experiences, and meanings of white racial identity in the United States today”
(p. 256). In addition, we know relatively little about how racial and other social
identities may work in tandem to shape inequality-related outcomes such as racial
attitudes and stratification beliefs (Hunt 2003). I draw on data from the 2014 General
Social Survey (GSS) to advance our understanding of these issues.1 I focus here on
white Americans given their relative neglect in the literature on racial identity. I ask
three research questions:

1. What is the structure of white racial identity? The 2014 GSS offers measures
of five aspects or dimensions of racial identity: prominence, salience, private
self-regard, public self-regard, and verification. Identity prominence refers to
the importance persons attribute to an identity (McCall and Simmons 1978;
Rosenberg 1979). Identity salience concerns the likelihood of an identity being
invoked cross-situationally (Stryker 1980; Burke and Stets 2009). Private self-
regard (Oney et al. 2011) concerns the degree to which persons feel good/bad
about their group, including the extent to which they feel pride as group mem-
bers (Luhtanen and Crocker 1991). Public self-regard refers to the perception
of how others see a person’s group—i.e., the degree to which persons believe
that others value or esteem the group to which the person claims membership.
And, verification concerns the extent to which an identity claim is confirmed by
others—i.e., the degree of congruence between self-views and others’ view with
respect to an identity (Burke and Stets 2009). We know from past work that these
items are positively correlated with one another (Hunt and Reichelmann 2019).
What is less clear is whether they may be usefully combined in a measurement
strategy tapping a shared, underlying dimension of racial identity intensity or
strength.

2. How is white racial identity distributed in the social structure? This question
concerns white racial identity as a “social product” (Rosenberg 1981). Scholars
have recently lamented the paucity of work on the situated nature of white racial
identity, noting that “attempts at specifying concrete ways in which the process
of white racial identity formation varies or experiences of whiteness differ have
been considerably lacking” (McDermott and Samson 2005, 956). To advance
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our knowledge on this front, I analyze white racial identity in relation to an array
of sociodemographic and value-orientation factors to assess whether and how
whites’ racial self-understandings vary by social and cultural location.

3. Does white racial identity impact racial policy attitudes? This question concerns
white racial identity as a “social force” (Rosenberg 1981). Hunt andReichelmann
(2019) demonstrate the relevance of particular racial identity elements (e.g.,
prominence, private self-regard) for whites’ racial attitudes. My focus here is
whether any such associations manifest when employing a multi-item measure
of white racial identity intensity. Further, do racial and social class identities
compete or intersect in shaping such policy support?

2 Background

2.1 Identity Theory

For social psychologists, the self-concept refers to the set of views persons hold
regarding who and what they are (Rosenberg 1979, 1981). Rosenberg captured the
essence of the sociological perspective on the self in conceiving of it as both “social
product and social force.” The former refers to its production in society and social
interaction. The latter refers to its influence on persons’ thoughts, feelings, and behav-
ior (Owens 2003). Identity theory, as formulated by Stryker and colleagues, frames
identities as internalized self-designations traceable to our role and social group
involvements (Stryker and Burke 2000). From this perspective, the self is multi-
faceted and comprises as many identities as positions (roles) we occupy and social
groups we belong to. Such ideas are traceable to Mead’s (1934) and James’ (1890)
views that self-structure reflects social structure. In highly differentiated societies,
self-structures tend to be more highly differentiated; in less complex societies, selves
are correspondingly less complex.

One of Stryker’s lasting legacies is the call to take “larger social structures” (or
“external social structure”) seriously in social psychological research. Stryker stead-
fastly maintained that this was sociologists’ primary responsibility, and most impor-
tant potential contribution to, the interdisciplinary field of social psychology. I recall
regular and repeated overtures by Stryker in seminars on this topic: “If we don’t do it,
who will?” and “If we don’t, we have damn little to offer social psychology.” At the
same time, Stryker and colleagues were also focused on demonstrating how self and
identity are relevant (i.e., not epiphenomenal) to social behavior and other outcomes.
That is, a core tenet of self-concept theory and research is that the self matters.

A key insight for Stryker was that the multiple identities that comprise the self
are organized into a “salience hierarchy” (Stryker and Burke 2000). Identities cor-
responding to role and social involvements that we are most strongly committed to
reside at the top of the hierarchy, and aremore likely to be invoked cross-situationally.
Empirical research supports these contentions (Stryker and Serpe 1982), though a



152 M. O. Hunt

consistent criticism of such interactionist approaches to the self is their insufficient
attention to issues of power and inequality (Howard 2000;Callero 2003).Hunt (2003)
argues that our knowledge of the inequality-identity nexus could be augmented with
more studies of (1) how external social structure shapes identity processes, and (2)
how identity is relevant for stratification processes, including perceptions of inequal-
ity and related subjectivities. Further, such research shouldmove beyond rudimentary
conceptualizations of the self that examine only single aspects of self-feeling (e.g.,
self-esteem) or single identities in isolation from others (Hunt 2003). The 2014 GSS
offers data to accomplish such aims, including a multidimensional approach to racial
identity alongside measures of external social structure, other social identities, and a
host of relevant outcomes allowing for robust examination of racial identity as both
“social product and social force.”

2.2 White Racial Identity

Race is fundamental to the history and contemporary organization of American soci-
ety. Understanding how people think about themselves in racial terms is important
for social science; we can construct better explanations of how and why race matters
if we understand the antecedents and consequences of racial self-understandings.
Despite this promise, the incorporation of race into social psychological theory and
research remains underdeveloped (Hunt et al. 2000, 2013). Research on racial and
ethnic identity represents an exception to this broader neglect, though research has
been uneven in its incorporation of different ethno-racial groups; most research on
racial identity has focused on minority populations (especially blacks—e.g., see
Rowley et al. 1998; Sellers et al. 1998) in part owing to the ways “whiteness” has
been cast as a monolithic or even “invisible” category in prior research (McDermott
and Samson 2005).

Despite the comparative neglect of white racial identity, there has been an upsurge
of interest in this topic following decades of work on white ethnic identity (Thomas
and Znaniecki 1927; Whyte 1943; Gans 1962). McDermott and Samson (2005)
attribute this over-time shift to the declining relevance of ethnicity in white Ameri-
cans’ lives. By the late 20th century, scholarly opinion pointed to the “the minimal
impact of European ancestral origins on the daily life of most Americans” and to
the conclusion that “the assimilation of European immigrants into American society
was found to be all but complete” (Alba 1990; Waters 1990). A second factor under-
lying growing interest in white racial identity is demographic changes in the United
States (e.g., growing Hispanic and Asian populations), resulting in greater ethno-
racial diversity and projections of whites’ shrinking share of the U.S. population
(McDermott and Samson 2005). Such shifts undermine and challenge the historical
“invisibility” of whites (accompanying their social and numerical dominance) lead-
ing to possible shifts in whites’ racial self-awareness (or lack thereof) (Hartmann
et al. 2009).
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Despite the uptick in attention to whiteness (Hyde 1995; Hartigan 1999; Franken-
berg 1993; Lewis 2004), scholars still lament the lack of systematic, empirically-
basedworkon the antecedents and consequences ofwhite racial identity.2 McDermott
and Samson (2005) note, for example, that “we have no standard way of classify-
ing how whiteness, or any other dominant group identity, is experienced. There is
agreement that white racial identity is not the same for all groups at all times, but just
how this identity differs remains unclear” (p. 256). Hartmann et al. (2009) take steps
to remedy this, showing that white racial identity is more salient than prior scholar-
ship (much of it in the humanities) had generally assumed. These authors found, for
instance, that nearly two-fifths of white respondents in a nationally representative
survey considered their racial identity “very important.”

Croll (2007) takes research a step further demonstrating that white racial identity
prominence (importance) is influenced by sociodemographic factors (e.g., educa-
tion, region) and is associated with a range of sociopolitical attitudes. Regarding
the latter, Croll (2007) observes both “progressive” and “defensive” manifestations
of strong white racial identities. The former includes heightened support for struc-
turalist beliefs about inequalities (e.g., blaming black disadvantage on poor school-
ing and social connections), believed to flow from some whites’ awareness of the
historical and contemporary inequalities that undergird their privilege. Defensive
manifestations of white racial identity include heightened support for conservative
ideologies stressing blacks’ supposed personal or cultural shortcomings (e.g., family
upbringing) as responsible for their disadvantage.

Hunt and Reichelmann (2019) build on Croll’s work by examining racial identity
prominence alongside the four other aspects of white racial identity offered by the
2014 GSS, in relation to a range of racial attitude outcomes (social distance prefer-
ence, racial stereotypes, and racial policy attitudes). We find evidence for defensive
manifestations of white racial identity in the roles of (1) racial identity prominence
shaping whites’ reports of, and preferences for, social distance from blacks, and
(2) private self-regard (pride) in shaping whites’ opposition to affirmative action
and government aid to blacks. In addition, we observed some limited evidence for a
progressivemanifestation of whiteness in the form of higher white racial identity ver-
ification increasing support for government aid to blacks (but not affirmative action).
A key question for the current study is whether the five aspects of racial identity
included in the 2014 GSS interrelate, and whether they demonstrate sufficient inter-
item consistency to form amulti-itemmeasure of overall identity intensity. This is an
important consideration given the reluctance of some social scientists and psychol-
ogists to rely on single-item indicators, since individual items may not as effectively
capture a construct of interest.
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3 Research Questions and Aims

3.1 What Is the Structure of Racial Identity?

Asnoted,Hunt andReichelmann (2019) observed that thefive racial identity elements
offered by the 2014GSS are positively correlated. They also demonstrate the utility of
the individual items given their differential predictive power in predicting different
types of racial attitude outcomes. However, the question remains: do factor and
reliability analysis support the construction of a five-item index to gauge overall
racial identity strength or intensity? And, does such an index have utility above and
beyond the story the individual items can tell? The answer to both questions is yes (as
demonstrated below), and I argue that both multi-item and single-item approaches to
modeling racial identity should be utilized at this stage of knowledge-development.

3.2 How Is White Racial Identity Distributed in the Social
Structure?

A central goal of Identity Theory is understanding how identity processes are shaped
by proximate and larger social structures. I examinewhite racial identity in relation to
a set of socio-demographic (andvalue-orientation) factors, several ofwhichhavebeen
associated with white racial identity prominence in past work (Croll 2007). Specif-
ically, I examine education, income, gender, region, age, urbanicity, religious fun-
damentalism, and political ideology (liberalism/conservatism). Croll (2007) found
that white racial identity prominence was maximized among white Americans with
lower levels of education and residents of the U.S. South. Gender, age, income, and
political party affiliation did not register significant associations with white racial
identity prominence in Croll’s study. I add urbanicity, religious fundamentalism, and
political ideology (in place of party identification) to Croll’s set of predictors given
the utility of these variables in past racial attitudes research. This approach allows us
to (1) determine whether the GSS produces similar patterns for prominence seen in
past work, and (2) expand our knowledge of the social bases of white racial identity
beyond the prominence indicator.

3.3 Does White Racial Identity Shape Racial Policy
Attitudes?

Acentral goal of IdentityTheory, and self-concept researchmore generally, is demon-
strating that self and identity “matter”—i.e., are not epiphenomena—in social life.
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This final research question takes up the call of prior work to examine more system-
atically the implications of identities for inequality-related processes (Hunt 2003).
White racial identity is a prime candidate for suchwork, given past findings that white
Americans are particularly likely to adopt color-blind and individualistic accounts
of racial inequality (Hartmann et al. 2009) known to underlie opposition to race-
targeted public policies (Bobo et al. 2012). A key question for the current research
is: does white racial identity help us further unpack variation in whites’ racial policy
attitudes? Hunt and Reichelmann (2019) demonstrate that private self-regard, and
to a lesser extent, verification, shape whites’ racial policy views. What role, if any,
does white racial identity intensity play?

I also explore the implications of racial identity alongside those of social class
identification (Jackman and Jackman 1983; Hunt and Ray 2012). Any main effects
of these social identities, after controlling for sociodemographic differences, are
important in and of themselves in demonstrating that identities matter in social life.
Analyzing their effects simultaneously also helps us move beyond work that ana-
lyzes the consequences of such identities in isolation from one another (Hunt 2003).
Specifically, the GSS allows for examination of (1) whether these identities matter
differently across different versions or conceptions of race-targeted policy, and (2)
whether they interact in shaping such outcomes—that is, does racial identity matter
differently depending on how persons identify in social class terms? And, do any
such dynamics vary across racial policy outcome framings?

4 Data and Methods

4.1 Sample

I use data from an Identity Module fielded as part of the 2014 GSS. Conducted
by the National Opinion Research Center (NORC), the GSS is designed to yield a
representative sample of English-speaking adults, 18 years and older, living in non-
institutionalized settings within the United States. I limit analyses to Non-Hispanic
whites given my interest in examining the antecedents and consequences of white
racial identity in the United States. Non-Hispanic whites are respondents who iden-
tified as “white” on the GSS race measure, and who said they were not Hispanic on
the GSS Hispanic ethnicity measure. I use the “WTCOMBNR” weighting variable
following NORC’s recommendations for use of files combining cross-sectional and
panel cases.3
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4.2 White Racial Identity

I examine five aspects of racial identity: prominence, salience, private self-regard,
public self-regard, and verification. Prominence (or centrality or importance) is mea-
sured with the question: “Howmuch is being white an important part of how you see
yourself?” Salience is measured with the question: “In general, how much do you
find that being white influences or guides how you behave?” Private self-regard is
measured with the question: “How proud are you to be white?” Public self-regard
is gauged with the question: “How much do you think people in the U.S. respect
whites?” And, verification is measured with the question: “How much do you think
your friends see you as white?” Response options for each of the five questions
ranged from 0 (“not at all”) to 10 (“completely”).

4.3 Sociodemographic Variables

The regression models used to answer the second and third research questions con-
tain a standard battery of sociodemographic and value-orientation measures used
in the racial attitudes literature (Bobo et al. 2012). Family income contains twelve
categories ranging from “under $1000” to “$150,000 or over.” Education and age
are measured in years. Gender is categorized as female (coded 1) or male (coded
0). Conservative is a seven-point scale ranging from extremely liberal (coded 1) to
extremely conservative (coded 7). Religious fundamentalism was captured with an
item classifying denominations into liberal, moderate, and fundamentalist subgroups
(see Smith 1986) which I recoded as fundamentalist = 1, and liberal and moderate
= 0. South is coded 1 if the respondent resides in the South Atlantic, East South
Central, or West South Central categories, and 0 otherwise. Urban is coded as 1 if
the respondent lives in a city whose population is >50,000, and 0 otherwise. I intro-
duce Social Class Identification in the final analyses predicting racial policy support;
this variable asks respondents whether they identify as Lower Class, Working Class,
Middle Class, or Upper Class. Given the small numbers of respondents identifying
as lower or upper class, I dichotomize this measure assigning codes ofMiddle/Upper
= 1, Working/Lower = 0.

4.4 Racial Policy Attitudes

The outcomes examined for the final research question involve support for policies
designed to ameliorate racial inequality. I chose indicators that vary in their framing.
The first emphasizes a “zero-sum” framing of racial policy and has respondents
estimate the likelihood of actual harm to whites, asking: “What do you think the
chances are these days that a white person won’t get a job or promotion while an
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equally or less qualified black person gets one instead?” Response options were: not
very likely (1), somewhat likely (2), and very likely (3). This coding reflects my
reversal of the original coding scheme for consistency with other outcomes wherein
higher values represent the more conservative response.

The second outcome gauges respondents’ stated opposition to (or support for)
affirmative action in the form of hiring preferences for blacks, asking: “Some people
say that because of past discrimination, blacks should be given preference in hiring
and promotion. Others say that such preference in hiring and promotion of blacks is
wrong because it discriminates against whites. What about your opinion—are you
for or against preferential hiring and promotion of blacks?” Responses range from
“strongly support” (1) to “strongly oppose” (4), thus higher values indicate greater
opposition to affirmative action.

The third question gauges opposition to governmental assistance aimed at raising
blacks’ living standards via the question: “Some people think that Blacks have been
discriminated against for so long that the government has a special obligation to
help improve their living standards. Others believe that the government should not
be giving special treatment to Blacks. Where would you place yourself on this scale,
or haven’t you made up your mind on this?” Responses on the five-point scale range
from “government should help blacks” (coded 1), to “agree with both” (coded 3),
to “no special treatment” (coded 5). As with the two prior outcomes, higher values
indicate greater opposition to policies intended to ameliorate racial inequality.

5 Findings

5.1 What Is the Structure of Racial Identity?

To answer my first research question, I conducted a principal components analysis of
the five GSS racial identity items. This analysis revealed a single factor (eigenvalue
= 3.05) explaining 60.99% of the variance. Factor loadings are shown in Table 1.4

Separate reliability analysis of the five items produced a Cronbach’s alpha score of

Table 1 Principal
components loadings for
identity elements
(Non-Hispanic Whites, 2014
GSS, N = 794)

GSS item Component 1

Prominence 0.855

Salience 0.836

Private self-regard 0.796

Public self-regard 0.588

Verification 0.801

Eigenvalue 3.05

Explained variance (%) 60.99

Cronbach’s alpha 0.84
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0.83, indicating strong internal consistency amongst the items. I created an additive
index by summing scores for the five items, and dividing the product by 5 to return
the measure to the metric of the original items (0–10). I interpret the resulting index
as a measure of overall white racial identity intensity or strength. Higher scores
indicate greater identity intensity since people who score higher view their identity
with more importance, say it guides their behavior more strongly, feel greater pride
in their identity, feel others view it with greater esteem, and report that others verify
this identity at higher rates.

Before turning to answers to the other two research questions, I briefly present
descriptive statistics for all study variables (in Table 2). As Hunt and Reichelmann
(2019) have noted, scores on prominence (5.31) and salience (5.11) are just above
the mid-point of 5 on the offered scale, while scores on the other three elements are
somewhat higher: private self-regard = 6.34, public self-regard = 6.41, and verifi-
cation = 6.36. The Intensity index mean is 5.91. Respondents average just above
51 years of age, are just over half female, one quarter reside in urban areas, one fifth
are religious fundamentalists, and just over a third reside in the U.S. South. Fam-
ily income averages in the $40,000–49,999 range, while respondents have just over
14 years of education on average. Respondents score just above the midpoint of 4 on
the self-reported political ideology scale (4.15) which is slightly more conservative

Table 2 Descriptive statistics for all study variables (Non-Hispanic Whites, 2014 GSS)

Variable Mean S.D. Range N

Prominence 5.31 3.39 0–10 794

Salience 5.11 3.31 0–10 794

Private self-regard 6.34 3.34 0–10 794

Public self-regard 6.41 1.96 0–10 794

Verification 6.36 3.40 0–10 794

Intensity index 5.91 2.44 0–10 794

Age 51.53 15.82 23–89+ 787

Female 0.53 0.50 0–1 794

Urban 0.25 0.43 0–1 794

Fundamentalist 0.20 0.40 0–1 771

South 0.35 0.48 0–1 794

Family income 18.46 5.22 1–25 752

Education 14.21 2.73 3–20 793

Conservative 4.15 1.43 1–7 781

Social class identification 0.51 0.50 0–1 793

Whites hurt by affirmative action 1.73 0.66 1–3 492

Opposite hiring preferences for blacks 3.33 0.87 1–5 523

Oppose Govt. aid to blacks 3.78 1.14 1–5 532
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than liberal. And, just over half of respondents identify as middle or upper class (ver-
sus lower or working class). Finally, on the racial policy attitudes, respondents score
above themidpoints (i.e., toward the racially conservative pole) of each indicator. For
the outcome gauging perceptions of whites’ potential for being hurt by affirmative
action, the mean is 1.73; for the indicator assessing opposition to hiring preferences
for blacks in light of past discrimination, the mean is 3.33; and, for the indicator
gauging opposition to government intervention to raise blacks’ living standards, the
mean is 3.78.

5.2 How Is White Racial Identity Distributed in the Social
Structure?

Table 3 presents results of the individual identity elements and the intensity index
regressed on the set of sociodemographic and value-orientation predictors. I analyze
this set of outcomes because the individual elements tell a more detailed story than
can be captured by the index, while the index is valuable for its parsimony (and is

Table 3 OLS estimates for regression of white racial identity elements and index on socio-
demographics (Non-Hispanic Whites, 2014 GSS)

Independent
variables

Dependent variables

Prominence Salience Private
S.R.

Public
S.R.

Verification Index

Education −0.110*
(0.047)

−0.121*
(0.048)

−0.292***
(0.046)

−0.006
(0.028)

−0.106*
(0.049)

−0.125***
(0.034)

Income 0.000
(0.024)

0.017
(0.025)

−0.026
(0.024)

0.016
(0.015)

−0.003
(0.026)

0.005
(0.018)

Age 0.061***
(0.007)

0.044***
(0.008)

0.035***
(0.007)

0.012**
(0.004)

0.030***
(0.008)

0.039***
(0.005)

Female 0.670**
(0.237)

0.368
(0.240)

0.533*
(0.232)

0.549***
(0.143)

0.725**
(0.249)

0.567**
(0.173)

Urban 0.193
(0.274)

0.189
(0.277)

−0.165
(0.267)

−0.140
(0.165)

0.431
(0.289)

0.082
(0.201)

South 0.464
(0.255)

0.430
(0.258)

0.355
(0.250)

−0.253
(0.154)

0.950***
(0.269)

0.442*
(0.187)

Fundamentalist 0.121
(0.315)

0.197
(0.318)

0.718*
(0.308)

0.118
(0.189)

−0.070
(0.328)

0.182
(0.228)

Conservative 0.025
(0.085)

−0.071
(0.086)

0.245**
(0.083)

−0.067
(0.051)

0.007
(0.089)

0.021
(0.062)

R-squared 0.11 0.07 0.15 0.04 0.06 0.12

N 763 762 760 744 743 719

Note Unstandardized coefficients reported. Standard errors in parentheses
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01, ***p < 0.001
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used in subsequent analyses). While Croll (2007) reported that education and region
were key predictors of white racial identity prominence in the American Mosaic
Project Survey, the current analysis replicates only the education finding: lower lev-
els education correspond with higher racial identity prominence among whites. In
addition, the GSS data suggest that older whites and females are significantly more
likely than their younger and male counterparts respectively to view their racial
identity as important.

Turning to the other four identity elements, we see consistent effects of education,
age, and gender, with a few exceptions. Education fails to significantly shape public
self-regard, and being female does not significantly impact white racial identity
salience. Otherwise, lower education, more advanced age, and being female are
associated with higher scores on each identity indicator. These findings also register
for the identity intensity measure. Regarding other significant predictors, we see a
region effect for verification and intensity: Southern whites report higher identity
verification and score higher on the measure of overall identity strength. In addition,
religious fundamentalists and self-reported conservatives score significantly higher
than their more liberal counterparts on private self-regard; that is fundamentalists
and conservatives have higher white racial pride. These religion and ideology effects
do not register for the intensity measure, but are of interest for the story they tell
about the social bases of key elements of whiteness.5

5.3 Does White Racial Identity Intensity Shape Racial Policy
Attitudes?

The final research question concerns whether racial identity intensity shapes racial
policy attitudes. I approach this question while also considering the potentially com-
peting effect of social class identification, given past calls for research analyzing
the simultaneous effects of key social identities (Hunt 2003) and given past findings
on the role of self- and group-interest in the racial attitudes literature (Sears et al.
2000). Table 4 shows results for the regression of three indicators of opposition to
race-targeted policy.6 There are twomodels for each outcome; the first contains racial
identity intensity and social class identification, along with all Table 3 predictors as
controls. The second model adds an interaction term for racial identity intensity ×
social class identification. I show only the identity effects given the focus of my
research question.

Looking first at the outcome gauging whites’ perception of the likelihood that
in-group members are hurt by policies that favor the promotion of equally- or less-
qualified blacks, Model 1 shows that racial identity intensity, but not social class
identity, significantly shapes this outcome. Specifically, whites who score higher on
the intensity index are significantly more likely to report believing that whites suffer
as a result of race-targeted policies in the workplace. Model 2 shows that there is no
significant interaction between the two identity indicators. These results indicate a
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Table 4 OLS estimates of policy attitudes regressed on racial and class identity and
sociodemographic controls (Non-Hispanic Whites, 2014 GSS)

Independent variables Dependent variables

Whites hurt by
affirmative action

Oppose hiring
preferences for blacks

Oppose government
aid to blacks

Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2 Model 1 Model 2

White racial identity
(WRI)

0.044**
(0.013)

0.052**
(0.019)

0.001
(0.016)

−0.028
(0.022)

0.025
(0.021)

−0.012
(0.028)

Social class
identification (SCI)

−0.008
(0.071)

0.089
(0.164)

−0.223**
(0.083)

−0.574**
(0.201)

−0.199
(0.113)

−0.695*
(0.267)

WRI * SCI −0.017
(0.025)

0.060
(0.031)

0.083*
(0.040)

R-squared 0.08 0.08 0.15 0.16 0.19 0.20

N 454 454 472 472 478 478

Note Unstandardized coefficients reported. Standard errors in parentheses. These models also
control for all Table 3 predictors
*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01

defensive manifestation of white racial identity; those who feel their whiteness most
strongly are, correspondingly, most likely to see affirmative action as zero-sum such
that hiring practices that favor blacks invariably hurt whites.

The analyses for the second outcome reveal a different story. Regarding stated
opposition to policies mandating preferential hiring for blacks in light of past dis-
crimination, we see an effect of social class identification but not racial identity
intensity. Specifically, Model 1 shows that self-identified members of the middle and
upper classes are significantly less likely than their lower and working class coun-
terparts to oppose affirmative action in this form. As with the prior outcome, there
is no statistical interaction between the two modeled identities. These results show
that opposition to preferential hiring, as presented by this GSS item, is particularly
pronounced amongst whites who see themselves as occupying the lower reaches of
the social class hierarchy.

The analyses for the third outcome tell a different story still. For the item gauging
opposition to government assistance to raise blacks’ living standards, Model 1 shows
no effect of either racial identity intensity or social class identification. However,
Model 2 shows a significant interaction (b = 0.083, p < 0.05) between these two
identities such that, as social class identification increases, so does the tendency of
racial identity intensity to predict opposition to government intervention on behalf of
blacks. Themain effect of racial identity intensity inModel 2 can be understood as the
effect of this factor amongst the excluded category on the social class identification
measure (i.e., self-identified members of the lower and working classes). Thus, the
effect of racial identity intensity is essentially null among the self-identified lower and
working classes (b=−0.012, n.s.); however, among self-identifiedmiddle and upper
class whites, as racial identity intensity increases, so does opposition to government
aid to blacks. Collectively, these results suggest that question wording/framing in
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measuring support for race-targeted policies matters. They also suggest the need
for more research on the apparently complex intersection of racial and social class
identities shaping white Americans’ racial politics.

6 Discussion and Conclusions

In this chapter, I asked three questions about white racial identity. First, what is its
structure—and, specifically, do the five GSS items produce a reliable instrument
measuring overall white racial identity intensity? Answer: yes. Second, what are the
social bases of white racial identity, as gauged both by the five individual elements
and the intensity index? Here, results suggest that education, age, and gender are the
most consistent and potent predictors, while region, religious fundamentalism, and
political ideology also register selected effects. Third and finally, does racial identity
intensity predict opposition to race-targeted public policies when taking into account
the effect of social class identification (and a range of sociodemographic controls)?
And, do these two key social identities intersect in shaping such opposition (or
support)? The story here is mixed, with racial identity intensity showing a main
effect on the perception of whites being hurt by racial policy, no effect on opposition
to affirmative action in the form of preferential hiring for blacks in light of past
discrimination, and an interaction effect with social class identification in shaping
opposition to government aid aimed at raising blacks’ living standards.

The finding that the five GSS items form a reliable index is important for research
on white racial identity. Scholars over the past decade have lamented the lack of
systematic empirical means to study the “situated” nature of whiteness—that is,
the way white racial identity varies across social structural and other contexts. The
GSS provides a treasure-trove of information to answer potential research questions
on white racial identity, and future researchers would wise to further explore the
determinants and consequences of both the set of individual identity elements and
the multi-item intensity measure. The former remain valuable because each taps a
separate theoretically-grounded and important construct (prominence, salience, etc.);
thus the five items offer the opportunity to see what identity dimensions (1) matter
for different outcomes and (2) correspond to more general identity intensity (index)
effects (e.g., see Table 3 where the region effect on verification appears to underlie
the overall effect of region on the intensity index). Regarding the multi-item index,
future work should analyze whether the structure of racial identity varies across
racial and other social structural lines.

The finding that education, gender, and age are key sources of variation in white
racial identity advances our understanding of the social structural antecedents of
this outcome. This is important both to the Identity Theory project of demonstrating
how external social structure shapes identity processes, and to broader calls for
analyses of how components of the social structure shape individual-level processes
(House 1981; McLeod and Lively 2003). Future research using other nationally
representative data sets should seek to add to the growing set of researching findings
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in this area (Croll 2007; Hunt and Reichelmann 2019). In so doing, future work
should seek to expand analyses to include non-white populations.Here, key questions
become: are there racial group differences in the individual identity elements (i.e.,
levels) and/or in the structure of racial identity (inter-item associations)? Do SES and
other sociodemographic factors shape racial identity above and beyond the effects of
race? And, do these non-race predictors matter differently across racial/ethnic lines?

Finally, demonstration that racial identity intensity matters for whites’ racial pol-
icy attitudes is important for Identity Theory, as it shows that the self is not epiphe-
nomenal for whites’ racial politics. The finding that racial identity intensity matters
differently across three distinct framings of racial policy, including vis-à-vis persons’
self-assessments in social class terms, suggests the need for more research on the
meaning of racial identity as it pertains to the racial politics ofwhiteAmericans at dif-
ferent social and cultural locations. Theories of group competition/threat/deprivation
could be useful in this endeavor.

Regarding the finding that racial identity is key to understanding whites’ assess-
ments of the likelihood that fellow whites are harmed by affirmative action, whereas
perceived social class location is key to explaining whites’ stated opposition to such
policies, this suggests that the former question-framing is sufficient to tilt the scale
from class to racial identity as the key (identity-based) explanatory factor. That is,
when asked about the likelihood that members of their own racial group are nega-
tively impacted by hiring practices favoring blacks (i.e., “What are the chances these
days …?”), the race-based nature of group competition/threat/deprivation is made
salient, perhaps via activation of a sense of linked-fate or group solidarity among
self-identified whites.

In contrast,whenwhites are asked about their opinion toward (i.e., “do you support
or oppose?”) a policy of preferential hiring for blacks in light of past discrimination,
group competition/threat appears more likely to manifest in economic and/or (non-
racial) social status terms. Specifically, whites who perceive themselves as lower
on the social class ladder (i.e., those whites who, on average, have lower-quality
employment or no employment) appear most negatively predisposed toward hir-
ing and promotion preferences benefitting another group (in this case, blacks). The
hypothesis that question-wording matters in this way could be tested with a survey-
based experiment wherein the researcher could vary the wording of the described
policy intervention to try to further unpack why identifying in racial vs social class
terms is key to explaining whites’ racial policy attitudes pertaining to workplace
policies.

More complex still is the observation that racial identity intensity matters dif-
ferently by level of class identification in shaping opposition to a more generalized
conception of government aid to blacks. Here, the focus on raising blacks’ “liv-
ing standards,” and the absence of specific reference to workplace practices, may
be important for understanding why the statistical interaction (as opposed to main
effects of racial or class identity) appears. For self-identified lower and working class
persons, racial identity intensity is not significantly associated with this outcome. For
those identifying as middle and upper class, stronger racial identities predict greater
opposition to such government intervention (i.e., the “no special treatment” option in



164 M. O. Hunt

the question). One possibility is that the reference to living standards triggers images
of taxation and redistribution that strongly-identified whites who reside higher in the
class structure are particularly opposed to (perhaps following self-interest, since they
control more of what would be redistributed).

Future research should explore the possible role of “symbolic racism” in under-
standing the role of racial and social class identities (including their apparent inter-
action) in shaping whites’ racial policy attitudes—particularly those aimed at redis-
tribution. Symbolic racism (Kinder and Sears 1981), or “racial resentment” (Kinder
and Sanders 1996), represents a blend of anti-Black affect and beliefs that blacks
violate traditional American values such as hard work and self-reliance in making
illegitimate claims on the state. Racial resentment is also a known predictor of oppo-
sition to racial policy. Such work could add an important identity-based component
to our models of whites’ racial attitudes—a potentially important contribution to the
effort to demonstrate that the self “matters” for socially-relevant outcomes, and for
our understanding of the roles of both race and class in shaping whites’ racial politics
in the 21st century.

Endnotes

1. The GSS has been conducted by the National Opinion Research Center in most
years since 1972, and it is designed to yield a representative sample of English-
speaking adults 18 years and older living in non-institutionalized settings within
the United States. Typical sample size was approximately 1500 until 1994,
after which it increased to approximately 3000 when the GSS became bien-
nial. Response rates have varied between 60 and 82%. For more background on
the GSS, see: http://gss.norc.org/.

2. However, a growing body of work by psychologists on white racial identity is
worth noting. For instance, Goren and Plaut (2012) demonstrate the implications
of different white identity “forms” for attitudes toward diversity. And, Knowles
et al. (2014) argue that whites manage a privileged racial identity by either deny-
ing such privilege, distancing themselves fromwhiteness, or seeking to dismantle
systems conferring such privilege—an image reminiscent of Croll’s (2007) argu-
ment that white racial identity (prominence) has both defensive and progressive
implications.

3. From 2006 to 2014, the GSS fielded both a nationally-representative cross-
section and a repeating panel. See NORC’s “Release Notes for the GSS 2014
Merged File” for more background on weighting with the 2014 merged data. See
Appendix A of the GSS codebook for full details on sample design and weight-
ing. TheWTCOMBNRvariable additionally corrects for non-response occurring
during the two-stage subsampling process the GSS introduced in 2004.

4. The somewhat lower factor loading for public self-regard is worth noting. One
possible explanation of this pattern is that some respondentswho strongly identify
as white also believe their group is viewed and treated unfairly (e.g., leading
to higher scores on items such as prominence or private self-regard, but lower

http://gss.norc.org/
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scores on public self-regard). Future studies should explore this possibility more
systematically.

5. Additional analyses runwithout the fundamentalism and conservatism predictors
produced the same overall set of results, with two exceptions: for the prominence
and private self-regard outcomes, omission of fundamentalism and conservatism
yielded positive, statistically significant (p < 0.05) associations with Southern
residence.

6. Given the nature of the dependent variables here, I also ran Table 4 models
using ordinal logistic regression. These analyses produced a similar overall set
of results, though the interaction for the third outcome (see Table 4) was only
marginally significant (p = 0.07).
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Abstract Using the overlap sample of about 3500 students who participated in both
the High School Longitudinal Study of 2009 and the 2013 grade 12 National Assess-
ment of Educational Progress (NAEP) mathematics assessment, this study investi-
gates the relationships of mathematics identity, efficacy and interest to mathematics
achievement in high school. Role identities, such as having amathematics identity, as
well asmathematics efficacy and interest are hypothesized to be importantmotivators
of role-related behavior. Using a structural equation modeling approach, measures
of these constructs at grades 9 and 11 are related to grade 12 NAEP mathematics
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achievement, simultaneously taking into account grade 9 mathematics achievement,
high school mathematics coursetaking, educational expectations at grades 9 and 11
and student and school background factors. The results indicate that a mathematics
identity and educational expectations at grade 11 are statistically and substantively
significant predictors of grade 12 mathematics achievement in the presence of these
other factors, whereas neither of the other two motivation factors—grade 11 mathe-
matics self-efficacy and mathematics interest—were shown to have direct effects on
grade 12 mathematics achievement. However, mathematics self-efficacy at grade 9
was shown to have an indirect effect on grade 12 mathematics achievement through
grade 11 mathematics identity. The implications of these findings for identity theory
are discussed.

Keywords Mathematics identity ·Mathematics self-efficacy ·Mathematics
interest · Identity theory ·Mathematics achievement · High School Longitudinal
Study

1 Background

The importance of academic identity for understanding students’ academic success
and persistence has been long understood (Marsh et al. 1988; Marsh 1990, 1993).
More recently, researchers have shown the importance of content-specific identities
(e.g., mathematics identity, science identity, engineering identity) to understanding
academic performance, including how these identities relate to minority and female
students’ academic performance and choices in Science, Technology, Engineering
and Mathematics (STEM) related fields (Stets et al. 2017; Godwin et al. 2013; Cass
et al. 2011; Chemers et al. 2011; Syed et al. 2011; Hazari et al. 2009; Carlone and
Johnson 2007).

This study takes a symbolic interactionist perspective, in which identities are a
function of the meanings that persons attach to the roles that they play—roles such as
student, father, priest, grandmother, and so on (Stryker and Burke 2000). Identities
are formed and shaped throughout life via interactions with significant others (e.g.,
peers, parents, and teachers). According to Stone (1962), identities are established
when significant others use the same words to describe someone as a person uses for
him- or herself. Thus, to be identified, claims made for oneself must be legitimated
and supported by significant others. For example, a student’s mathematics identity
is based not only on self-perceived mathematics capabilities and accomplishments,
but also on the perceptions of others.

Identities can be classified into multiple types, including social, role, and personal
(Burke and Stets 2009). Social identities are associated with membership categories
such as gender, race, and class (category identities may or may not become full
blown group identities); role identities are associated with roles embedded in the
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larger social structure; and personal identities are associated with personal charac-
teristics (e.g., smart, punctual, introverted). In this study, the focus is on mathematics
identity—a role identity associated with being a student.

Role identities are the key component of the self in the structural symbolic inter-
actionism tradition, in that the self is composed of a hierarchy of identities where
the more prominent and/or more salient the identity, the higher it is in the hierarchy
(McCall and Simmons 1978; Stryker 1968). This study focuses on the influence of
a mathematics identity on mathematics achievement during the high school years.

2 Conceptual Model

This study’s hypothesized conceptual model takes a comprehensive perspective in
investigating the relationships among mathematics achievement, mathematics moti-
vation, educational expectations, and mathematics coursetaking1 as students move
from grade 9 to grade 12 (see Fig. 1). It also takes into account student and school
background factors. It is designed to represent a series of sequential paths based on
evidence-based hypotheses about how students’ mathematics motivation and edu-
cational expectations in their freshman year of high school relate to mathematics
motivation, educational expectations, and mathematics coursetaking in grade 11,
and how these in turn relate to mathematics achievement in grade 12.

The study uses data from a longitudinal study described below. While a longitu-
dinal design does not allow one to draw firm causal inferences, it can provide much
stronger evidence of the temporal ordering among variables than a cross-sectional
design. A longitudinal design can undercover developmental processes and confirm

Fig. 1 Schematic of conceptual model
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whether the findings are consistent with a conceptual model and the hypotheses
embodied within it.

3 Components of the Conceptual Model

In the section that follows, components comprising the conceptual model used in
this research study are discussed, beginning with the outcome of interest—grade 12
mathematics achievement.

3.1 Mathematics Achievement

Grade 12 Mathematics Achievement Grade 12 mathematics achievement is the
outcome variable in this study because research shows that high school mathematics
achievement is not only an important predictor of attendance at 4-year colleges and
universities (Adelman 2006), but also success in the other STEM fields—science,
technology, and engineering (Rose andBetts 2001).As such,mathematics is arguably
the most important STEM subject area (Cribbs et al. 2015).

Grade 9 Algebra Achievement While the focus of this study is on grade 12 math-
ematics achievement, an important predictor of later mathematics achievement is
earlier mathematics achievement. For example, Wang (2013) found a strong rela-
tionship between grade 10 and grade 12 mathematics achievement using data from
the Education Longitudinal Study of 2002. Gamoran and Hannigan (2000) noted
that performance in grade 8 algebra was related to enrollment in and grades earned
in more advanced mathematics courses in high school and college. Siegler et al.
(2012), using nationally representative data from the United States and the United
Kingdom, found that students’ knowledge of fractions and division predicted later
mathematics achievement in high school. Especially important for this study is a
measure of mathematics achievement at grade 9, the baseline year of the study.

3.2 Motivation

For the purposes of this study, motivation is comprised of three components—math-
ematics identity, mathematics self-efficacy, and mathematics interest (Eccles et al.
1983). All three are seen as playing a motivating role in decisions related to studying
mathematics in high school.
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Mathematics Identity As discussed previously, identities are important for students’
persistence and success. As such, identities are an important motivational construct,
impacting goal attainment.

Identities grow out of interactions with others. Research shows that how parents,
teachers, and friends view someone in relation to mathematics has an impact on
that person’s perceptions of his or her mathematics competence (Cribbs et al. 2015;
Bleeker and Jacobs 2004; Bouchey and Harter 2005). Wenger (1998), for example,
found that one’s perception of his or her mathematics identity was influenced by
others’ perceptions and evaluations in the community. This in turn influenced par-
ticipation within that community. Research also finds that significant and supportive
others including mentors, role models, and other supportive networks are important
for the development of a science identity (Merolla et al. 2012; Syed et al. 2011).
Having a supportive mentor aids academic achievement and the pursuit of further
education. Mentoring, as well as participation in networks of students also interested
in STEM, can be especially important for women and minorities (Estrada et al. 2011;
Merolla et al. 2012; Merolla and Serpe 2013). In addition, significant others (e.g.,
mathematics or science teachers, academically oriented peers) may see skills and
abilities in someone that one may not see in oneself, at least initially, and that so
help ensure that support for those skills and abilities gets communicated to oneself.
The stronger this support, the more likely it is that one will make identity claims for
oneself. That is, the development of a mathematics identity, as is true for any role
identity, is a reciprocal and developmental process between oneself and significant
others over time.

Mathematics Self-efficacy Bandura (1994) defined self-efficacy as “… people’s
beliefs about their capabilities to produce designated levels of performance that
exercise influence over events that affect their lives. Self-efficacy beliefs determine
how people feel, think, motivate themselves, and behave ….” (p. 71). Zimmerman
(2000) argues that self-efficacy measures focus on performance capabilities rather
than personal qualities, such as physical or psychological capabilities. That is, when
faced with a task, one judges the degree to which one has “what it takes” to be suc-
cessful in it. Research by Pajares and collaborators (Pajares 1996; Pajares andMiller
1994; Pajares and Kranzler 1995) shows a strong relationship between self-efficacy
and mathematics achievement. Using a national longitudinal study of students in
high school and then college, Wang (2013) found a strong positive direct relation-
ship between mathematics self-efficacy in high school and intent to major in a STEM
field as well as an indirect effect on entrance into a STEM field of study.

Mathematics Interest Hidi and Renninger (2006) defined interest as a learner’s
predisposition to engage and reengage with specific disciplinary content (e.g., math-
ematics, science) over time, as well as the psychological state that accompanies this
engagement. Under the framework of expectancy-value theory (Eccles et al. 1983),
mathematics interest emphasizes the enjoyment of mathematics; in this regard, the
construct is similar to intrinsic motivation in self-determination theory (Ryan and
Deci 2000; Schiefele 2001). When students intrinsically value mathematics, they
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are more likely to deeply engage in mathematics activities and be resilient in the
face of difficulty while doing mathematics thinking. Atwater et al. (1995) found that
students with a greater interest in mathematics tended to enroll in more mathematics
courses and earn higher grades in mathematics than those with less interest in it.

Relationships Among the Motivational Constructs While each of these three com-
ponents—mathematics identity, self-efficacy, and interest—are theorized as being
important for understanding grade 12 mathematics achievement in the conceptual
model used in this study, they are also seen as having important relationships with
one another and with themselves over time.

Relationship Between Identity and Self -efficacy A role-specific identity (e.g.,
a mathematics identity) is important for motivating individuals to engage in role-
specific behaviors that can further reinforce that identity. For example, if one has a
chess player’s identity, one will seek out situations in which one can demonstrate
one’s ability at chess. And to the degree that one is successful in doing so, it builds
a sense of efficacy around playing chess. This in turn reinforces the identity that
one is good at chess and others will see that one is good at it as well; that is, it
reinforces the chess player identity. More generally, self-efficacy is important for the
behaviors in which individuals choose to engage since it represents one’s perceived
ability to influence their environment (Brenner et al. 2018). Stets and Burke (2000)
explain the intimate tie between identities and self-efficacy as follows. Self-efficacy
is increased by self-verification of an identity in that it leads to a sense of control over
individuals’ role-related environment. But that sense of control also is motivating in
leading individuals to engage in behaviors that provide the opportunity to verify their
identities. It is in this sense that Ervin and Stryker (2001) postulated that self-efficacy
is both an antecedent of as well as a consequence of role-related identity behaviors.

Brenner et al. (2018) examined the reciprocal relationship between role-specific
self-efficacy, identity prominence and identity salience using four waves of data from
the Science Study.2 In their conception, identity prominence is seen as the affective
component of identity; that is, it is the subjective value assigned to an identity (McCall
and Simmons 1978). By contrast, identity salience is defined as the probability that a
given identity will be enacted in a particular situation or setting (Stryker 1968, 2003,
2004). Brenner et al. (2018) found that science self-efficacy was related to identity
prominence which in turn was related to identity salience. While the overtime direct
relationships of prominence and salience back to role-specific self-efficacy were
statistically significant, both relationships were weak.

Cribbs et al. (2015), using structural equation modelling to analyze the cross-
sectional data from the Factors Influencing College Success in Mathematics (FICS-
Math) project,3 examined the relationships between competence/performance (anal-
ogous to self-efficacy), mathematics interest, mathematics recognition (from signifi-
cant others), and mathematics identity. The model that best fit the data indicated that
instead of competence/performance having a direct effect onmathematics identity, its
effects were indirect, mediated by mathematics recognition and mathematics inter-
est. However, the data used in this study are cross-sectional, making drawing causal
inferences hazardous. Indeed, the difference in fit between themodel described above
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and one in which mathematics interest, recognition, and competence/performance
were seen as antecedent to mathematics identity was quite small.

Godwin et al. (2013) used the same types of measures as Cribbs et al. (2015) with
data from another cross-sectional national study—the Sustainability and Gender in
Engineering survey. This study also surveyed students in 2- and 4-year colleges
and universities but in this case chose students who were enrolled in the various
institutions’ required freshman English course. The researchers were interested in
the relationships of physics, mathematics, and science identities on having an engi-
neering identity and how having an engineering identity was related to students’
choice of an engineering career. Following Cribbs et al. (2015), they modeled com-
petence/performance as causally related to interest and recognition, which in turn
were seen as causally related to identity. This model supported the hypothesis that
having a physics, mathematics, and/or science identity were all related to having an
engineering identity. While the fit indices for this model were all in the acceptable
range, the difficulty of drawing causal inferences from cross-sectional data is an issue
in this study as in the Cribbs et al. (2015) study.

Relationship Between Self -efficacy and Interest Theoretical work has also
shown important connections between self-efficacy and interest. According to
Eccles’s expectancy-value theory (Eccles et al. 1983) and Bandura’s self-efficacy
theory (Bandura 1994), self-efficacy beliefs influence interest beliefs. Over time,
particularly in the achievement domain, children begin to attach more value to activ-
ities in which they do well. As a result, self-efficacy beliefs and interest become
positively related to one another over time. Simpkins et al. (2006) found that stu-
dents’ mathematics self-efficacy and valuing of mathematics (which is similar to
having an interest in mathematics) were positively correlated with achievement—
students with higher degrees of mathematics self-efficacy who also highly valued
mathematics were more likely to do well in mathematics than those without these
characteristics.

As mentioned above, the Cribbs et al. (2015) study examined the relationship of
mathematics interest to competence/performance (self-efficacy) and, after trying to
fit a couple of different models, came to the conclusion that competence/performance
created mathematics interest and simultaneously led to recognition from one’s peers
which in turn led to having a mathematics identity. Again, as noted above, these anal-
yses were done with cross-sectional data from which defensible causal conclusions
are difficult to draw.

Given their prominence in the research literature on academic and occupational
outcomes, the current study also examines the roles of educational expectations,
the difficulty of mathematics courses taken in high school, and student and school
socio-demographics (sex, race/ethnicity, etc.).
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3.3 Educational Expectations

The status attainment literature (Sewell and Shah 1968; Sewell et al. 1970; Gasson
et al. 1972) demonstrates the role that educational expectations play in status attain-
ment (e.g., educational attainment, occupational attainment). High school seniors’
educational aspirations (as part of the Wisconsin Longitudinal Study of 1957) were
the best single predictor of educational outcomes seven years later (Gasson et al.
1972; Sewell et al. 1970; Sewell and Shah 1968). Ou and Reynolds (2008) inves-
tigated the relationship between student educational expectations and educational
attainment among 1,286 low-income, minority students who grew up in an urban
area. The study found that students’ expectations were one of the strongest predictors
of educational attainment.

How do educational expectations affect educational attainment? Research sug-
gests that students’ educational expectations influence their academic-related deci-
sions and activities, such as taking a higher-level mathematics course in high school,
thus shaping their academic achievement and ultimate educational attainment. Beal
and Crockett (2010) conducted a longitudinal study of 317 adolescent students
and found that their educational expectations significantly predicted their educa-
tional achievement and attainment, mediated by their participation in extracurricular
activities.

Burke and Hoelter (1988) argue that the status attainment model is incomplete
because it omits the concept of identity as a key variable in examining the relation-
ships between socio-economic status (SES), significant others, and the development
of educational and occupational aspirations. Burke and Hoelter’s theoretical argu-
ment is that significant others’ appraisals directly affect one’s identity which in turn
affects one’s educational and occupational aspirations.Using questionnaire data from
grade 12 students in the Louisville Public School System, Burke and Hoelter showed
the key role that having an academic identity plays in educational aspirations. The
finding held for both males and females, including Black females, but not for Black
males. Based on additional analyses using the same dataset, Burke (1989) showed
that identity did not relate well to aspirations for Black males because of the meaning
they attributed to going to college. Students could be classified into college going
for occupational or social reasons, and for the latter there was no direct impact of
academic identity on college plans regardless of race. However, Black males were
more likely than others to indicate an interest in going to college for social reasons,
accounting for the finding in the Burke and Hoelter (1988) study of no relationship
between academic identity and aspirations for Black males. Based on these results,
Burke’s conclusion was that it is not race that directly influences the relationship
between academic identity and college plans; rather it is the meaning associated
with college going that matters (Burke 1989).



Mathematics Identity, Self-efficacy, and Interest … 177

3.4 Mathematics Coursetaking

Mathematics coursetaking is an important factor in influencing a student’s achieve-
ment and other educational outcomes. Wang and Goldschmidt (1999) found that
students taking elective mathematics courses had higher mathematics standardized
test scores and higher growth rates in mathematics learning than their peers. In
addition, students taking advanced mathematics courses, particularly those beyond
algebra II, had a substantially higher probability of attending college, and in par-
ticular, of attending a selective college or university (Schneider et al. 1997). Wang
(2013) also found a strong relationship between exposure to mathematics courses
and grade 12 mathematics achievement, as measured in the Education Longitudinal
Study of 2002. However, Horn (1990) showed that the types of mathematics courses
taken by high school students varies by race/ethnicity. On average, White and Asian
students are more likely to take advanced courses than Black and Hispanic students,
resulting in mathematics performances gaps across racial/ethnic groups.

3.5 Student and School Socio-demographics

Finally, it is important to include both student and school socio-demographic char-
acteristics in the conceptual model because students’ motivational beliefs develop
under the influences of various social contexts, including family and school. It is also
important to include both student and school demographic variables since they serve
as proxies for measures not included in the dataset—measures such as neighborhood
characteristics, educational values of the student’s family, participation in organiza-
tions, and school quality—all of which can contribute to developing and maintaining
social capital (Coleman 1988).

Student Socio-demographic Factors Student demographics are included in the con-
ceptual model since studies have shown that students with high SESweremore likely
to earn higher mathematics test scores (Coley 2002; Gregory and Weinstein 2004)
and to participate in and finish advanced mathematics classes (Sciarra 2010) than
were students with low SES. Students with high SES tend to have greater learning
opportunities and a more supportive academic environment at home than those with
low SES. Finally, in their study of Louisville 12th graders, Burke and Hoelter (1988)
show that SES is related to coursetaking and having an academic identity.

Other research has shown that Black and Hispanic students are less likely to see
themselves as “a math person” or as fitting into a STEM profession, outcomes which
Seymour and Hewitt (1997) attribute to a lack of exposure to Black and Hispanic
role models in STEM fields. Black and Hispanic students also suffer more from
negative stereotypes about their mathematics achievement than students of other
races/ethnicities (Steele 2011). This results in them being more likely to doubt their
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mathematical competence which can lead to a disengagement from mathematics
tasks and activities.

Hazari et al. (2009) found that females score significantly lower on measures of
mathematics and science identity thanmales. Cvencek et al. (2011) demonstrated that
the stereotype that “math is for boys” emerges as early as second grade, and among
elementary students grades 1–5, boys identifiedmore stronglywithmathematics than
girls. Despite this, girls’ and boys’ mathematics performance is virtually identical
by the end of high school (Lindberg et al. 2010; Linn 2006).

School SES School context is also an important factor in understanding student
achievement. Perry and McConney (2010) found that school SES was significantly
associated with students’ academic achievement, regardless of student SES. Rums-
berger and Palardy (2005) used the National Education Longitudinal Survey of 1988
to examine individual and school effects on achievement growth between grade 8 and
grade 12 in mathematics, science, reading, and history. They found that school-level
SES had as much impact on students’ achievement as the students’ individual-level
SES did, after controlling for other background factors.

4 Hypotheses

Based on the various paths shown in the conceptual model in Fig. 1 above:

1. Educational expectations, mathematics coursetaking difficulty level, and all three
measures of mathematics motivation are hypothesized to account for grade 12
mathematics achievement after taking into account student socio-demographics
and school SES. No direct paths from the grade 9 endogenous variables are
assumed to be needed, except algebra achievementwhich is a proxy for pastmath-
ematics achievement. Other than algebra achievement, the effects of the grade
9 endogenous variables on grade 12 mathematics achievement are hypothesized
to be totally mediated through the grade 11 endogenous variables.

2. Grade 9 algebra achievement is hypothesized to be causally related to all three
components of mathematics motivation as well as to educational expectations at
grade 11. The assumption here, drawn from the research literature, is that positive
mathematics performance reinforces and further develops amathematics identity,
an increased sense of efficacy in doing mathematics, an increased interest in the
subject, and higher educational expectations.

3. Mathematics motivation, educational expectations, and grade 9 algebra achieve-
ment are hypothesized to have causal impacts on students’ mathematics course-
taking at grade 11. The assumption is that students who have done well in math-
ematics in the past have a mathematics identity, feel efficacious about doing
mathematics, are interested in mathematics, and have high educational expec-
tations, are more likely to take additional and more challenging mathematics
courses in the future.
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4. The three components of mathematics motivation as well as educational expecta-
tions at grade 9 are hypothesized to be causally related tomathematicsmotivation
and educational expectations at grade 11. In addition, educational expectations at
grade 9 are hypothesized to be causally related to the three motivational compo-
nents as well as to themselves at grade 11. In other words, the three mathematics
motivation constructs as well as educational expectations are hypothesized to be
positively related to themselves and to each other over time.

5. Students’ SES, sex, and race/ethnicity, along with their school SES, are hypothe-
sized to lead to the development and support of educational expectations, algebra
achievement at grade 9, and the three components of mathematics motivation.

These five interrelated hypotheses generated the conceptual framework for the
study. The proposed model delineates the development of mathematics motiva-
tion and educational expectations across the high school years as they contribute
to mathematics achievement in grade 12.

5 Method

This section describes the variables, their measurement, and the analytic methods
used to test the study’s hypotheses.

5.1 Variables and Their Measurement

This subsection summarizes endogenous and exogenous variables used in the current
study based on the hypothesized conceptual framework and how they were assessed.
Using the standard notation for structural equation modeling, the latent endogenous
variables are represented by ηs, the observed endogenous variables by ys, and the
observed exogenous variables by xs.

5.1.1 Endogenous Variables

Grade 12 Mathematics Achievement The National Assessment of Educational
Progress (NAEP) reports periodically on 12th graders’ performance in mathematics
and reading including in 2009, 2013, and 2015. Grade 12 mathematics achievement,
the dependent variable in this study, is measured using results from the 2013 grade
12 NAEP mathematics assessment. The NAEP mathematics score is a composite of
five subscales: (a) number properties and operations; (b) measurement; (c) geome-
try; (d) data analysis, statistics, and probability; and (e) algebra. The overall score
has a range of 0–300. The mean score on the 2013 assessment for this sample was
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155.84 with a standard deviation of 28.07.4 Grade 12 mathematics achievement is
represented in the model by y1.

Motivation Student mathematics motivation was measured both at grades 9 and 11
by the developers of the High School Longitudinal Study of 2009 (HSLS:09) with
items assessing mathematics identity, self-efficacy, and interest. The 11 items were
analyzed using both exploratory and confirmatory factor analyses at both grades 9
and 11. Two of the items were posited as measuringmathematics identity—“You see
yourself as a mathematics person” and “Others see you as a mathematics person.”5

Four items were used to measure mathematics self-efficacy. The items were asked
with reference to the mathematics course students were currently enrolled in—“You
are confident that you can do an excellent job on tests in this course,” “You are certain
that you can understand the most difficult material presented in the textbook used
in this course,” “You are certain that you can master the skills being taught in this
course,” and “You are confident that you can do an excellent job on assignments in
this course.” Mathematics interest was assessed by five items asked in the context
of the mathematics course in which they were currently enrolled: “You are enjoying
this class very much,” “You think this class is a waste of your time,” “You think
this class is boring,” “You really enjoy mathematics,” and “What is your favorite
school subject?” All the items had four response options ranging from “Strongly
disagree” to “Strongly agree” and were coded from 0–3 except for the last item
measuring mathematical interest which was coded “3” if mathematics was chosen
as their favorite course and “0” otherwise.

The results from a confirmatory factor analysis of the items are shown inAppendix
B in the Online Extra Materials. The last item (“What is your favorite school sub-
ject?”) measuring mathematics interest described above was eliminated based on its
low loading in the exploratory factor analyses. The fit of the remaining ten items
to a three-factor solution was excellent at both grades 9 and 11 whether using the
results from the Comparative Fit Index (CFI), the Tucker-Lewis Fit Index (TLI), or
the Root Mean Square Error of Approximation (RMSEA). For example, the TLI at
both grades 9 and 11 were 0.98, and the respective RMSEA were both under 0.05.
However, the interest item, “You really enjoy mathematics,” loaded on the identity
factor rather than on the interest factor. After consideration, it was decided to elimi-
nate the item rather than adding it to the identity factor given that, definitionally, it is
not ameasure of identity. Based on the results of the confirmatory factor analyses, the
following latent variables are used in the model:Mathematics identity is designated
bymathidentity in the models’ equations as well as by η2 at grade 11 and η7 at grade
9; Mathematics self-efficacy is designated by mathselfefficacy in the equations as
well as by η3 at grade 11 and η8 at grade 9; and Mathematics interest is designated
by mathinterest in the equations as well as by η4 at grade 11 and η9 at grade 9.

Educational Expectations Students’ educational expectations were also surveyed

both at grades 9 and 11. Students were asked “As things stand now, how far in school
do you think you will get?” The options for this question ranged from “Less than
high school” to “Complete a Ph.D.,M.D., law degree, or other high-level professional
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degree.”6 Educational expectations are designated by educational expectations in the
model’s equations as well as by y5 at grade 11 and y10 at grade 9.

Mathematics Course Difficulty at Grade 11 The grade 11 follow-up asked students
to indicate which mathematics courses they were currently taking. These courses
were grouped into six categories from least advanced tomost advanced. For example,
a pre-algebra course was assigned a 1 whereas an Advanced Placement calculus
course was assigned a 6. Each student was assigned a value between 1 and 6 based
on themost advanced course he or she had taken at the time of theHSLS:09 follow-up
in grade 11. See Appendix C in the Online Extra Materials for a list of mathematics
courses and the corresponding difficulty level.Mathematics course difficulty at grade
11 is designated by mathcourse difficulty and y6 in the model’s equations.

Mathematics Achievement at Grade 9 Another important endogenous variable was
students’ mathematics achievement, as measured by an assessment of algebra rea-
soning administered to the HSLS:09 sample in the fall of 2009, when the students
were in grade 9. The algebra assessment covered six topics: (a) the language of alge-
bra; (b) proportional relationships and change; (c) linear equations, inequalities, and
functions; (d) nonlinear equations, inequalities, and functions; (e) systems of equa-
tions; and (f) sequences and recursive relationships.7 It is closely based on the NAEP
frameworks as they pertain to the assessment of algebra. Mathematics achievement
at grade 9 is represented in the model by mathachievement and y11.8

5.1.2 Exogenous Variables

The study used two sets of exogenous variables: (1) student demographics and (2) a
school SES variable.

Student Demographic Characteristics Student demographic variables, all collected
with the NAEP student contextual questionnaire, included sex, race/ethnicity, and
SES. Sex was coded 1 = female, 0 = male. Race/ethnicity was represented by four
dummy variables withWhite being a reference group: Black, Hispanic, Asian/Pacific
Islander, andOther.9 These dummyvariables are represented in themodel’s equations
by Female, Black, Hispanic, Asian/Pacific Islander, and Other.

SES is a composite index created using the following items collected from the
NAEP contextual questionnaire: National School Lunch Program eligibility (i.e.,
free or reduced-price lunch); parental education level; number of books in the home;
whether there is a computer in the home;whether the family has access to the Internet;
whether the family has its own clothes dryer; whether the family has a dishwasher;
whether the family has more than one bathroom; and whether the student has their
own bedroom. This composite was scored on a range from 0 to 16. (The scoring
for this measure can be found in Appendix D in the Online Extra Materials.) The
internal consistency reliability of the measure is 0.62 as measured by Cronbach’s
alpha (Cronbach 1951). SES is represented in the equations by SES.
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School SES School SES in this study measures school poverty and looks at it as
the percentage of students participating in the National School Lunch Program10—a
program that provides free or reduced-price lunches (FRL) for students from families
that qualify by meeting certain income requirements. This measures has a theoretical
range of 0 to 100; however, it was recoded into a 9-ordered categorical variables with
1 = 0%, 2 = 1–5%, 3 = 6–10%, 4 = 11–25%, 5 = 26–34%, 6 = 35–50%, 7 = 51–
75%, 8 = 76–99%, and 9 = 100%.11 School SES is represented in the model’s
equations by SchoolFRL.

5.2 Data Source and Sample

The study uses the special overlap sample of approximately 3,480 students that
participated in the HSLS:09 and also took the 2013 grade 12 NAEP Mathematics
Assessment. TheHSLS:09 base year took place in the 2009–10 school year. HSLS:09
employed a two-stage design. At stage 1, a random sample of eligible high schools
was selected and at stage 2 a randomly selected sample of fall-term grade 9 graders
was chosen from within the selected schools. As part of the HSLS, the students took
an algebra assessment and a survey online in their schools. The first follow-up of
HSLS:09 took place in the spring of 2012, when most participants were in the spring
of 11th grade. The NAEP-HSLS:09 overlap sample chose a sample of students from
HSLS:09 in 2013, and they were administered the grade 12 NAEP mathematics
assessment.

Student mathematics motivation data (which includes the measures ofmathemat-
ics identity, mathematics self-efficacy, and mathematics interest) were collected in
the HSLS:09 student questionnaire. About 20 students who did not answer anymath-
ematics motivation questions for grade 9 and grade 11 were excluded from the final
analytic sample. In addition, about 230 students who did not have grade 9 algebra
achievement data were also removed from the final analytic sample. As a result, the
final analytic sample was composed of 3,230 students who participated in both the
HSLS:09 and grade 12 NAEP mathematics assessment in 2013. Table 1 presents the
distribution of the final analytic sample by sex, race/ethnicity, and eligibility for free
or reduced-price lunch at the school level.

Appendices E-1 and E-2 in the Online Extra Materials display the comparison
of the final analytic sample to the original NAEP-HSLS:09 overlap sample, and the
HSLS:09 and NAEP full samples. The results show that the final analytic sample
was quite similar to the original overlap sample in terms of basic demographic char-
acteristics. However, compared to the HSLS:09 and NAEP full samples, the final
analytic sample had a higher percentage of White students and a lower percentage
of students who were eligible for a free or reduced-price lunch. But the mean NAEP
mathematics performance of the final analytic sample was similar to that of the orig-
inal NAEP-HSLS:09 overlap sample and the full NAEP and HSLS:09 samples. As
would be expected, the standard errors of the final analytic sample and the original
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Table 1 Basic demographic characteristics for the final analytic sample by sex, race/ethnicity, and
eligibility for free or reduced-price lunch (FRL)

Student
demographic
characteristics

Unweighted
number of
students

Unweighted
percentage

Weighted percentagea

Weighted
percentageb

Standard error

Total 3230 100.00 100.00

Sex

Male 1640 50.67 50.91 1.85

Female 1590 49.33 49.09 1.85

Race/ethnicity

White 1980 61.39 68.63 2.76

Black 340 10.41 10.86 2.12

Hispanic 450 14.04 12.70 2.30

Asian/Pacific
Islander

390 11.96 5.63 0.58

Other 70 2.20 2.17 0.65

Eligibility for FRL

Eligible 1120 34.68 36.69 1.96

Not eligible 2110 65.23 63.24 1.96

a Weighted using the grade 12 NAEP survey weights
b "No information" category is is not shown
Note: NSLP is the National School Lunch Program. Numbers may not add to 100 due to rounding
Source U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, High School
Longitudinal Study (HSLS:09), the HSLS:09 First Follow-up, the 2013 Update Restricted-Use File,
and the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) Grade 12 Mathematics Assessment

NAEP-HSLS:09 overlap sample were larger in all cases in comparison to those in
the NAEP sample, given the overlap sample is considerably smaller in size.

5.3 Model Specification

The study uses structural equational modeling (Bollen 1989, 1993) to examine the
relationships among mathematics motivation at grades 9 and 11, educational expec-
tations, mathematics course difficulty, the other contextual variables, and grade 12
mathematics achievement. The structural equation models estimated in the current
study comprised both a measurement model and a structural model. For the mea-
surement model, mathematics identity, mathematics self-efficacy, and mathematics
interest are treated as latent unobserved variables measured by the items discussed
above. The measurement model consists of nine measurement equations at grade 9
and another nine at grade 11. In addition to the 18 measurement equations, 11 struc-
tural equations were defined, and their parameters estimated based on the conceptual
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model shown above. The details of model specification are provided in Appendix F
in the Online Extra Materials.

6 Results

6.1 Measurement Model

An important question is whether the items at grade 11 are measuring the same con-
structs at grade 9. Stated more precisely, can measurement invariance be shown over
time? There are three types of longitudinal invariance that can be investigated. The
first type examines whether the pattern of the λijs, the coefficients linking the items
to the underlying latent variables, is the same in 2011 as in 2009, but without the
requirement that the λij associated with a given item is equal across the two years.
This model of pattern invariance is the study’s baseline model. If the data do not fit
it, the study cannot proceed because there is no evidence that supports the assump-
tion that the items are measuring the same construct over time. The second type of
invariance, metric invariance, provides even stronger evidence that the same items
are measuring the same constructs over time with the samemagnitude of relationship
between the item and the construct. In particular, metric invariance requires that the
λij associated with a given item can be constrained to be equal from 2009 to 2011
without significantly reducing the fit of the data to the model. Finally, the most strin-
gent type of longitudinal invariance is scalar invariance. Scalar invariance requires
that the μi for a given item can be constrained to be equal from year to year. When
scalar invariance has been established along with metric invariance, one is able to
compare the means of the latent variables over time (Byrne et al. 1989).12

While theχ2-associatedwith the scalar invariancemodel is statistically significant
(χ2 = 351.38, degrees of freedom (DF)= 123), this is not unexpected with a sample
size of over 3200 observations. For this reason, it is customary to use other measures
to evaluate the fit of the data to the models including the RMSEA, the CFI (Bentler
1990), and the TLI (Tucker and Lewis 1973). Generally, a RMSEA of 0.05 or less is
considered a good fit and a RMSEA of 0.01 or less an excellent fit (MacCallum et al.
1996). The RMSEA for the scalar invariance model is 0.02, which indicates a very
good fit. Fits of 0.90 or greater for the TLI and 0.95 or greater for the CFI are also
considered good fits (Hu and Bentler 1999). The fit statistics for the scalar invariance
model in this case were 0.96 for the CFI and 0.95 for the TLI. Considered collectively
these results suggests that the overall fit of the data to the scalar measurement model
associated with the three latent motivational constructs as measured longitudinally
is judged to be very good, if not excellent. The λs and μs associated with the scalar
longitudinal invariancemodel are shown inAppendixG in theOnlineExtraMaterials.
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6.2 Structural Model

The means, standard deviations, and correlations for both the exogenous and the
endogenous variables can be examined in Table 2. There are a few things to note.
While the results for the measurement model clearly indicate thatmathematics iden-
tity, mathematics self-efficacy, and mathematics interest are distinct constructs, as
can be seen in the table, they are highly related to each other. The intercorrelations
among the three grade 9mathematicsmotivation constructs ranged from 0.65 to 0.66.
The intercorrelations for grade 11 mathematics motivation constructs ranged from
0.67 to 0.71. These are the correlations among the three latent constructs, that is, the
correlations that take measurement error into account.

It is also of interest to look at the relationship of each of the measures in the model
to grade 12 mathematics achievement. As can be seen in Table 2, at both grades 9
and 11, mathematics identity is more highly correlated with grade 12 mathematics
achievement than either of the other two constructs are. Other correlations between
selected endogenous variables and grade 12 mathematics achievement were grade
9 algebra achievement (0.78), grade 11 mathematics course difficulty (0.47), and
grade 11 educational expectations (0.42)—all sizeable.

6.2.1 Overall Fit

The fit of the overall structural model assuming scalar longitudinal invariance for
the measurement model was also close to excellent (see Table 3). While the χ2

associated with the overall fit of the model (which includes both the structural and
measurement components) is statistically significant (χ2 = 846.98, DF= 309) given
the large sample size, the other three measures, the RMSEA (0.02), the CFI (0.94),
and the TLI (0.92), all suggest that the data fit the model well.

6.2.2 Parameter Estimates for the Structural Model

The results for the estimated structural parameters are shown in three separate
tables—one for the results for the grade 12 equation (Table 4), one for the grade
11 equations (Table 7), and one for the grade 9 equations (Table 8).

TestingHypothesis 1 All threemeasures of grade 11mathematicsmotivation, educa-
tional expectations, andmathematics coursetaking difficulty level were hypothesized
to account for grade 12 mathematics achievement after taking into account student
socio-demographics and school SES. No direct paths from the grade 9 endoge-
nous variables were hypothesized to be needed, except algebra achievement which
is a proxy for past mathematics achievement. Other than algebra achievement, the
effects of the grade 9 endogenous variables on grade 12 mathematics achievement
were hypothesized to be totally mediated through the grade 11 endogenous variables.
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Table 3 Model fit for the
overall structural and
measurement model
combined

Sample size 3200

Degrees of freedom 309

Chi-square 846.98

Root Mean Square Error of Approximation
(RMSEA)

0.02

Comparative Fit Index (CFI) 0.94

Tucker-Lewis Index (TLI) 0.92

Scalar longitudinal measurement invariance is imposed.
Unweighted number of students are rounded to the nearest
100

As can be seen in Table 4, when taking the other variables in the model into
account, only grade 11 mathematics identity among the three motivational latent
variables was statistically significant; it is substantively important as well given
its standardized coefficient of 0.27. Although substantially correlated with grade
12 mathematic achievement (as seen in Table 2), neither the estimated coefficient
associated with grade 11 mathematics self-efficacy nor that associated with grade
11 mathematics interest was significantly related to grade 12 mathematics achieve-
ment when taking the other variables in the model into account. Also, grade 9 alge-
bra achievement was significantly related to grade 12 mathematics achievement as
hypothesized. Not surprisingly, its standardized coefficient was the largest at 0.52
of any in the estimated model. Also, as hypothesized, students’ grade 11 educa-
tional expectations were significantly related to grade 12 mathematics achievement,
although the relationship was modest (standardized coefficient of 0.13). Mathemat-
ics course difficulty at grade 11 was also hypothesized to be related to grade 12
mathematics achievement; it was, but its relationship was also modest (standardized
coefficient of 0.11).

The model also allowed for effects from both student and school level socio-
demographics, and such effects were found. For example, being Black or Hispanic
was significantly negatively related to grade 12 mathematics achievement and both
effects were quite large (standardized coefficients of−0.44 and−0.25, respectively);
student SES was positively related to grade 12 mathematics achievement (0.09); and
the percentage of students eligible for free or reduced-price lunch at school (School-
FRL)was significantly negatively related to grade 12mathematics achievement (stan-
dardized coefficient of−0.07). That is, the higher the percentage of students on free
or reduced-price lunch in a school, the less well students in that school did on grade
12 mathematics achievement taking the other variables in the model into account.
Finally, the model assumed no direct effects from the grade 9 latent motivational
variables to grade 12 mathematics achievement. As was seen from the fit statistics
in Table 3, the model fit well without these paths.

Having a mathematics identity clearly is an important predictor of mathematics
performance. Given this, how common is it to have amathematics identity? Perhaps it
is only a very small percentage of studentswho have one. To examine this question, an
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Table 4 Unstandardized and standardized structural coefficients associatedwith the grade 12NAEP
mathematics achievement

Grade 11, demographic
variables and grade 12 NAEP

Unstandardized coefficient S.E. Standardized coefficient

Grade 11 mathematics
identity (η2)

8.29* 1.63 0.27

Grade 11 mathematics
self-efficacy (η3)

−1.54 1.92 −0.04

Grade 11 mathematics interest
(η4)

1.40 2.13 0.04

Grade 11 educational
expectations (y5)

1.32* 0.33 0.13

Grade 11 mathematics course
difficulty (y6)

2.79* 0.84 0.11

Grade 9 algebra achievement
(y11)

22.20* 1.36 0.52

Female (x1) −2.86 1.56 −0.10

Race/ethnicity: Black (x2) −12.40* 2.41 −0.44

Race/ethnicity: Hispanic (x3) −6.87* 2.43 −0.25

Race/ethnicity: Asian/Pacific
Islander (x4)

−2.08 2.12 −0.07

Race/ethnicity: Other (x5) −8.41 4.76 −0.30

SES (x6) 0.74* 0.23 0.09

School level % of students
eligible for FRL (x7)

−0.85* 0.35 −0.07

For race/ethnicity, White was the reference group. The NAEP Grade 12 Mathematics scale ranges
from 0 to 300. The SES measure is a composite created using the following items collected from
the NAEP contextual questionnaire: NSLP eligibility; parental education level; number of books in
the home; whether there’s a computer in the home; whether the family has access to the Internet;
whether the family has its own clothes dryer; whether the family has a dishwasher; whether the
family hasmore than one bathroom; andwhether the student has their own bedroom. This composite
was scored on a range from 0 to 16. School-level percent free or reduced-price lunch is coded into
9 categories. See text for coding
FRL Free or reduced-price lunch
*p < 0.05
Source U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, High School
Longitudinal Study of 2009 (HSLS:09); National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP),
2013 Grade 12 Mathematics Assessment

indexwith the two items used tomeasuremathematics identitywas constructed: “You
see yourself as amathematics person” and “Others see you as amathematics person.”
As seen in Table 5, the percentage of 6s—those who definitely see themselves as
mathematics persons and who report that others see them the same way—is 8.8%
at grade 9 and 8.0% at grade 11. That is, the percentage with a strong mathematics
identity is relatively small, but seemingly very stable across this two-year period. If
one includes the 5s as well, the percentage with amathematics identity rises to 15.7%
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Table 5 Distribution of mathematics identity index scores at grades 9 and 11

Identity index category Grade 9 Grade 11

% Grade12 NAEP score % Grade12 NAEP score

0 11.7 139 17.6 137

1 5.2 144 6.2 147

2 24.0 147 23.4 146

3 14.8 152 13.8 158

4 28.6 162 23.3 164

5 6.9 167 7.7 171

6 8.8 177 8.0 183

The identity index was created by summing up the two identity items (each of which range from
0 to 3) for each grade separately. The 2013 grade 12 NAEP mathematics assessment scale ranges
from 0 to 300
Source U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, High School
Longitudinal Study of 2009 (HSLS:09); National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP),
2013 Grade 12 Mathematics Assessment

at both grades 9 and 11—a result that again suggests the stability of themathematics
identity.

An examination of stability also requires looking at a cross-tabulation of the index
from grade 9 to grade 11. Before examining this cross-tabulation, note in Table 5
that average grade 12mathematics achievement increasesmonotonically as the index
scores increase, with one small exception—the difference between a 1 and 2 at grade
11. Especially noteworthy is the substantial jump that occurs between scoring 5
versus 6 on the index—10 points at grade 9 and 12 points at grade 11 (well over a
third of a standard deviation); a strong mathematical identity is powerfully related
to grade 12 mathematics achievement.

A related question is whether themeans for themathematics identity index remain
stable as well. The means for the index at grades 9 and 11 were 3.0 and 2.7, respec-
tively, with standard deviations of 1.7 and 1.8, respectively. That is, there was a small
drop of just under a fifth of a standard deviation between grades 9 and 11. An exam-
ination of Table 5 indicates that the drop occurred primarily in changes in the 4 and
0 categories. The percentage of 4s dropped by about 5% points and the zeros—those
who say they are definitely not a mathematics person and report that others see them
the same way—increased by 6% points from grade 9 to grade 11.

The cross-tabulation of the 0–6 identity index for 2009 and 2011 is shown in
Table 6. The percentages shown are conditioned on the grade 9 identity score. For
example, converting the percentages to probabilities, given a student was a “0” in
grade 9, the probability of being a “0” (self and other strongly agree that one is not
a mathematics person) in grade 11 is 0.44, and the probability of being a 0 or 1 at
grade 11 is 0.55. At the other end of the scale, the probability of being a 6 (self and
other strongly agree that one is a math person) at grade 11 given a student was a 6
at grade 9 is 0.36, and the probability of being a 5 or a 6 at grade 11 is 0.59. Thus,
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Table 6 Grade 11 mathematics identity index scores related to grade 9 index scores

Grade 11 mathematics identity index

0 1 2 3 4 5 6

Grade 9
mathematics
identity index

0 44.3% 10.9% 24.5% 10.4% 8.3% 0.5% 1.0%

1 34.3% 8.7% 35.5% 19.2% 1.7% 0% 0.6%

2 27.2% 8.1% 36.4% 14.5% 7.6% 2.0% 4.2%

3 12.2% 8.5% 26.2% 18.4% 27.4% 3.3% 4.1%

4 7.1% 4.1% 19.1% 13.5% 40.4% 9.6% 6.2%

5 1.3% 0.9% 6.6% 15.0% 31.0% 26.1% 19.0%

6 2.4% 1.0% 2.0% 5.1% 30.0% 23.9% 35.5%

The identity index was created by summing up the two mathematics identity items (which ranges
from 0 to 3) separately for grades 9 and 11. Note also that each of the row values sums to 100.0%
Source U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, High School
Longitudinal Study of 2009 (HSLS:09) and first follow-up and 2013 update restricted-use file

the analysis shows there is considerable stability, but it is not perfect. Nor would
one expect it to be perfect since the result does not take into account the role that
mathematics course taking in high school and grades earned in those courses most
certainly plays in the stability of the identity, for example.

An examination of the latent means of the three motivation variables shows a
similar pattern as is seen when examining their index-based means–all three of the
latent means decreased and all three of the decreases were statistically significant.
The means were fixed at zero at grade 9 so that changes are to be understood taking
this into account. As can be seen from the second to last line in Table 2, the largest
decrease was in mathematics interest with a value of−0.27. That is, the latent mean
decreased 0.40 of its grade 9 standard deviation (0.68). The decrease formathematics
self-efficacy was −0.18 or just under a third of its grade 9 standard deviation (0.61),
and the smallest decrease was formathematics identitywith a change of−0.15which
is just under a fifth of its grade 9 standard deviation (0.82).

Finally, returning to Table 4, note that when examining the unstandardized coef-
ficients, it is important to call attention to those associated with being Black and
Hispanic. Taking into account all the other variables in the model, Blacks on average
score 12 points lower on grade 12 mathematics achievement than Whites (which is
0.44 of a standard deviation). The comparable value for Hispanics is 7 (about 1/4th
of a standard deviation). That is, even with all the variables in the model, these two
groups, and especially the Black students, score significantly lower than the White
students on grade 12 mathematics achievement.

To summarize, of the three measures of grade 11 mathematics motivation, unlike
what was hypothesized, only mathematics identity was significantly related to grade
12 mathematics achievement taking into account the other variables in the model.
However, as was also hypothesized, grade 11 educational expectations and mathe-
matics course difficulty were significantly related to grade 12 mathematics achieve-
ment after taking into account student socio-demographics and school FRL.No direct
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paths from the grade 9 endogenous variables to grade 12 mathematics achievement
were posited except for grade 9 algebra achievement. The latter was strongly related
to grade 12 mathematics achievement as hypothesized. Finally, the model fit was
excellent without including paths from the grade 9 endogenous variables to grade 12
mathematics achievement. That is, the results are consistent with the hypothesis that
the effects of the grade 9 endogenous variables on grade 12mathematics achievement
are entirely mediated by the grade 11 endogenous variables save for grade 9 algebra
achievement.

TestingHypothesis 2 Grade 9 algebra achievement was hypothesized to be causally
related to all three components of mathematics motivation as well as to educational
expectations at grade 11. The assumption here, drawn from the research literature, is
that positivemathematics performance reinforces and further develops amathematics
identity, an increased sense of efficacy in doing mathematics, an increased interest
in the subject, and higher educational expectations.

Table 7 presents the results for the relationships among the five endogenous vari-
ables measured at grade 11 and the grade 9 endogenous variables. Recall that the
endogenous variables at grade 11 are assumed to be unrelated to the student and
school demographic variables except through their relationships to the endogenous
variables measured at grade 9.

As hypothesized, grade 9 algebra achievement was significantly related to grade
11mathematics identity (standardized coefficient of 0.18),mathematics self-efficacy
(standardized coefficient of 0.11) and educational expectations (standardized coeffi-
cient of 0.21) lending support to Bandura (1994); however, the hypothesis that grade
9 algebra achievement is also significantly related to grade 11 mathematics interest
was not borne out (standardized coefficient of 0.04, not statistically significant).13

Testing Hypothesis 3 Mathematics motivation, educational expectations, and grade
9 algebra achievement were hypothesized as having causal impacts on students’
mathematics coursetaking at grade 11. The assumption is that students who have
done well in mathematics in the past, have a mathematics identity, who feel effica-
cious about doing mathematics, who are interested in mathematics, and have high
educational expectations are more likely to take additional and more challenging
mathematics courses in the future.

As seen in Table 7, save for two exceptions, Hypothesis 3 was not supported
in this dataset. None of the three grade 9 motivational measures were significantly
related to grade 11 mathematics course difficulty. However, as hypothesized, both
grade 9 algebra achievement and educational expectationswere significantly related
to mathematics course difficulty with standardized coefficients of 0.34 and 0.10,
respectively.

Testing Hypothesis 4 The three components of mathematics motivation as well
as educational expectations at grade 9 were hypothesized to be causally related
to mathematics motivation and educational expectations at grade 11. In addition,
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Table 7 Unstandardized and standardized structural coefficients associated with the grade 11
endogenous variables

Grades 9 and 11 key
variables

Unstandardized coefficient S.E. Standardized coefficient

Grade 11 mathematics identity (η2)

Grade 9 mathematics
identity (η7)

0.62* 0.09 0.57

Grade 9 mathematics
self-efficacy (η8)

0.18* 0.08 0.13

Grade 9 mathematics
interest (η9)

−0.18 0.09 −0.14

Grade 9 educational
expectations (y10)

0.00 0.01 −0.01

Grade 9 algebra
achievement (y11)

0.25* 0.05 0.18

Grade 11 mathematics self-efficacy (η3)

Grade 9 mathematics
identity (η7)

0.23* 0.07 0.27

Grade 9 mathematics
self-efficacy (η8)

0.29* 0.10 0.25

Grade 9 mathematics
interest (η9)

−0.16 0.09 −0.16

Grade 9 educational
expectations (y10)

0.00 0.01 0.01

Grade 9 algebra
achievement (y11)

0.11* 0.04 0.11

Grade 11 mathematics interest (η4)

Grade 9 mathematics
identity (η7)

0.16* 0.07 0.18

Grade 9 mathematics
self-efficacy (η8)

0.04 0.09 0.04

Grade 9 mathematics
interest (η9)

0.23* 0.09 0.22

Grade 9 educational
expectations (y10)

0.02 0.01 0.07

Grade 9 algebra
achievement (y11)

0.04 0.05 0.04

Grade 11 educational expectations (η5)

Grade 9 mathematics
identity (η7)

−0.08 0.21 −0.02

Grade 9 mathematics
self-efficacy (η8)

0.29 0.29 0.07

(continued)
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Table 7 (continued)

Grades 9 and 11 key
variables

Unstandardized coefficient S.E. Standardized coefficient

Grade 9 mathematics
interest (η9)

0.30 0.30 0.08

Grade 9 educational
expectations (y10)

0.44* 0.03 0.46

Grade 9 algebra
achievement (y11)

0.86* 0.16 0.21

Grade 11 mathematics course difficulty (η6)

Grade 9 mathematics
identity (η7)

0.11 0.09 0.08

Grade 9 mathematics
self-efficacy (η8)

−0.05 0.14 −0.03

Grade 9 mathematics
interest (η9)

0.02 0.13 0.01

Grade 9 educational
expectations (y10)

0.04* 0.02 0.10

Grade 9 algebra
achievement (y11)

0.54* 0.07 0.34

*p < 0.05
Source U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, High School
Longitudinal Study of 2009 (HSLS:09); National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP),
2013 Grade 12 Mathematics Assessment

educational expectations at grade 9 were hypothesized to be causally related to the
three motivational components as well as to themselves at grade 11. In other words,
the three mathematics motivation constructs as well as educational expectations
were hypothesized to be positively related to themselves and to each other over
time.

As hypothesized, and as seen in Table 7, there was a strong relationship between
mathematics identity at grade 9 and grade 11 (standardized coefficient of 0.57). The
other significant predictors of grade 11 mathematics identity were grade 9 algebra
achievement (standardized coefficient of 0.18) and grade 9mathematics self-efficacy
(standardized coefficient of 0.13). The relationship of mathematics self-efficacy at
grade 9 with itself at grade 11 was also significant (standardized coefficient of 0.25),
but substantially smaller than the relationship of mathematics identity with itself
over time. The only other significant predictor of grade 11 mathematics self-efficacy
was grade 9 mathematics identity (standardized coefficient of 0.27). Interestingly,
this coefficient is slightly larger than the coefficient linkingmathematics self-efficacy
with itself between grades 9 and 11 (standardized coefficient of 0.25).

The relationship of mathematics interest at grade 9 with itself at grade 11 was
statistically significant, but with a standardized coefficient of only 0.22. The only
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other significant predictor of grade 11mathematics interest was grade 9mathematics
identity (standardized coefficient of 0.18).

Grade 9 educational expectations were strongly related to grade 11 educational
expectations (standardized coefficient of 0.46) but were not related to any of the
other three grade 11 motivational variables as had been predicted. The only other
significant predictor of grade 11 educational expectations was grade 9 mathematics
achievement (standardized coefficient of 0.21).

In summary, the three motivational variables as well as educational expectations
were related to themselves over time, but by far mathematics identity and educa-
tional expectations displayed the strongest relationships with themselves over time.
In addition, mathematics identity at grade 9 was also a significant predictor of grade
11 mathematics self-efficacy and vice versa—grade 9 mathematics self-efficacy was
a significant predictor of grade 11 mathematics identity. That is, there was a recip-
rocal relationship between the two constructs over time. Interestingly, mathematics
interest only predicted itself from grade 9 to 11 but was also predicted at grade 11
bymathematics identity. Finally, grade 9 educational expectations were unrelated to
any of the three motivational variables at grade 11.

Testing Hypothesis 5 Students’ SES, sex, and race/ethnicity along with their school
SES were hypothesized to lead to the development and support of the three compo-
nents of mathematics motivation, educational expectations and algebra achievement
at grade 9.

As seen in Table 8 when examining the standardized results, females scored lower
on the grade 9 mathematics identity latent variable thanmales (−0.29).Asian/Pacific
Islanders scored significantly higher than Whites (0.51), but interestingly, Blacks
scored significantly higher thanWhites as well (0.25). The relationship forHispanics
was also positive (0.17), but the relationship was not statistically significant. Student
SES was also significantly related to grade 9 mathematics identity (0.10) but the
percentage of students on free or reduced-price lunch at their school was not.

The pattern of relationships between the socio-demographics and mathematics
self-efficacy was quite similar. Again, being female was negatively associated with
feeling efficacious about doingmathematics (−0.36) but beingBlack orAsian/Pacific
Islander was positively related (0.44 and 0.43, respectively). And as was true for
having a mathematics identity, mathematics self-efficacy was related to student SES
(0.13) but not to the percentage of students in their school on free or reduced-price
lunch.

The pattern of relationships between the socio-demographic variables and math-
ematics interest was a bit different from the other two. What was similar is that
being Black or Asian/Pacific Islander was positively related to having an interest
in mathematics (0.47 and 0.51, respectively) as was student SES (0.11). However,
being female was not related to mathematics interest. However, the percentage in
one’s school on free or reduced-price lunch was significantly related but in an unex-
pected way—the higher the percentage on free or reduced-price lunch the greater the
interest in mathematics (0.21).
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Table 8 Unstandardized and standardized structural coefficients associated with the grade 9
endogenous variables

Demographic variables and grade 9
key variables

Coefficient S.E. Standardized coefficient

Grade 9 mathematics identity (η7)

Female −0.24* 0.07 −0.29

SES 0.02* 0.01 0.10

Race/ethnicity: Black 0.21* 0.10 0.25

Race/ethnicity: Hispanic 0.15 0.12 0.17

Race/ethnicity: Asian/Pacific Islander 0.42* 0.07 0.51

Race/ethnicity: Other 0.29 0.16 0.34

School level % of students eligible for
FRL

0.02 0.01 0.06

Grade 9 mathematics self-efficacy (η8)

Female −0.23* 0.05 −0.36

SES 0.02* 0.01 0.13

Race/ethnicity: Black 0.27* 0.07 0.44

Race/ethnicity: Hispanic 0.14 0.09 0.23

Race/ethnicity: Asian/Pacific Islander 0.27* 0.07 0.43

Race/ethnicity: Other 0.24 0.15 0.38

School level % of students eligible for
FRL

0.01 0.01 0.05

Grade 9 mathematics interest (η9)

Female −0.06 0.07 −0.09

SES 0.02* 0.01 0.11

Race/ethnicity: Black 0.33* 0.09 0.47

Race/ethnicity: Hispanic 0.18 0.10 0.26

Race/ethnicity: Asian/Pacific Islander 0.36* 0.07 0.51

Race/ethnicity: Other 0.06 0.17 0.09

School level % of students eligible for
FRL

0.06* 0.01 0.21

Grade 9 educational expectations (y10)

Female 0.41 0.23 0.14

SES 0.20* 0.03 0.24

Race/ethnicity: Black 1.44* 0.35 0.50

Race/ethnicity: Hispanic 0.43 0.33 0.15

Race/ethnicity: Asian/Pacific Islander 0.65* 0.27 0.23

Race/ethnicity: Other 1.05* 0.45 0.37

School level % of students eligible for
FRL

0.05 0.05 0.05

(continued)
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Table 8 (continued)

Demographic variables and grade 9
key variables

Coefficient S.E. Standardized coefficient

Grade 9 algebra achievement (y11)

Female −0.02 0.05 −0.03

SES 0.05* 0.01 0.26

Race/ethnicity: Black −0.24* 0.07 −0.36

Race/ethnicity: Hispanic 0.10 0.09 0.15

Race/ethnicity: Asian/Pacific Islander 0.39* 0.07 0.59

Race/ethnicity: Other −0.02 0.10 −0.02

School level % of students eligible for
FRL

−0.03* 0.01 −0.10

For sex, male was the reference group. For race/ethnicity, White was the reference group. The SES
measure is a composite created using the following items collected from the NAEP contextual
questionnaire: National School Lunch Program eligibility; parental education level; number of
books in the home; whether there’s a computer in the home; whether the family has access to
the Internet; whether the family has its own clothes dryer; whether the family has a dishwasher;
whether the family has more than one bathroom; and whether the student has their own bedroom.
This composite was scored with a range from 0 to 16
FRL Free or reduced-price lunch
*p < 0.05
Source U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, High School
Longitudinal Study of 2009 (HSLS:09); National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP),
2013 Grade 12 Mathematics Assessment

Blacks indicated higher grade 9 educational expectations thanWhites (0.47) and
finally Asians/Pacific islanders and those of Other race/ethnicity had significantly
higher educational expectations than Whites (0.23 and 0.37, respectively). Student
SES was positively associated with grade 9 educational expectations (0.24). It is
worth noting that the relationship of SES to grade 9 educational expectations was
about twice the size of its relationship to any of the three measures of mathemat-
ics motivation—mathematics identity (0.10), mathematics self-efficacy (0.13) and
mathematics interest (0.11).

Finally, the strongest relationship with grade 9 mathematics achievement was
being Asian/Pacific Islander as compared to beingWhite (0.59). Being Black (com-
pared to being White) was negatively related as well (−0.36) as was the percentage
of students in one’s school on free or reduced-price lunch (−0.10). Student SES was
positively associated with grade 9 algebra achievement (0.26).

The results based on all five hypotheses aggregated together can be seen graph-
ically in Fig. 2. Only the statistically significant results are shown, and they are
expressed in standardized units thereby allowing for easy interpretation of the relative
strength of each variable in the model.
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Fig. 2 Conceptual model displaying statistically significant standardized regression coefficients

7 Discussion

This study was designed to examine the role of motivation in the prediction of
academic achievement. In particular, a conceptual model was designed to evaluate
the roles of mathematics identity, self-efficacy, and interest in the prediction of high
school mathematics achievement. Mathematics was studied because of the critical
role that it plays in whomajors in a STEM subject and who, in turn, chooses a STEM
occupation. What was found?

7.1 On the Role of Identity

This study provides additional evidence of the importance of role-based identities
for understanding role-related behaviors. The evidence from this study for the impor-
tance of having amathematics identity at grade 11 for grade 12mathematics achieve-
ment is strong evenwhen taking into account other mathematics-relatedmotivational
factors, the rigor of mathematics courses taken in high school, and grade 9 mathe-
matics achievement. These results align with those of Stets et al. (2017), Chemers
et al. (2011), Cass et al. (2011), Hazari et al. (2009) and Carlone and Johnson (2007)
in showing the importance of having a STEM-related identity in the choice of pur-
suing a STEM occupation. Taken together, these studies provide a growing corpus
of work showing the important role that identity plays in role-related achievements
that either end in or are related to occupational outcomes.
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7.2 On the Role of Self-efficacy

As argued in the development of the conceptual model that motivated this study,
identity is not the only motivator that the literature has shown to be important in
the prediction of role-related behaviors. Among the longitudinal studies reviewed,
Stets et al. (2017) and Wang (2013) included measures of self-efficacy. The current
study did as well. Stets et al. found that when taking identity into account, self-
efficacy was not a statistically significant predicator of choosing a STEM-related
occupation. A similar finding was observed in the current study—self-efficacy as
measured at grade 11 was unrelated to mathematics achievement at grade 12 when
taking the other variables into account. While Wang (2013) found that self-efficacy
was a significant predictor in choosing a STEM major, her study did not include a
measure of identity. As a result, it is not clear how important self-efficacy would
have been had she had a measure of identity. Chemers et al. (2011) found that when
controlling for science identity, science self-efficacy had a small, but statistically
significant effect on commitment to a science career. This was true both in their
sample of undergraduates and their sample of graduate and post-doctoral students.
But their study was based on a cross-sectional sample. Furthermore, unlike Stets
et al. (2017) and the current study, the Chemers et al. (2011) analyses were devoid
of socio-demographic controls. Whether using socio-demographic controls would
have changed the findings on the role of self-efficacy in their results is unknown.

The current study found that self-efficacy as measured at grade 9 was a significant
predictor of identity at grade 11. That is, feeling efficacious about one’s ability to do
mathematics is an importantmediatingvariable in that it reinforces one’smathematics
identity. Stets et al. (2017) failed to find a significant relationship between these two
constructs over time. In their study, science self-efficacy at wave 6 was unrelated
to having a science identity at wave 8 when taking the other variables in the model
into account. However, Brenner et al. (2018) using the same dataset as Stets et al.
(2017) (but using earlier waves of the data) found that science self-efficacy at wave
1 was positively related to identity prominence (the affective component of identity)
at wave 2 which in turn was positively related to identity salience (the probability
of the identity being enacted) at wave 3 which in turn was related to science self-
efficacy at wave 4. This latter relationship, however, while statistically significant,
was weak—the standardized regression coefficient was 0.10. Using cross-sectional
data, Cass et al. (2011) and Hazari et al. (2009) found the best fit was a model that
posits competence/performance (which is similar to self-efficacy) as causally prior to
interest and recognition (from significant others) which in turn are posited to predict
identity which in turn predict the choice of a STEM occupation. These results, while
not based on longitudinal data, are consistent with the results from the current study
in that the effects of self-efficacy on identity-related behaviors are only indirect.

Theoretically, as argued earlier, it makes sense that self-efficacy should support
an identity over time and that was what was found in the current study. Indeed, what
was impressive was the reciprocal relationship between self-efficacy and identity
over time, supporting Ervin and Stryker (2001) who argue that they should operate
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together. It is not clear why the same finding was not found in the Stets et al. study.
And it may be of importance that the Brenner et al. (2018) study did not relate their
measures of identity and self-efficacy to a role-related behavior.

7.3 On the Role of Interest

In developing the conceptual model for this study, the role of interest was seen as
important as a motivator leading to mathematics achievement. Expectancy value
theory (Eccles et al. 1983) argues that when students are interested in mathemat-
ics, they are more likely to engage in mathematics related activities and to be more
resilient when facing difficulty while doing mathematics. And as indicated earlier,
Atwater et al. (1995) found that having an interest in mathematics was a signifi-
cant predictor of enrollment in mathematics courses as well as performance in those
courses, compared to those with less interest in mathematics. However, in the current
study, mathematical interest had neither direct nor indirect effects on mathematics
achievement in grade 12. Grade 9mathematics interest was also unrelated to grade 12
mathematics identity and self-efficacy. It was also unrelated to the difficulty of math-
ematics courses taken through grade 11. It was only related to grade 11 mathematics
interest and even that relationship was weak.

In summary, among the three mathematical motivation measures employed in this
study, onlymathematics identity had a direct effect on grade 12mathematics achieve-
ment. And while mathematics self-efficacy had an effect, it was indirect and only
through mathematics identity at grade 11. Finally, being interested in mathematics
had neither direct nor indirect effects on grade 12 mathematics achievement. Why
might this be? Interest in an activity requires little engagement. It does not require
deep knowledge or understanding of what it takes to accomplish an activity com-
pared to self-efficacy and identity which do require knowledge and understanding.
To have the confidence that one can accomplish a task (a feeling of efficaciousness)
and to believe that one will be good at doing the task requires an understanding of
what it takes to accomplish that activity. One can be interested in music without any
expectation that one will be accomplished in performing it. Musical performance
requires knowledge about music and an investment in the practice that leads to feel-
ing certain one can carry out a performance. And carrying it out well leads to both
self-confidence and acclamation from others, which in turn leads to seeing oneself
as a musician and having others do the same thereby legitimating the identity. Again,
the development of self-efficacy and identity requires investment whereas interest
does not.14 It may be for this reason that mathematics interest is not causally related
to performance. Instead, interest, while correlated with identity and self-efficacy,
does not necessarily translate into accomplished role-related performances.
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7.4 On the Role of Educational Expectations

Other than the current study, none of those reviewed included educational expecta-
tions as a predictor in their models. In the current study, educational expectations
appear to be a general motivator rather than the role-related motivators that iden-
tity and self-efficacy are. That is, while educational expectations at grade 9 were
positively related to the difficulty of mathematics courses taken through the end of
grade 11 as well as to educational expectations at grade 11, grade 9 educational
expectations were not related to any of the three role-related grade 11 motivators
(identity, self-efficacy, interest) in the prediction of grade 12 mathematics achieve-
ment as had been hypothesized. If educational expectations are a general motivator,
one would predict that they are significantly related to whatever coursetaking leads
to the educational outcomes aspired to; that is, coursetaking is viewed instrumentally
to achieving one’s educational aspirations. Identity (and self-efficacy) motivate one
in a narrower way than educational expectations do. Importantly, this is not meant
to imply that role-related motivations are unimportant; indeed, the results from this
study demonstrate that both educational expectations and role-related motivators
are important for grade 12 mathematics achievement, but they appear to operate
independently of each other. Evidence for this claim is provided by the finding that
grade 9 mathematics identity, self-efficacy, and interest were unrelated to grade 11
educational expectations in this study.

The most surprising finding was that none of the three measures of motivation
(mathematics identity, self-efficacy, or interest) at grade9were related to the difficulty
of the mathematics courses taken by grade 11. It was thought that perhaps there
were substantial zero-order correlations between the threemotivationalmeasures and
the mathematics coursetaking variable—correlations that were substantially reduced
when taking the other variables in the model into account. However, an examination
of the zero-order correlations of the threemotivational variableswith themathematics
coursetaking variable (Table 2) shows that all three are virtually zero. In the absence
of a replication study, this result remains a mystery since it seems only logical that
having amathematics identity and feeling efficacious about doingmathematicswould
lead to taking challenging courses in mathematics.

Beforemoving to a discussion of the roles that previousmathematics achievement,
mathematics coursetaking, and the socio-demographic variables played in themodel,
it is important to comment on the way that mathematics self-efficacy was measured
in the current study. Rather than use a set of items that captured Bandura’s (1994)
definition, that is, measures of one’s belief in one’s ability to succeed in specific
situations or accomplish a task, the items that were designed as part of the HSLS
were specific to the mathematics class that a student was taking at the time of the
administration of the survey. That is, self-efficacy might have referred to a student’s
feeling of efficacy about one student’s Algebra I class in 2009 but another’s Geometry
class in 2009. It was further complicated because some students were not enrolled
in a mathematics course at the time they were surveyed—this was more so in 2011
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than in 2009. A preferred measure would have been based on items referring to self-
efficacy in doing mathematics in general, that is, without reference to a particular
course. There is noway to knowwhether the role of self-efficacywould have changed
if it had been measured less situationally.

The same comment applies to the measurement of mathematical interest in this
study. That is, the way that mathematics interest was measured might have referred
to a student’s interest in their geometry class in 2009 but in their calculus course in
2011, unless they were enrolled in no mathematics class, in which case they were
surveyed about their interest in mathematics more generally.

7.5 On the Role of Previous Mathematics Achievement

Not surprisingly, the role of previousmathematical achievement, measured as perfor-
mance on an algebra test given as part of the HSLS:09 survey in 2009, was the most
potent predictor of mathematics achievement in grade 12. This finding is in line
with the research literature which finds that students’ early mathematics achieve-
ment plays a significant role in later mathematics achievement. As mentioned in
the literature review, Gamoran and Hannigan (2000) found that eighth-grade algebra
achievement scoreswere substantially associatedwith enrollment and achievement in
advanced mathematics courses in high school and beyond. And Siegler et al. (2012),
using nationally representative data from the United States and the United Kingdom,
found that students’ knowledge of fractions and divisions significantly predicted stu-
dent’s algebra and overall mathematics achievement in high school, after controlling
students’ other cognitive ability and social-demographic background.

7.6 On the Role of the Difficulty of Mathematics Courses
Taken

As noted in the literature review, research by Wang and Goldschmidt (1999) found
that the higher the level of mathematics courses taken, the better was students’ later
mathematics achievement. This finding was corroborated in the present study where
it was found that the rigor of the mathematics courses taken through the end of grade
11 had a positive effect on grade 12 mathematics achievement, net of the motiva-
tionalmeasures, educational expectations, grade 9mathematics achievement, and the
socio-demographic variables. However, the net standardized coefficient for this vari-
able was relatively small—0.11. It is both surprising and of interest that the effect of
the difficulty of the mathematics courses taken was smaller, and substantially smaller
than that associated with grade 11 mathematics identity which had a coefficient of
0.27.
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7.7 On the Role of Student and School Socio-demographics

As is found often in other studies (but interestingly, not in the Stets et al. (2017) study),
the socio-demographic variables also had a direct effect on grade 12 mathematics
performance. Among the sociodemographic variables in the current study, student
SES is among the most prominent in importance. The higher the student SES, the
stronger the student’s mathematics identity, self-efficacy, and interest. However, as
was noted above, SES was more strongly related to educational expectations than it
was to the three measures of mathematics motivation. This suggests that educational
expectations aremore rooted in and influenced by one’s family than aremathematical
motivations. The latter are probably more influenced by school related experiences,
including grades received and teacher and peer influences; however, the data needed
to support this assertion were not included in this study.

It was also found that females on average scored lower than males on the study’s
measures of mathematical identity and self-efficacy, but not on having an interest
in mathematics. These results are quite consistent with the results of other studies.
For example, Hazari et al. (2009) found that males scored almost a full half standard
deviation higher on their measure of physics identity than females. And Eccles and
Wang (2016) found in a study of college bound students that women were less
likely than men to report having a positive mathematics ability self-concept, but the
authors found no difference in women’s levels of interest in mathematics. Interest
was also not a significant factor in the prediction of having a STEMoccupation by age
29 in the Eccles and Wang (2016) study, paralleling the finding in the current study
that mathematics interest was unrelated to mathematics achievement. The fact that
women score lower than men on measures of mathematics identity, self-efficacy, and
interest is perplexing given that women’s mathematics achievement is nearly equal
if not equal to that of men (Lindberg et al. 2010; Linn 2006).

The role of race/ethnicity in the current study is an interesting one: Black,
Asian/Pacific Islander and Hispanic students all were more likely to express an
interest in mathematics, to feel efficacious about doing mathematics and to have a
mathematics identity than Whites at grade 9—a finding that calls into question the
results reported by Seymour and Hewitt (1997). But the presence of these positive
motivational factors for Blacks and Hispanics, in comparison to Whites, did not
translate into positive direct effects on mathematics performance. An in depth study
of the relationships among race/ethnicity, mathematics motivations, and coursetak-
ing and how these translate or fail to translate into mathematics performance was
beyond the scope of the current study, but more work in this area is clearly needed.
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8 Unanswered Issues and Next Steps

Clearly, the important takeaway from this study is the importance of identity for
role-related performances. Given the importance of a mathematics identity for math-
ematics achievement, an obvious question is: What can be learned from this study
about how amathematics identity is developed?Unfortunately, the variables included
in the current analysis did not allow us to examine this question in any real detail—
variables such as experiences with parents, peers, teachers, and mentors that could
explain how interest, efficacy, and identity begin to form and develop over time (see
Hazari et al. 2009) are needed and would include the types of interactions and net-
working experiences noted by Estrada et al. (2011), Merolla et al. (2012), Merolla
et al. (2013) and Syed et al. (2011); also important are the career awards expected
from majoring in a STEM course as found in the Hazari et al. (2009) study on the
development of a physics identity.

One potentially promising approach for the development of academic identities
is called identity education (Schachter and Rich 2011). Schachter and Rich present
a theoretical framework that that can help students develop identities that can be
used to help them achieve their educational goals. Research is needed to evaluate the
effectiveness of this approach, however.

Of special promise is research being done at the High Tech High Graduate School
of Education. Teachers from 17 K–12 schools in Southern California are part of a
network called the Mathematical Agency Improvement Community (MAIC). Using
student-centered practices, the goal of MAIC is for students to develop a sense
of agency for doing mathematics (Sharrock and Rubenstein 2019). Premises being
researched are: (a) The more students perceive that the purpose of classroom discus-
sion is to learn different strategies to solve a mathematics problem, the more likely
they are to believe that anyone can be a mathematics person, and (b) The more stu-
dents perceive that the purpose of classroom discussion is to understand another’s
thinking, themore likely they are to believe that anyone can be amathematics person.
Research in progress suggests that these strategies are resulting in the development
ofmathematics identities for the participating students, although the full set of results
was not released at the time of the writing of this chapter.15 While this effort seems
promising, future research needs to address the issue of how science, mathematics,
and engineering identities can be developed through new curricula and classroom
practices.

Another important issue is the degree to which the model presented in this paper
applies to important subgroups. That is, does the model hold for both sexes, and
does it hold as well for Blacks and Hispanics as it does for Whites? Also, given
the concern about whether Black males’ academic performance differs from that of
Black females, the model needs to be examined to determine whether the model fits
equally well for both these subgroups. Such an analysis would also allow for a closer
examination of the positive relationship found in the current study between being
black and grade 9 mathematics identity and self-efficacy but negative direct effect of
being black on mathematics performance.
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Finally, with the anticipated release of the next wave of data from the HSLS,
plans are under way to examine college STEM course-taking and majoring in STEM
subjects using not only the variables in this model, but to expand it to include sci-
ence motivation measures that parallel those included in the present study measuring
mathematics motivation. The richness of the variables collected as part of the HSLS
will allow for an examination of whether science and mathematics identities differ-
entially predict majoring in science and mathematics, respectively, for example. And
does the choice of an engineering major require not only a science identity, but a
mathematics identity as well?

Aside from the theoretical contributions these studies make to the literature on
the role of identity in understanding role-related behaviors, they will also contribute
to an understanding, more generally, of how it is through the early life course, from
grade 9 to age 30, that some choose STEM majors and occupations and others do
not.

Endnotes

1. The variable “mathematics coursetaking” refers to the difficulty level of math
courses taken.

2. The Science Study is following roughly 1,400 underrepresented minority
students from college to STEM careers.

3. FICSMath was a national study in which data were collected from students
enrolled in a single-variable calculus class at 2- and 4-year colleges and
universities across the U.S. in 2009.

4. NAEP scale scores are reported as “plausible values” because, by the NAEP
assessment design, students are administered only a small subset of the total
pool of assessment items, not representing the whole assessment domain. Mul-
tiple imputation procedures are then used to produce a set of twenty “plausible
values” (e.g., plausible scores) for each student taking the mathematics assess-
ment. In generating the plausible values, NAEP uses a “conditioning model”
that includes all the variables from the various contextual questionnaires NAEP
collects along with the responses of students to the particular portion of the
assessment items that they are assigned. The proper analysis of NAEP data
requires that the variables included in the analysis are also included in the con-
ditioning model. This requirement posed a problem for the analyses in this
study given that many of the variables came from the HSLS:09 questionnaires.
In order to test whether the use of NAEP plausible values that have not been
conditioned previously with the contextual variables from the HSLS:09 might
have led to biased results, models that included all the variables in the final
analyses as the independent variables and NAEP performance as the dependent
variable were run in two ways: (1) using plausible values not conditioned with
the contextual variables from HSLS:09, and (2) direct estimation where these
HSLS:09 variables are included. (Direct estimation refers to using raw NAEP
scores instead of NAEP plausible values to conduct analyses by using AM soft-
ware.) Results revealed that using theNAEP plausible values not conditioned on
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variables from the HSLS:09 contextual student questionnaire produced biased
results. Therefore, a new set of plausible values conditioned on all variables
used in the current study (both those from NAEP and those from HSLS:09)
was produced. The technique used to generate the new set of plausible values
is discussed in Appendix A in the Online Extra Materials.

5. The use of these two items as measures of identity fit well with the symbolic
interaction approach in that identity not only depends upon one’s own sense of
self, but also onwhat Cooley (1902) andMead (1934) call “reflected appraisals”
which are the perceptions of others’ appraisals. That is, our perceptions of
others’ appraisals are viewed as more important for the development of the self
than others’ actual appraisals.

6. The “I don’t know” option was coded as 0.
7. More information about the algebra assessment can be found at: http://nces.ed.

gov/surveys/hsls09/pdf/2011328_1.pdf.
8. A more difficult version of the algebra test, but one that was vertically aligned

with the grade 9 assessment, was administered at grade 11 as well. Including
it instead of the grade 12 NAEP mathematics assessment as the outcome of
interest would have meant that the motivation variables of interest (i.e., math-
ematics identity, self-efficacy, and interest) were measured at the same point
in time as the mathematics outcome variable rather than prior in time, mak-
ing causal inferences from the data risky if not impossible. By contrast, the use
of the grade 12 NAEP mathematics assessment allowed for defensible causal
conclusions, since mathematics achievement was measured one year later than
the motivational measures.

9. Other includes Native American/Alaska Natives and students who are unclas-
sified.

10. For the details of the requirements to participate in the National
School Lunch Program, see https://www.fns.usda.gov/school-meals/income-
eligibility-guidelines

11. Because School SES is defined by the percentage of students who receive free
or reduced-price lunch, it will be negatively correlated with the student SES
measure.

12. To identify the model, one must either set the variance of the ηs to some value
(typically 1.0) or set one of the λs associated with a given η equal to 1.0. Doing
so sets the metric of the η to that of the item to which one has set the λ = 1.0.
The latter alternative was employed in this study.

13. The correlations among the residual terms of the endogenous variables can be
found in Appendices H-1 and H-2 in the Online Extra Materials.

14. While the results in this study show the primacy of mathematics identity over
self-efficacy and interest in the prediction of grade 12 NAEP mathematics per-
formance, this should be interpreted with caution. As was seen when the corre-
lations in Table 2 were examined, there is substantial multicollinearity among
the three measures. Gordon (1968) has pointed out that errors in drawing sub-
stantive conclusions about the importance of a variable can bemade easily in the
presence of high multicollinearity. This suggests the importance of additional

http://nces.ed.gov/surveys/hsls09/pdf/2011328_1.pdf
https://www.fns.usda.gov/school-meals/income-eligibility-guidelines
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research to examine the primacy of identity over self-efficacy in the prediction
of role-related behaviors.

15. Personal communication with Daisy Sharrock, June 24, 2018.
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The Role of the Other: How Interaction
Partners Influence Identity Maintenance
in Four Cultures

Dawn T. Robinson, Lynn Smith-Lovin and Jun Zhao

Abstract Since its inception, identity theory has emphasized the crucial role of
relationships with others in shaping social behavior. Sheldon Stryker’s original for-
mulation of identity theory gave a central role to social networks in determining
structural commitment to identities. Research in the identity theory tradition explic-
itly considers interactional partners as occupants of counter-roles and as sources of
reflected appraisals. Implicitly, identity theory research also considers the identities
and actions of others as environmental input into the identity verification process.
Affect control theory offers a somewhat more elaborated specification of the influ-
ence of interaction partners in the identity control process. Others serve both as a
source of impression-change in social situations, and as a resource for identity main-
tenance as the objects of new actions. Recent cross-cultural work in the affect control
theory tradition points to important cultural variations in that influence of the other
in identity maintenance. In high context cultures like Egypt and Morocco, for exam-
ple, the identity and actions of one’s interaction partner play an even larger role in
shaping one’s identity-situated behavior than in low context cultures like the United
States. In this chapter, we present a series of simulations that illustrate the impact of
interaction partners on identity maintenance in the United States, China, Egypt, and
Morocco.
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Sociologists understand identities to be fundamentally social projects (Owens et al.
2010). The presence of others, and what they do, matters. Social interaction partners
aid in the constitution, reinforcement, and challenging of identities. Even so, in this
chapter we argue that identity theories would do well to make more explicit the
contribution of interaction partners in identity dynamics. We argue that who they are
also matters.

This is not a new argument. In 1964, Kuhn offered a similar sentiment: “I wish to
observe at the outset that while the other plays an incontestably crucial role in the
conceptions of Cooley, Dewey, Mead, Faris, and the other writers who developed
the symbolic interaction orientation, nevertheless the other is never attended to with
the discerning and analytic interest which they give to the actor (p. 6, emphasis in
original).” Symbolic interaction has advanced a great deal since then, but contempo-
rary work continues to pay disproportionate attention to the actor, leaving the role of
interaction partners somewhat under-theorized. We begin this chapter by reviewing
the ways in which identity theories do concretely incorporate social interaction part-
ners into predictions about identity and behavior. Then, we call for incorporating the
identities of interaction partners explicitly into formal models of social interaction
and describe some contributions of affect control theory as a starting point. In partic-
ular, we argue that cross-cultural variation in the role that interaction partners have
in shaping the meaning of social interaction highlights the importance of interaction
partners in identity-motivated behavior more generally. We then present a series of
computer simulations that showhowcultures vary in their understanding of the impli-
cations of interaction partners for identity dynamics. These simulations suggest that
the identity meanings of interaction partners are important cross-culturally—but in
some cultures more than others. Moreover, the results highlight differences in iden-
tity fluidity across cultures in ways that are consistent with cross-cultural research,
but could be better incorporated into contemporary identity theories.

1 Interaction Partners and Identity

Contemporary theory and research on identity processes rest on a foundation of
symbolic interactionist thought that incorporates the notion of the other into our
understanding of identity in a variety of ways. Sociological theories of identity con-
sider the presence of others, the actions of others and, to a less developed extent, the
content of others’ identities, in shaping the behavioral enactment of identities.



The Role of the Other: How Interaction Partners Influence … 215

1.1 Presence of Others

Social identities take form in comparison with and in contrast to the social identities
of others. Role theorists coined the concept of counter-role to capture the idea that
the role of doctor requires the role of patient to truly actualize (Moreno 1961). To
understand the identity of a university student necessarily implicates an understand-
ing about the role identity of a professor. The university student identity also gets
meaning from comparison with those enacting relevant alternative identities (e.g.,
high school students, college-age non-students) (Reitzes and Burke 1980). Stryker’s
(1980/2000) initial formulation of identity theory focused heavily on the importance
of interaction partners in establishing identity meanings and, in particular, their con-
tribution to shaping identity salience hierarchies. According to this theory, others in
the social environment serve as sources of interactional commitment. Interactional
commitment derives from the potential social loss one could incur from failing to
appropriately confirm an identity and leads to identity salience (instantiation). This
model incorporates the notion of counter-role and generalizes it to less institutional
domains where our interaction partners still, by their very presence in our lives, help
to invest us in performing some identities more than others.

Stryker’s early statement about social relationships as the basis for structural
commitment to identities was pretty straightforward. The more social ties one has
to interaction partners whose relationship depends on the enactment of a particular
identity, the more one is interactionally committed to that identity. The more val-
ued the ties are that depend on a particular identity enactment, the more affectively
committed one is to that identity. Stryker further argued that identity commitment
(affective and interactional) increases identity salience (likelihood of enactment).
Walker and Lynn (2013) investigated these arguments using a more elaborated net-
work approach. While they found no support for the direct influence of interactional
commitment and affective commitment, they did find support for the importance
of immediate social networks. Importantly, they found that measures of embedded-
ness, the patterns of relationships among one’s social interaction partners, were better
predictors of identity salience.

Stryker et al. (2005) elaborated this structural component of identity theory and
located identity processes within a set of nested social structures (large, intermedi-
ate, proximate). They argued that role identities derive from the process by which
large (e.g., race, class, gender) and intermediate (e.g., neighborhood, school) social
structures shape proximate social structures (e.g., families, clubs, teams, interper-
sonal networks). A recent wave of research has focused on the importance of these
proximate social structures in shaping identity salience (behavioral enactment) and
identity commitment (attachment to identity-relevant others). Merolla et al. (2012)
showed that university students’ participation in science-training programs increased
commitment to a science identity as well as future career intentions (salience). Partic-
ipation in these proximate social structures (science-training programs) specifically
foster the kinds of relationships and interactions with social others that increase a
student’s investment in an identity as a future scientist.
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1.2 Actions of Others

Sociologists have always recognized the impact of others’ behaviors in shaping
our conception of ourselves, most directly though the socialization process. Cooley
(1964/1902) noted that our self-understandings come from seeing ourselves through
the mirror of others’ treatment of us, resulting in what he called the looking-glass
self. Sullivan (1953) coined the term reflected appraisals to describe the actions
of others in shaping the looking-glass self. Symbolic interactionist Gregory Stone
(1981/2006) argued that identities are considered to be established when others use
the same words to identify us that we use to identify ourselves. Referring to identity
claims (including matters of appearance) as announcements and the treatment of
others (reflected appraisals) as placements, Stone argued that identities take form in
the coincidence between announcements and placements (p. 143).

The other can influence one’s identity by means other than validating one’s own
identity claims, however. Sometimes, placements can be strategic. We might assign
someone else an identity in order to shape or constrain their behavior. Weinstein and
Deutschberger (1963) coined the term alter-casting to refer to strategic projections of
identities onto others—for one’s own self-serving purposes. In this case the actions
of the other do not just have the added consequence of confirming/disrupting our own
identity announcements, they are explicitly geared toward placing us into an identity
for the other’s own purposes (“You are such a generous colleague with your time.
Would you mind commenting on this paper for me?”). Whether implicit validation
or strategic projection, reflected appraisals have become a crucial component of
contemporary sociological theories of identity, serving as feedback in the negative-
feedback systems postulated by both identity theory (Burke 1991) and affect control
theory (Heise 1979, 2007; MacKinnon 1994; Smith-Lovin and Heise 1988).

A study by Cast and Cantwell (2007) illustrates the ways that reflected appraisals
might impact identity development over time. In a longitudinal study of newly mar-
ried couples, the authors measured identity meanings for both self and spouse over
time and found that identity meanings are responsive to (presumed) feedback from
spouses.When spouses disagree about identity meanings for amember of the couple,
each spouse changes their identity meanings over time to become more consistent
with the others’ views. The presumed mechanism is reflected appraisals—either
directly though communication, or indirectly through action.

1.3 The Identity of Others

The notion of altercasting makes apparent that the content of an interaction partner’s
identity affects behavior in interaction—especially when one is trying to manage
that person’s identity. In another salient example of how the content of an interaction
partner’s identity affects one’s own identity, Francis (1997) presented an ethnographic
study of the process of interpersonal identitymanagement in support groups for those
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who had lost a spouse to divorce or death. Francis focuses on how individuals can
manage the emotions (in this case suffering) of others by managing their identities.
Her findings highlight the importance of the others’ identity in shaping one’s own
identity process in a number of ways. In one of the support groups, Francis found
that a key technique was to redefine the situation of divorce first by re-imagining the
other (ex-spouse) with a weakened identity (fish, as in “plenty of fish in the sea”),
and subsequently discarding the other entirely and replacing him/her with a different
identity (God, as in God is challenging me to be a better person). By invoking a
new interaction partner (God), Francis argues that the support group techniques help
participants move away from repeated interactions in situations likely to recreate the
same disturbing feelings about self.

Thoits (this volume) points out that empirical support for the link between iden-
tity importance and identity salience varies widely in magnitude, and she offers a
potential explanation based on measurement context. This explanation rests in part
on the recognition of the importance of the other in defining a salient identity. Thoits
points out that when respondents are asked about their likelihood of mentioning an
identity (a common measure of salience) to someone new who does not share that
identity, they may be more likely to respond positively. In contrast, when asked the
same question in a social context where all would be expected to share the identity
(would you mention your identity as a college student when interacting with a fellow
student in a class?), respondents may be less likely to imagine that sort of identity
claim (announcement, in Stone’s terminology). In addition to having important con-
sequences for thinking through strategies for measuring identity salience, this line
of thought reinforces the importance of the social other in shaping identity-related
behaviors (in this case, identity announcements).

Affect control theory assumes thatwemanage others’ identities at the same time as
wemanage our own (Smith-Lovin and Robinson 2006). Actually, the theory assumes
that we manage meanings associated with the entire situation at the same time. This
means that the same person with the same identity meanings activated, the same
levels of commitment to that identity, and the same degree of prominence associated
with that identity would be predicted to direct different behaviors to confirm that
identity, depending on the identity of the interaction partner.

Wiggins and Heise (1987) conducted a laboratory experiment that graphically
illustrates how different others can act as resources for maintaining identities. This is
because of a basic consistency principle—we seem nicer when we do nice things to
positively evaluated others than when we do nice things to stigmatized others. This
consistency between an action and its object yields predictions about how someone
will act depending on their potential alters and their momentary self-esteem.

Wiggins and Heise created a laboratory situation in which a student research
participant was in a “communications study” with another person. That other person
was described to them as either another university student (an identity that was quite
positively evaluated) or a delinquent from a neighboring high school (a stigmatized
other). The key dependent variable was how the student acted toward the other
(the university student or the delinquent) after the student was either appreciated or
humiliated.
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An experimenter came in and introduced the study, then left. A secretary then
came in and gave the two participants in the communications study forms to fill
out. The experimenter, the secretary, and the other person (university student or
delinquent) were all confederates. The actual research participant was given a pen
and a deliberately confusing questionnaire. When the secretary returned to collect
the forms, she either appreciated or humiliated the research participant. When she
appreciated the participant, she was generally supportive and complimentary. When
the secretary was humiliating, she berated the participant for using a pen rather than
a pencil to fill out the questionnaire and complained that he was too slow After her
nice/nasty behavior, the secretary left the room. Therefore, the other participant (a
confederate occupying the identity of university student or delinquent) was the only
other person available for identity-restoring social action.

Thus, the experiment had a 2 × 2 design—secretary: nice versus nasty and other
“participant”: valued other (university student) versus disvalued other (delinquent).
The naïve research participants were 52 freshmen and sophomore students at a large
Southeastern state university. The theoretical prediction was that the consistency
principle would dictate that the identity of the other would influence what behavior
would best maintain or restore the research participant’s identity. The dependent
variable was the ratings by 12 judges (six males and six females) of the research
participant’s videotaped behavior. The judges could only see the real participant;
they were, of course, blind to condition. They rated the behavior of the research
participant toward the other on two evaluation scales, a potency scale and an activity
scale. As predicted, when the research participant had been mistreated and his/her
self-identity damaged, s/he was significantly more nice and pleasant toward the other
who was labelled a university student, while those who thought they were interacting
with a delinquent were at best neutral in their behavioral responses. When research
participants had been treated nicely by the secretary, they behaved more positively
in general, but also much more similarly toward the two differently labeled others.

TheWiggins andHeise (1987) laboratory experiment is distinctive in that it explic-
itly considers how the identity of the other influences self-identity restorative actions
following the same sort of identity deflection.Wiggins and Heise also conducted two
vignette experiments to study intentions and expectations about behavior toward a
variety of others. Again, these studies are striking in that they consider specifically
how the identity of the other people in the situation, and the actions of those people,
can determine sequences of action. The reason why these studies can make theo-
retical predictions in such complex scenarios is that they use affect control theory,
a formal theory that links all aspects of the situation in the same meaning space
and predicts that people operate to maintain the cultural meanings of all parts of the
situation. Therefore, affect control theory can offer a much more complex, complete
description of how the other person and his or her actions influence behavior. We
now turn to a more complete description of that theory to illustrate how it might
inform our consideration of the role of the other.
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2 Affect Control Theory

Affect control theory more fully elaborates the impact of interaction partners in
identity processes by taking into account the meanings of an action (behavior), its
performer (actor) and the receiver of that action (object) in its predictions about
identity confirmation and change within social interactions. More complete descrip-
tions and reviews of the empirical literature can be found elsewhere (MacKinnon
and Robinson 2014; Robinson and Smith-Lovin 2018). Here we focus attention on
the elements of the theory that allow it to develop the impact of the other in identity
maintenance.

Affect control theory rests on the assumptions that (1) actors react to social situ-
ations in terms of symbols, and the meanings that those symbols carry for them, (2)
symbolic meanings are largely shared within a culture, leading actors to be able to
role-take, viewing the situation from the position of other actors and anticipating their
reactions to the interaction, (3) actors are motivated to maintain meanings associated
with activated identities of self and other, (4) meanings can shift within situations
as a result of one’s own or others’ actions. The theory uses the dimensions of eval-
uation, potency, and activity to index the meanings of behaviors and identities. The
fact that all elements of a situation can be mapped into the same three fundamental
dimensions of meaning allows the theory’s formal expression.

2.1 Sentiments

Evaluation, potency, and activity are universal dimensions identified by Charles
Osgood and colleagues (Osgood et al. 1957, 1975; Osgood 1962) that describe
affective meaning of lexicons in more than 20 national cultures. These three fun-
damental dimensions of meaning capture cultural sentiments toward elements of
an interaction—identities, behaviors, emotions, and settings. The evaluation dimen-
sion captures the amount of goodness or badness we associate with a concept. Its
meanings range from nice, warm, good to nasty, cold, bad. The potency dimension
captures the amount of powerfulness or weakness we associate with a concept. Its
meanings range from big, strong, powerful to small, weak, powerless. The activity
dimension captures the amount of liveliness or quietness we associate with a concept.
Its meanings from fast, noisy, lively to slow, quiet, inactive.

While the dimensions themselves are universal across cultures, sentiments are
products of a culture. While individuals may vary in attitudes toward their own
mothers, members of the mainstream U.S. culture basically agree that the general
meaning of the role-identity ofmother is good, powerful, andmoderately active. Sen-
timents can vary cross-culturally, however. Affect control theory researchers have
used evaluation, potency, and activity ratings to index meanings in a variety of differ-
ent cultures, including the United States (Robinson et al. 2016), Canada (MacKinnon
2006), Japan (Smith et al. 2006) Germany (Schröder 2013), China/Mandarin (Smith
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and Cai 2006), Northern Ireland (Willigan and Heise 2006), India/Bengali (Mukher-
jee and Heise 2017), Egypt (Smith-Lovin et al. 2016a) and Morocco (Smith-Lovin
et al. 2016b). Within each culture, average evaluation, potency, and activity ratings
are compiled into cultural “dictionaries” that contain generalized, widely shared
meanings. These dictionaries index three-number evaluation-potency-activity pro-
files for hundreds of identities, behaviors, traits, emotions, and settings within each
culture. These evaluation-potency-activity profiles represent all of the elements of
a social interaction using the same metric, which allowed Heise (1979, 2007) and
Smith-Lovin and Heise (1988) to develop amathematically specified theory of social
interaction.1

2.2 Impressions

The theory rests on a set of impression change equations that describe the way
that affective meanings shift as a result of interactions. These equations are math-
ematically manipulated to implement the affect control principle: the assumption
that individuals behave to maintain or restore affective meanings associated with
activated labels.

After we define a social situation using culturally meaningful labels, the affective
meanings can change as social interaction occurs. The affect generated by the labels
university student and secretary help us know what actions we expect the two occu-
pants of those identities to take toward one another. When the secretary embarrasses
the university student, our feelings about that secretary, that university student, and
perhaps even what it means to embarrass someone, are altered because of our obser-
vation of that event (including our labeling of the action). In affect control theory, we
call these situated meanings transient impressions. These impressions are contextu-
alized affective meanings that come from viewing symbolic labels in specific social
events. Importantly, they are measured on the same three dimensions: evaluation,
potency and activity.

In affect control theory, impressions are calculated using a set of regression equa-
tions (1969, 1979; Heise and Smith-Lovin 1981) that have the following general
form:

A′ = c + b1A + b2B + b3O

B ′ = c + b1A + b2B + b3O

O ′ = c + b1A + b2B + b3O

where A, B, and O represent the Actor, Behavior, and Object, and weighted combi-
nations of the general sentiments toward the actor (secretary), behavior (embarrass)
and object (university student) are used to predict the in-context impressions of the
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actor/behavior/object. Each of the elements (actor, behavior, object) vary in all three
affective dimensions (evaluation, potency, and activity), so there are 9 equations (A′

e,
A′
p, A

′
a , B

′
e, B

′
p, B

′
a , O

′
e, O

′
p, O

′
a) to describe impression change in an actor-behavior-

object event. Elements with primes (e.g., A′
e) are transient impressions after an event,

while nonprime elements are the sentiments before an event occurs.
Consider the event created in theWiggins andHeise experiment, “secretary embar-

rasses the university student.” Impressions of that particular university student after
that event are likely to be different than our generalized sentiments about university
students. We can regress our generalized sentiments about secretary, to embarrass
someone, and university student on the situated impressions (O ′

e, O
′
p, O

′
a) of the

university student who was embarrassed by the secretary to learn more about how
these social elements combine to form new impressions during social interactions.
These equations use both the main effects of the generalized sentiments (e.g., Ae,
Op) as well as culturally relevant two- and three-way statistical interactions between
the sentiments of different features of the situation (e.g., BeOe) to predict the new
impressions arising from the social interaction (e.g., O ′

e).
These impression-change equations operate as a system and the theory needs all

nine equations at a time to predict how meanings change in the context of a social
interaction. Moreover, each term in an equation operates within the context of all of
the other terms in these equations. So, we should cautiously interpret the meaning
of any term outside of that context. However, focusing on some of the relevant terms
can help us see how these equations capture general cultural rules about how we
make sense of social interactions.

In the United States equations (Heise 1979, 2007; Smith-Lovin 1987; Rogers
2018), there is a large positive effect of Ae predicting A′

e. This captures the idea that
social actors seem nicer when they are occupying identities that the culture evalu-
ates positively (like friend). In contrast, someone occupying a negatively evaluated
identity, like a gossip, might seem relatively unpleasant no matter what s/he did and
to whom. This term is called the stability effect. In the U.S. equations, all nine of the
stability terms are statistically significant and among the largest of all of the terms.
This gives some stickiness, or inertia, to the sentiments attached to labels. We start
every interaction with some credit, or blame, based on the sentiments attached to the
identities that are activated.

There is also a large, positive Be coefficient predicting A′
e (actor’s goodness).

This term reflects how much nicer an actor seems when he or she is behaving in nice
ways. People seem nicer when they appreciate someone (a very positively evaluated
act) than when they embarrass them (a mildly negative behavior). This is a type of
consistency term that we call a morality effect. The effect of behaving nicely (Be)
on A′

e is qualified by a sizable positive interaction, the BeOe effect. This interaction
(called a consistency term) captures the idea that social actors seem especially nice
when they behave nicely toward good others (or badly toward nasty others) (Heise
2007, p. 39). Social actors seem less good when they are either mean to good others
or nice to bad others. A parallel term, AeOe, significantly predicts impressions of the
object’s goodness (O ′

e). Social objects occupying good identities seem even nicer
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when a good actor does something to them and are somewhat stigmatized when a
bad person does something to them. This is also a consistency term.

Together, a full set of impression-change equations predict changes in the impres-
sions of actors, behaviors, and objects on evaluation, potency, and activity (A′

e, A
′
p,

A′
a , B

′
e, B

′
p, B

′
a , O

′
e, O

′
p, O

′
a) as a result of their combination in social events. They

capture important information about how social events temporarily transform the
meanings of the symbolic labels that we use to define events. Along with the sen-
timent dictionaries, these equations provide the empirical basis for the theoretical
predictions made by affect control theory.

2.3 The Affect Control Process

Affect control theory proposes that actors work to experience transient impressions
that are consistent with their fundamental sentiments (the affect control principle).
Sentiments are the culturally shared, fundamental meanings that we associate with
social labels. Impressions are the more transient meanings that arise as social inter-
actions unfold. Discrepancies between sentiments and impressions (called deflection
in affect control theory) tell us something about howwell interactions that we experi-
ence are confirming cultural prescriptions. When people experience deflection in an
interaction, they generate new events to bring the impressions back in line with cul-
tural sentiments associated with the labeled identities in the situation [see Robinson
(2007) for a more general description of control models and affect control theory’s
control system].

In affect control theory, we operationalize deflection as the sum of the squared
differences between the general sentiments and resulting impressions of each element
of a situation (actor, behavior, object) on each dimension of meaning (evaluation,
potency, activity). This allows manipulation of the impression-change equations to
implement the affect control principle. A computer software program (INTERACT)
that houses the equations and sentiment dictionaries can solve for a three-number
evaluation-potency-activity profile that minimizes deflection. We can predict the
optimal behavior (in the form of a three-number profile) for an event (with a given
actor and other) that will produce impressions as close as possible to the initial
cultural sentiments.

A few key features of affect control theory’s mathematical specification are espe-
cially relevant to the consideration of interaction partners in identity processes.
First, the involvement of the identity of the social other is specified throughout the
impression-change equations. In a typical interaction, individuals trade behaviors
and thus take turns as actor and object over the course of an interaction. So, in this
formulation actors serve as “the other” for influencing the objects’ identity mean-
ings and objects serve as “the other” for influencing actors’ identity meanings. More
specifically, the object terms, and various multiplicative terms involving the objects,
shape the impressions of the actors who are behaving toward them, and the actor
terms, and various interactions involving actors, shape the impressions of those who
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are the objects of those actors’ behaviors. Moreover, these influences are concretely
specified within cultural models with specific coefficients.

The second key feature of the theory that is relevant to this argument is that the
unit of the analysis in this theory is an interpersonal event—with an actor-identity, a
social behavior, and an object-identity (for simplicity: actor, behavior, object). That
means that predictions for responses to social events (predicted behaviors, emotions,
new attributions) involve information about all of the event elements (actor, behavior,
object) simultaneously. For example, Freeland and Hoey (2018) use the amount of
affective deflection created by an event “Occupation 1 defers to Occupation 2” as a
measure of occupational status. It is the culturally confirming or disturbing nature
of the entire event that tells us about the relative occupational status of the two
occupations.

The impression formation equations are estimated using observed inputs (in the
form of sentiment dictionaries and ratings of events) within a particular culture.
Therefore, both cultural sentiments and rules for combining sentiments into impres-
sions can vary cross-culturally and reveal normative cultural information about the
shape of routine social actions (Heise 2001, 2010, 2014; Heise and Lerner 2006;
Kriegel et al. 2017; Robinson 2014; Schneider 1996; Schröder 2011; Schröder et al.
2013; Smith et al. 1994; Zhao and Smith-Lovin 2018; Zhao 2017). Recent com-
parisons of impression change equations between China and the U.S. (Zhao 2017)
and between the U.S., Egypt, and Morocco (Smith-Lovin 2015) call our attention to
differences in the role that interaction partners play in shaping identity impressions
and highlight the importance of more rigorous attention to interaction partners in
identity research.

3 Interaction Partners in Impression Change
Cross-Culturally

Between 2010 and 2014, Lynn Smith-Lovin spearheaded a new wave of data collec-
tion in the United States, Egypt, and Morocco to update the sentiment dictionaries
(Robinson et al. 2016) and impression-change equations in the United States (Rogers
2018) and produce new sentiment dictionaries and impression-change equations for
the two North African cultures (Kriegel et al. 2017; Smith-Lovin et al. 2016a, b).2

See Smith-Lovin (2015) for details about the sampling and instrumentation for these
new data sets. Following Morgan et al. (2016), the new impression change equations
were specified using Bayesian model sampling techniques to reduce the false dis-
covery rate and lead to more stable model specifications. They were then estimated
using OLS regressions that included all terms with a posterior inclusion probability
(PIP) of higher than 0.5 [see Morgan et al. (2016) for more details about these proce-
dures and their advantages]. Comparative analyses of these new impression-change
equations revealed patterns of differences that highlight how interaction partners’
identities can play different roles cross-culturally (Smith-Lovin 2015).
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One of the main findings in this new cross-cultural comparison was that there
is a great deal of commonality in the impression-change equations across the three
cultures. There was a substantial amount of cross-cultural consensus about what
shapes interaction outcomes—down to the magnitude of the effects. A second main
finding was a consistent pattern of lower levels of stability coefficients in the two
Arab cultures. While identity meanings have some stability in all three cultures, the
coefficient sizes for the actor and object identity impression stabilities are consid-
erably higher in the U.S. than in Egypt and Morocco. These differences were the
strongest in the equations predicting object sentiments.

The lower stability effects in the two Arab cultures seem to be empirical evidence
of what the anthropologist Hall (1966) referred to as the “high context” character of
Arab cultures. According to these equations, the identity meanings in these cultures
are much more fluid and responsive to what happens in the interaction. In contrast,
the U.S. identity meanings are considerably more rigid and robust against the details
of an interaction. This pattern is especially true of the object-person equations.

Other cross-cultural differences in these equations also were concentrated in the
object evaluation equations—where more than half of the terms differed between the
U.S. and the two Arab cultures (which did not differ from each other). In the U.S.
equation the largest predictor of an object-person’s goodness (O ′

e) was the evaluation
of that object-person’s identity (Oe) b = 0.595, followed by Be (behavior goodness),
b = 0.362. In other words, the best way to be seen as good in the U.S. cultural model
is to instantiate a positive identity, but receiving positive acts from others also helps.
We tend to stigmatize the victim of negative actions. In Egypt and Morocco, these
same effects were important but their relative size was reversed. The largest predictor
of object goodness was behavior goodness (Be), b = 0.517, followed by the stability
term (Oe), b = 0.243. In the two Arab cultural models, the character of behavior
directed at one has a considerably larger influence (more than double) on one’s
identity meanings than one’s own activated identity. This again is consistent with
Hall’s notion of a high-context culture. Simply operating within a culturally-valued
identity confers some esteem, but the actions of others matter more.

Another factor influencing object-persons’ goodness is the evaluation associated
with the identity that is behaving toward them (Ae). This term was also more than
twice as large in Egypt andMorocco (b= 0.314) than in the U.S. model (b= 0.133).
So, interaction partners matter more to one’s identity in the Egypt and Morocco
models than in the U.S. model. Note also, that means that in the Arab models, the
goodness of the person directing the act toward you has a greater effect than the
goodness of your own identity.

The importance of the other can also be seen in the effect of Oe on the evaluation
of the actor (A′

e). This effect is quite a bit larger in the Arabic speaking countries
than in the U.S., another indication that who you interact with has more impact in
those high-context cultures. Now we turn to another language culture to illustrate
that these variations in the effects of the other are not unique to Arabic cultures.

Zhao (2017) used Bayesian model sampling techniques to specify new
impression-change equations for archived data from the People’s Republic of China
(Smith and Cai 2006) and compared them to new estimates from the 1978 U.S. affect
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control theory data (Smith-Lovin and Heise 1988). The differences reported by Zhao
were somewhat more subtle and complex than those between the U.S., Egypt, and
Morocco, and she devotes considerable attention to analyzing and interpreting the
moral implications for a particular balance term (AeBeOe) that switches signs when
predicting actor goodness in the U.S. and China. However, with respect to stability,
Zhao found a very similar pattern of differences between the U.S. and China that
Smith-Lovin (2015) reported between the U.S., Egypt, and Morocco. Once again,
the U.S. equations showed higher stability terms than China across eight of the nine
equations (as with the Arab comparisons, all but for B ′

e).
These new cross-cultural comparisons, based on more rigorous modeling

approaches, call our attention to what appear to be robust differences in the way that
members of U.S. culture respond to features of the situation when forming/altering
identity impressions compared to China, Egypt, and Morocco. To further investigate
the implications of these differences for cross-cultural variation in the role of inter-
action partners in shaping our identities, we explored these new equations in a series
of computer simulations.

4 A Cross-Cultural Investigation of the Role of Interaction
Partners in Shaping Identity: A Simulation Study

The specific pattern of differences in the parameter estimates across these four cul-
tures points to more rigidity in the definition of the situation, including identity
meanings, in the U.S. than in the other cultures. And, while the equations for all
four cultures point to the importance in interaction partners in predicting one’s iden-
tity meanings from ongoing social interaction, these effects seem larger in Egypt
and Morocco than in the U.S. However, since these equations operate together as a
system, the bestway to explore their implications is tomake use of themas a system—
by simulating social interactions. To explore the implications of the cross-cultural
variations in the fluidity of object-identities, we conducted a series of simulations
using the affect control theory sentiment dictionaries and equations for the United
States (Smith-Lovin 2015; Robinson et al. 2016), Egypt (Smith-Lovin et al. 2016a),
Morocco (Smith-Lovin et al. 2016b), and China (Smith and Cai 2006; Zhao 2017).
We conducted the simulations using INTERACT (Heise 2001). Full details of the
results of the simulations are available from the authors.

4.1 Simulation Design

Concept selection. We focus our simulations on the role-identity of father as a focal
identity, because it has widely shared meanings across the four cultures. Since the
relationship between the character of a behavior and the other at whom it is directed is
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so important for interaction dynamics, we selected one evaluatively positive behavior
(to defend someone) and one evaluatively negative behavior (to kick someone) that
have relatively similar sentiments across the four cultures. As interaction partners in
these simulations, we selected one positively evaluated identity (neighbor) and one
negatively evaluated identity (criminal) which also have fairly similar sentiments
across the cultures. Exploring positive and negative interactions between the father
and the two differentially evaluated others will allow us to demonstrate the cross-
cultural differences in the impression change equations, since the sentiments for all of
these event elements are largely shared among the four cultures. Finally, to illustrate
the effects of cultural differences in sentiments in the context of these impression-
change dynamics, we selected one additional interaction partner identity (politician)
whosemeanings vary cross culturally. Table 1 shows the average evaluation, potency,
and activity sentiments for these six concepts in the four cultures.

Events. Using the concepts from Table 1, we simulated 48 actor-behavior-
object events in a 2 (father as actor/father as object) × 3 (interaction part-
ner: neighbor/criminal/politician) × 2 (behavior: defend/kick) × 4 (culture:
U.S./China/Egypt/Morocco) design.3

4.2 Results

Father as actor. Figure 1 shows the results of the simulations involving a father
behaving toward an interaction partner. For each simulated event, the figure shows
the predicted actor evaluation associated with the father for simulated interactions
in which the father either defends or kicks an interaction partner, using cultural
sentiments and impression change equations from the United States, China, Egypt,
and Morocco. In all three panels, the bars on the left of each cluster show the out-
of-context evaluation associated with father in each culture. The middle bar shows
the impressions of the simulated father after he defends his interaction partner; and
the bar on the right shows the impressions of the father after he kicks his interaction
partner.

Figure 1a shows the predicted impressions when a father behaves positively or
negatively toward his neighbor, a positively evaluated identity in all four cultures
(see Table 1). Fathers are good identities all four cultures, and still seem good after
defending a neighbor. In the U.S., Egypt, and Morocco, a father’s identity is slightly
enhanced by doing this positive action to an esteemed other. In China, there is no
predicted enhancement. In contrast, in all four cultural models, a father loses con-
siderable esteem if he kicks a neighbor. This effect is especially strong in the Arabic
countries, probably because of their lower stability coefficients. In China, differences
in consistency, congruency and balance effects lead to a much smaller impact of both
the positive or negative behaviors on the father’s evaluation in the context of these
events.

Figure 1b shows how differently this operates when the interaction partner is
operating in a negative identity. Kicking a criminal damages a father’s identity in the
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(a) Predicted impressions of Father before and after Kicking or Defending a Neighbor 

(b) Predicted impressions of Father before and after Kicking or Defending a Criminal 
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Fig. 1 Evaluation of father in four cultural models before and after simulations of a father
performing actions toward a neighbor, criminal, or politician



The Role of the Other: How Interaction Partners Influence … 229

China, Egypt, and Morocco models, but is predicted to slightly enhance a father’s
identity in the U.S. model. In the U.S. model, even though the father loses esteem
from the bad act of kicking someone (the Be term), the strong stability effect (Ae), the
BeOe congruency term and the balance term (AeBeOe) mitigate these main effects
and serve as protection for the actor’s identity.

Figure 1c shows the predictions when the father behaves toward an identity that
considered somewhat negative in the U.S., very bad in China, and somewhat positive
in Egypt andMorocco. Defending a politician can be stigmatizing or identity enhanc-
ing, depending on the culture. In the United States, where politicians are somewhat
negatively evaluated, the benefit of being nice to someone is undermined by the
cost of the congruency and balance terms and the cost of being mean to someone is
conversely offset by those terms. So, both effects are somewhat weakened. In con-
trast, in Morocco, where politicians are positively evaluated, there is an even greater
cost to behaving badly when you do it to a good person (kick a politician) and a
greater identity-reward for behaving positively toward a good person (defending a
politician).

Looking across the three panels, we can see the effects of interaction partners
coming through—and being conditioned somewhat by impression change dynamics
and cultural sentiments. Behaving badly toward a good person is always identity-
damaging; but behaving badly toward a bad person can be costly (China, Egypt,
Morocco) or beneficial (U.S.), depending on the culture. And, of course, who is
considered good or bad can vary culturally as well.

Father as object. Figure 2 shows the results of 24 simulations between the same
interaction partners and events, but with the father being kicked or defended by the
neighbor, criminal, or politician. Figure 2 shows the predicted object evaluations
associated with the father for simulated interactions in which the interaction part-
ner (neighbor, criminal, politician) either defends or kicks a father, using cultural
sentiments and impression change equations from the United States, China, Egypt,
and Morocco. As in Fig. 1, in each panel the bars on the left of each cluster show
the out-of-context evaluation associated with father in each culture. The middle bar
shows the impressions of the simulated father after he is defended by his interaction
partner; and the bar on the right shows the impressions of the father after he is kicked
by his interaction partner.

When a neighbor defends a father (Fig. 2a), the father retains his high regard
across all four cultures, while being kicked by a neighbor is stigmatizing in all four
cultural models. It is striking how ubiquitous this “blaming the victim” phenomenon
is. However, we note that it varies considerably in its strength: it is very strong in the
Arabic countries, moderate in the US, and much more muted in China.

In contrast (Fig. 2b) being defended by a criminal somewhat diminishes the esteem
of a father in all four cultures, but being kicked by a criminal has different conse-
quences in the different cultures. In the U.S. and China, it is not much different in
consequence from being defended—perhaps slightly better. In Egypt and Morocco,
a father who gets kicked by a criminal seems extraordinarily bad. Therefore, the
blaming the victim phenomenon is not just stronger in the Arabic cultures, but has a
distinctly different character. In particular, there seems to be both a strong negative
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(a) Predicted impressions of s before and after being Kickedor Defended by a Neighbor
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Fig. 2 Evaluation of father in four cultural models before and after simulations of a father being
acted upon by a neighbor, criminal, or politician
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effect of associating with the negative actor and of being treated in a disparaging
way.

Figure 1c shows again the complexity introduced when considering culturally
varying rules of interaction and culturally varying sentiments at the same time. Politi-
cians are seen as somewhat bad but powerful in the U.S., bad but not particularly
powerful in China, and good and slightly powerful in Egypt andMorocco. This varia-
tion complicates interpretation across the simulated events even further by conflating
initial sentiment differences with differences in impression dynamics. Even though
politicians are viewed positively in Egypt and Morocco and negatively in the U.S.
and China, the effect of being defended by a politician is just slightly denigrating in
all four cultures. It appears that the different meanings of the actor and the differences
in the equations are canceling each other out. When it comes to negative behavior,
though, the earlier pattern re-emerges. Being kicked by a good person (a politician
in Egypt or Morocco) is much more stigmatizing than being kicked by a bad person
(a politician in the U.S. or China).

Across all 24 event simulations with father as an object, in only one event was
a father expected to seem more positive after the interaction—the U.S. model of a
neighbor defending a father (Fig. 2a). For the most part, the evaluation of father is
relatively stable after being defended by a politician, and becomes stigmatized after
being defended by a criminal (Fig. 2a). In the Chinese model, this stability extends to
the experience of being kicked by a politician, neighbor, or criminal. In the Egypt and
Moroccomodels, a father loses considerable status after being kicked, and especially
by a criminal. In the U.S. model, however, a father loses the most status after being
kicked by a positively evaluated interaction partner—a neighbor.

Together, these simulation results point to the importance of explicitly taking
into account the identities held by interaction partners when theorizing about social
action and identity meanings. In 11 of the 12 simulations where a father kicked
someone, the impressions that father declined at least somewhat in evaluation. The
only exception to this is in the simulation of “father kicks criminal.” In the U.S.
model, performing a harsh act toward a stigmatized interaction partner can actually
protect one’s identity from the negative identity consequences of that action. In the
simulations based onmodels fromEgypt andMorocco, we also see the consequences
of the lower levels of actor identity stability. Kicking someone, anyone, makes even
a father seem bad in these Arabic-speaking cultures. In contrast, a father who kicks
a criminal or politician is predicted to seem good in the U.S. model. Only fathers
who kick their neighbors are predicted to have situated identity evaluations less than
neutral. And, in the China models, a father who kicks someone loses esteem, but not
so much as to become negatively evaluated.

The results of these simulations are complex. The basic principle of affect control
theory (and of symbolic interactionist approaches more generally) is simple—that
people act to maintain meanings associated with their identities and other parts of
their definition of the situation.However, affect control theory’s formal,mathematical
statement and explicit consideration of the identities and actions of others generates
patterns that are not easily summarized as simple propositions. Indeed, it is clear
that the entire system needs to be considered simultaneously, rather than interpreting
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individual impression change parameters or theoretical postulates. In affect control
theory, the identities of all people involved in an interaction matter in interpreting
events and responding to them.

5 Discussion

Stryker launched the tradition of structural symbolic interactionism with an attempt
to understand what has become a paradigmatic question:What determines the choice
of a man, who sees himself as both a father and a golfer, to spend an afternoon with
his kids at the zoo, versus on the golf course with his friends (1980, p. 30)? In one
sense, this is a question about competing identities. Stryker developed his theory of
identity salience hierarchies as a means for adjudicating between such competitions.
In another sense, this is also a question about competing relationships. Stryker’s
incorporation of structural commitment takes relationships specifically into account
to predict identity salience. The number and importance of social relationships that
depend on a particular identity affect the relative likelihood of enacting that identity,
compared to other relevant identities.

We began this chapter by reviewing a number of additional ways in which identity
theories have acknowledged the importance of the other in predicting an actor’s
behavior. Others help to define our identities (as role partners or reference group
members) in situations. Interactions with others help to determine how committed
we are to identities and how frequently we choose to enact them. The reflected
appraisals of others tell us how well we are maintaining those identities, and may
motivate us to change their meanings or leave them entirely.

Stets and colleagues have taken interaction partners extremely seriously by exten-
sively investigating identity-related behaviors and emotions within the context of
romantic relationships (e.g., Stets 1997; Ellestad and Stets 1998; Stets and Burke
2005). Nonetheless, many other identities studied in the identity theory tradition are
presented as more individual in focus. In a more modal style of work, Bohrnstedt
et al. (this volume) provide another powerful demonstration of the importance of
identity for predicting role-based performances in their investigation of how math
identity predicts mathematical achievement. In fact, considering only the identity of
a single actor at a time, and using others primarily as sources of information about
the endorsement or challenges to that identity, has yielded a substantial amount of
knowledge in the nearly forty years since the publication of Symbolic Interactionism:
A Social Structural Version (Stryker 1980).

Some identities incorporate the identity of the other into their instantiation. Being
a parent implies having children. However, one’s identity as a parent might still be
enacted differently while interacting with one’s child or with the child’s teacher.
One’s identity as a judge might be confirmed differently based on whether one was
interacting with a witness, a juror, a plaintiff, an attorney, or a voting constituent.
Moreover, cross-cultural research suggests that all identities vary in their degree of
dependence on others across various cultures. Thus, in this chapter we joined with
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Kuhn (1964) in saying that we think that scholars can still do more to explore the
importance of the other in maintaining or challenging identities.

The theory that we have explored here takes one approach. As a theory that
uses culturally grounded information about how people respond to social events to
make predictions about identity-related behaviors, emotions, and perceptions, affect
control theory is a good place to begin exploring the variation in how interaction
partners shape identities across cultures. Culture “gets in” to social interactions in
two ways in affect control theory: First, through the deep cultural rules that gov-
ern interaction, captured in the impression change equations; Second, through the
cultural attitudes toward concepts that are captured in the sentiment dictionaries.
Our simulations revealed some implications from the culturally-specific impression
change equations and sentiment dictionaries that form the engine of the affect control
theory model.

Examining simulated interactions with identities (father, neighbor) and behaviors
(kick, defend) that have largely similar meanings across cultures, we were able to see
some of the subtler outcomes that arise from the differences in cultural rules. Examin-
ing interactions with an identity that varies in sentiments across cultures (politician),
allowed us to see some of the more dramatic effects that can arise from cross-
cultural differences in identity sentiments. In all cultures, behaving nicely toward
others, operating in a positively evaluated identity, and being on the receiving end of
nice behaviors all confer positive meanings on one’s identity. However, these basic
effects are qualified by a number of other aspects of the interaction—particularly by
information about the identity of one’s interaction partner. Behaving nicely toward
good others enhances one’s identity in the U.S., Egypt, Morocco. However, in China,
there is no such enhancement. Behaving cruelly toward nice others is damaging to
one’s identity in all cultures, but most pronouncedly in Egypt and Morocco. Behav-
ing nicely toward a devalued interaction partner slightly sullies one’s identity in the
U.S., China, and Egypt. In contrast, behaving harshly toward a devalued interaction
partner more seriously damages one’s esteem in China, Egypt, and Morocco, while
slightly enhancing one’s identity in the United States. The anomalous response in
the United States is being driven by the so-called “balance” term. In the context
of China, Zhao (2017) has argued that showing kindness to stigmatized others is a
sign of a deeply moral person in Confucian culture. Failure to do so, sullies one’s
reputation.

Our simulations also revealed strong evidence for what cross-cultural researchers
refer to as the difference between “high context” and “low context” cultures (Hall
1966; Gudykunst et al. 1988). In the United States, once an identity label is activated
in an interaction, that has strong consequences for the ways the holder is perceived.
In the two high context Arab cultures we examined, those identity meanings were
more fluid—more prone to being influenced by the actions delivered or received, and
by the identity of the interaction partner.

One key difference between affect control theory and Stryker’s original formu-
lation of identity theory (and most of the work that grew out of that tradition) is in
what is being explained. In identity theory, the focus is on how differential investment
in particular identity labels leads to their instantiation. In affect control theory, the
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focus is on what the instantiation of a particular identity means for the interaction
that ensues.

Affect control theory views the entire situation as a set of culturally shared sen-
timents (for identities of self and other, actions that are taken, and even personal
characteristics, social settings, and non-verbal behaviors) (MacKinnon and Robin-
son 2014). Furthermore, it estimates impression change equations that show how all
of those things affect each other in the course of social interaction. The result is a
dynamic system which can only be understood as a system rather than as a list of
postulates.

This characteristic has obvious advantages in its ability to deal generatively with a
wide range of situations and cultures. It also has disadvantages in the sense that a great
deal of modeling is necessary to explore the implications of changes in sentiments
or impression change structures. We have been able to provide only a small taste
here of its potential. However, we hope we have illustrated two important features.
First, the identities of interaction partners (the other) represent important resources
for maintaining and restoring self-identities and important qualifiers of the actions
that are received in social encounters. Second, cultures vary substantially both in the
meanings and in the identity processes that they display.

We suggest that identity theories that grow out of the symbolic interactionist tra-
dition need to deal explicitly with these two issues. We do not suggest that affect
control theory’s dynamic control system approach is the only way to approach the
problem of the other. However, we do encourage other theoretical research programs
to both make their treatment of interaction partners explicit and to explore the gen-
erality of the hypotheses that they have tested in the U.S. through studies in other
cultural settings.

Endnotes

1. A new development in affect control theory, called Bayes ACT, acknowledges
that sentiments can be a probability distribution of evaluation-potency-activity
meanings (Schröder et al. 2016).

2. See Smith-Lovin (2015) for details about the sampling and instrumentation for
these new data sets.

3. Our simulations used concept sentiments that were averaged across ratings by
male and female respondents from the various data sets. When the concepts
are rated during the sentiment dictionary collection process, there is no gender
assigned to the concept. Some concepts (e.g., Father, Criminal) may implicitly
evoke a gender or a gendered prototype when respondents are rating them. So,
gender may be built into these ratings, and built into some concepts more than
others.
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Embeddedness, Reflected Appraisals,
and Deterrence: A Symbolic
Interactionist Theory of Adolescent Theft

Ross L. Matsueda, Kate K. O’Neill and Derek A. Kreager

Abstract This chapter builds on work by Matsueda (1992) by incorporating
expected consequences of behavior into a symbolic interactionist theory of reflected
appraisals and delinquency. Following Granovetter (1985), we frame the problem of
integrating a theory of the self and rational choice as specifying how decisions are
embedded in the structure of social relations. We argue that Mead’s (1934) theories
of the self and role-taking provide a theory of decision-making that incorporates
social relations concretely in the social act and abstractly through taking the role
of the generalized other. We derive several testable hypotheses from a theory of
delinquency based on Mead, and test them using longitudinal survey data from the
Denver Youth Survey. Using random-effects negative binomial models for counts of
self-reported acts of theft, we find general support for our model: Theft is strongly
related to reflected appraisals as a rule violator, as well as to the expected costs and
rewards to theft. We also find that the deterrent effect of arrest is weaker for youth
who see themselves as rule violators.
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1 Introduction

The problem of social control—how society controls the behavior of its members—
has traditionally been at the heart of sociology as a discipline (Ross 1901). Research
in criminology has examined the problem of controlling crime, exploring two forms
of social control: formal control by the legal system, and informal control by social
groups. Under formal control, the state threatens offenders with punishment, includ-
ing arrest, conviction, and incarceration, to deter them from unlawful behavior.
Undergirding the legal system is a set of behavioral principles rooted in the classical
ideas of the Enlightenment period, which assume people are rational actors calculat-
ing costs and benefits associated with all behavior, including crime. It follows that
threats of punishment will deter crime by increasing its costs. Historically, sociologi-
cal criminologists have been skeptical of rational actor models, and therefore, tended
to deemphasize the deterrence question. This changed in the late 1960s, as the United
States embarked on a policy of mass incarceration to stem the rising tide of crime.
Stimulated byGaryBecker’s (1968) seminal paper, which applied standard economic
utility theory to the question of criminal deterrence, a large body of individual-level
survey research has examined deterrence from a neoclassical economic perspective
(e.g., Piliavin et al. 1986; Nagin 1998). That research finds consistent but modest
effects of the certainty (but not severity) of punishment on offending (see Pratt et al.
2006). Such research has led criminologists, including sociologists, to reconsider
rational choice theories of crime (e.g., Cornish and Clarke 1986; Opp 2020).

Sociological criminologists have traditionally emphasized the informal control of
crime, in which social groups such as families, schools, peers, and neighborhoods
curtail criminal behavior. Research has demonstrated the importance of early child-
hood socialization by families and peers, as well as informal controls in schools
and communities, in launching trajectories of offending. More specifically, research
has examined the role of the self—a person’s subjective awareness of themselves
as an object, including awareness of their abilities, behaviors, and unique charac-
teristics—as a mechanism explaining how social relationships influence delinquent
behavior (e.g., Schwartz and Stryker 1970; Matsueda 1992; Heimer and Matsueda
1994; Maruna 2001; Giordano et al. 2002; Paternoster and Bushway 2009). We
build on this line of research by specifying a sociological theory of delinquency that
integrates a symbolic interactionist conception of the self with rational action.

Previous research incorporating formal and informal controls has often relied
on an ad hoc integration of concepts and variables into a statistical model. Typi-
cally, a rational choice model of deterrence and crime is specified and then variables
representing informal control are added to multivariate models (e.g., Grasmick and
Bursik 1990; Nagin and Paternoster 1994). Such research has failed to specify, the-
oretically, exactly how social relationships enter into decisions about crime. This is
an important theoretical question because it asks how utility maximization—an eco-
nomic concept—can accommodate sociological concepts of social relations, social
organization, and the social self.
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Our theoretical task is to incorporate social relationships into a model of decision-
making. In economics, Akerlof and Kranton (2000, 2010) have incorporated the
concepts of social interaction and social identity within a standard neoclassical utility
model, treating identity as another argument in the utility function.We take a different
strategy, specifying a thoroughly sociological model of social relations and decision-
makingbasedonGeorgeHerbertMead’s (1924–25, 1934) theoryof the self and social
control. We then apply the model to the empirical case of the control of delinquent
behavior (see Matsueda 2006a).

Our theoretical framework unfolds in five steps. First, we draw on Granovetter’s
(1985) embeddedness thesis, which critiques utilitarian models for failing to specify
how actors’ decision-making is embedded in social relations, and which delineates
the requisites for a theory of decision-making that includes social relations without
reverting to an oversocialized conception of human behavior. Second, we show that
Hirschi’s (1986) integration of social control theory and rational choice incorporates
social relations into decision-making; however, by rejecting the possibility of nor-
mative conflict and embeddedness in criminal networks, the control-choice theory
is incompatible with embeddedness. Third, we argue that a theory of the self based
on Mead is consistent with normative conflict, embeds decision-making in social
relations through the generalized other, and provides a theory of information and
preference formation.

Fourth, we discuss the development of the self from childhood to adulthood. Ado-
lescence, we argue, is a transitional period in which more complex forms of social
organization appear in decision-making through the development of the generalized
other. Finally, we apply this symbolic interactionist theory to explain delinquent
behavior among adolescents. In contrast to an interpretive symbolic interactionism
that uses qualitative methods to explore how meanings are negotiated in interaction
(Blumer 1969), we follow the work of Sheldon Stryker (1980) and adopt a struc-
tural symbolic interactionism that emphasizes the patterned meanings, selves, and
purposive actions that persist across situations and are amenable to quantitative anal-
ysis. We argue that the self is a reflection of appraisals by significant others, and
that incentives and reflected appraisals may affect delinquency both additively and
interactively.

We provide a preliminary test of these ideas using longitudinal data from the
Denver Youth Survey (DYS). Although our interactionist model implies dynamic
processes involving interactions between individualswith feedback, it also has strong
implications for static hypotheses specified for individuals without feedback. We use
panel models with lagged covariates to test several key static individual hypotheses.1
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2 Embeddedness, Social Control, and Differential Social
Organization

2.1 The Problem of Embeddedness and Rational Choice

Granovetter (1985) provided a seminal critique of the neoclassical economic model
for failing to incorporate social relationships, social organization, and social struc-
ture—in short, the stuff of interest to sociologists.2 Central to this critique is the
Hobbesian problem of order: How does society control acts of force and fraud—
acts conventionally defined as unlawful? Granovetter restates, approvingly, Wrong’s
(1961) critique of sociology as guilty of positing an “oversocialized conception of
man,” in which people are motivated solely by the desire to achieve a positive image
of self in the eyes of others, behavior is determined by internalizing consensual
norms and values, and conduct is totally shaped by institutionalized patterns. This
“oversocialized conception” was popularized by Parsons (1937), whose theory of
social action was, in turn, an attempt to solve the problem of order by transcending
the atomized utilitarian model favored by Hobbes and other Enlightenment scholars.
Absent in such a conception is human agency, choice, and conflict.

In the spirit of Wrong’s (1961) critique, Granovetter (1985) calls the utilitar-
ian economic model, an “undersocialized conception of human action,” because it
ignores the role played by social structure, social organization, and social relations
in shaping purposive action. Instead, the utilitarians assume that individuals inde-
pendently pursue self-interest, resulting in atomization. For Hobbes (1651 [1996]),
the pursuit of self-interest results in a war of all against all, pitting atomized individ-
uals against each other and generating a breakdown in social order. The Hobbesian
solution to the problem of order is autocratic authority: Members of society agree to
a social contract, in which they give up some liberty in exchange for protection of
individual rights by the state.

By contrast, neoclassical economics—and classical liberalism—assume social
order is achieved through perfect competition under full information (Granovetter
1985). Competitive markets eliminate force or fraud in the long run: When market
actors encounter malfeasance, they can simply move their transactions to market
sectors containing trusted actors. Order is maintained not by social relations, but by
the invisible hand of the market and coercive action of the state. Here, social rela-
tions are not only unnecessary for social control, they create friction in transactions,
impeding the efficiency of perfect markets. Because frictionless markets are only an
ideal realized in the long term, small amounts of unwanted behaviors will be endemic
to the system. Those behaviors will be deterred by the threat of punitive sanctions by
the state, which is a last resort, rather than a principal mechanism of control. When
economists recognize that force and fraud appear to persist in competitive markets
with state-sanctioned punitive sanctions, they posit that trust is replaced either by
institutional arrangements or a generalized morality (reputation) (Granovetter 1985).

Between the polar opposite cases of over- and undersocialized conceptions of
human activity lies embeddedness. For Granovetter (1985, 487):
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Actors do not behave or decide as atoms outside a social context, nor do they adhere slavishly
to a script written for them by the particular intersection of social categories that they happen
to occupy. Their attempts at purposive action are instead embedded in concrete, ongoing
systems of social behavior.

The problem of embeddedness in social relations suggests that amodel of criminal
decisions can rest neither on the assumption of atomistic rational actors maximizing
utility (undersocialized man), nor the internalization of norms and values by actors
motivated solely by the opinions of others (oversocialized man). Instead, scholars
must recognize that actors are capable of exercising agency and making choices,
but at the same time, are interdependent and embedded in social relations. But, does
this simply replace one functionalist solution (frictionless market competition, clever
institutional arrangements, generalized morality) with another (social relations)? For
Granovetter, the answer, for three reasons, is no.

First, social relations do not guarantee the absence of fraud and trust, but instead
can increase opportunities for malfeasance by creating more interpersonal trust. Sec-
ond, force and fraud aremost efficiently committed by teams or groups,which require
internal trust. In other words, there is “honor among thieves.” Third, social relations
create the potential for far greater disorder than envisioned byHobbes, who described
a war of all against all involving atomized individuals acting on their own self-
interest, which at times conflicts with interests of others. By contrast, embeddeness
creates the possibility of the formation of coalitions with structurally antagonistic
interests. The extreme case of two competing coalitions containing bonding ties
within groups and few bridging ties across groups can result in extreme conflict, as
in war between nation-states (Granovetter 1985). In contrast to atomistic individuals
pursuing myriad forms of self-interest, here we have two groups in structural nor-
mative conflict, and their competing coalitions characterized by what criminologist
Sutherland (1947) termed, “differential group organization”: conflicting coalitions
differentially organized against each other.

Granovetter (1985, 486) suggests a potential solution to the problem of embed-
dedness when he argues for a sophisticated conception of culture based, for example,
on symbolic interaction:

Culture is not a once-for-all influence but an ongoing process, continuously constructed and
reconstructed during interaction. It not only shapes its members but also is shaped by them,
in part for their own strategic reasons.3

We build on this suggestion by developing a symbolic interactionist theory of the
self, identity, and decision-making and apply it to the control of delinquent behav-
ior. Specifically, we draw on Mead’s (1934) writings on the self and social control,
which begin with—as the unit of analysis—the social act, consisting of concrete
social relations. This makes Mead’s (1934) view consistent with an embeddedness
argument. Before presenting Mead and symbolic interaction, however, we first criti-
cally evaluate an integration of social control and rational choice theories to explain
crime proposed by criminologist Travis Hirschi (1986).
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2.2 Social Control Theory, Rational Choice,
and Embeddedness

Hirschi (1986) argued that his control theory of crime offers a way of integrating
social relations and rational choice. We maintain that this approach is not fully
compatible with an embeddedness approach, because it rejects the possibility of
normative conflict in favor of normative consensus. Hirschi (1969) distinguishes
his social control theory—including self-control theory (Gottfredson and Hirschi
(1990)—from all other sociological theories of crime by four key assumptions. First,
society contains a single moral order (normative consensus), rather than competing
subcultures (normative conflict). Second, because of human nature, animal impulses,
or the Freudian id, all human beings are equally and naturally capable of committing
crime. Crime is not learned behavior, but is rather inherent in all humans. Thus,
the motivation to deviate from consensual norms is constant across persons, and
therefore, is not an explanatory variable. Crime is assumed or taken for granted;
what is problematic and in need of explanation is conformity. Given human nature,
why do some people conform to the law? Third, individuals conform because they
are strongly bonded to the single moral order and capable of self-control in the
face of deviant opportunities. Fourth, low self-control or weak bonds to society free
individuals to violate the law if it is in their interest to do so.

Hirschi (1986) formalized an integration between control and rational choice with
the concepts of “criminality”—stable individual propensities to commit crime—and
“criminal events,” the situational opportunities to commit crime (see alsoGottfredson
and Hirschi 1990). Accordingly, control theories explain criminality (crime propen-
sity) by virtue of the inculcation of strong bonds to conventional society, including
attachment to others, involvement and commitment to conventional activities, and
strong moral beliefs. Rational choice theories explain criminal events (a situational
decision to commit crime) using the concepts of objective opportunities to violate the
law and the costs and returns to crime present in the situation (e.g., Clark and Cornish
1985). Thus, lucrative criminal opportunities, energy required to sustain a criminal
act, and sudden threats of punishment change situations, and accordingly appear in
rational calculations by individuals. For Hirschi, such situational inducements and
disincentives will have stronger effects on the weakly bonded (because they are sus-
ceptible to temptation) than the strongly bonded (because they are already dissuaded
from crime).

Social relations enter into this formulation in twoways. First, attachment to others,
a key element of the social bond, dissuades individuals from crime: in situations
of temptation, those attached to family, friends, and colleagues will consider the
reactions of those others, which will always be negative, and thereby deter them
from crime. Insofar as commitments and involvements in conventional activities
involve interactionswith others, those otherswill be negatively associatedwith crime.
Second, in criminal situations, the presence of others can both increase and decrease
the utility of crime. Criminal companions can increase opportunities for crime by
serving as sentinels or lookouts. Other individuals present in criminal situations can
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decrease criminal opportunities by serving as potential guardians of targets, acting
as witnesses to crime, and calling authorities, such as police. These others exert an
indirect effect on behavior by influencing a criminal’s expected utility function. In
sum, control theory contains a theory of social relations that explains conformity;
for individuals freed from the restraints of social relations, rational choice explains
decisions to commit crime.

This conception of social relations and criminal decision-making is not fully com-
patible with an embeddedness thesis. Recall that control theory assumes all people
are equally motivated to commit crime, society consists of a single moral order, and
severed social bonds free individuals to commit crimes if it is in their interest to
do so. Control theory regards deviant subcultures as non-existent or impotent, and
deviant organization as mythical (Kornhauser 1978; Gottfredson and Hirschi 1990).
Hirschi’s integrated control-choice theory rules out organization among criminals,
and thereby precludes the possibility that embeddedness of criminals may facili-
tate force or fraud. Instead, criminals are atomized actors unable to form trusting
relationships or commit crimes efficiently through teams. Social relationships can-
not facilitate crime; Granovetter’s (1985) claims notwithstanding, there is no honor
among thieves. For Hirschi, like Hobbes, the breakdown of social integration pro-
duces a society of atomistic individuals pursuing self-interest independently. The
assumption of consensus, which rules out normative conflict, precludes the possi-
bility that disorder is intensified by competing coalitions clashing over norms and
interests. In sum, a control theory of crime integrates social relations with ratio-
nal choice using the functionalist solution of a unidimensional generalized morality
embedded in social relations. By contrast, to be compatible with embeddedness,
we need a theory of crime and decision-making that allows for the possibility of
normative conflict, deviant subcultures, and criminal organization.

2.3 Normative Conflict and Differential Social Organization

Long ago, Sutherland (1947), influenced by the Chicago school of sociology, argued
that crime is rooted in normative conflict within society. Primitive, undifferentiated
societies consist of relative uniformity in beliefs, norms, and values (absence of nor-
mative conflict) along with very little crime. Modern industrial societies, by contrast,
consist of groups conflicting over beliefs, norms, and values (presence of normative
conflict) along with substantial crime. Moreover, social groups not only can be orga-
nized against crime, they can be organized in favor of crime. Sutherland (1947) gave
the name, “differential social organization” to explain the crime rate of a group or
society: The extent to which a group is organized against crime versus organized in
favor of crime determines its crime rate. For example, theMafia is strongly organized
in favor of racketeering and weakly organized against racketeering (Cressey 1969).
Sexworkers and their clients are organized in favor of sexwork andweakly organized
against sex work. By contrast, moral crusaders are organized against sex work, and
the two groups—sex workers and moral crusaders—are in normative conflict over
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sex work. In short, crime is the result not only of weak organization against crime
(social disorganization), as specified by control theory, but also of the strength of
organization in favor of crime.

Social relations enter into decision-making through differential social organiza-
tion: individuals are embedded in multiple intersecting social groups consisting of
internal role-relationships. Those groups, in turn, are embedded in a wider network
of social relations. Participation in social groups and networks structures individu-
als’ understanding of expected role behavior, expected goals, attitudes, and views of
the self. Differential social organization is compatible with embeddedness for three
reasons. First, for differential social organization, social relations do not guarantee
the absence of force or fraud, but instead can at times increase the likelihood of
deviance by increasing trust and other forms of organization among criminals. Sec-
ond, when organization among criminals is strong, crime is more efficiently carried
out in groups (see Matsueda 2006b). Professional theft rings seek to commit crimes
with impunity by dividing labor based on members’ abilities, creating a rudimen-
tary social organization, and by enforcing a common set of rules, such as “divide
gains equally” (Sutherland 1937; Steffensmeier and Ulmer 2007). There can be
honor among thieves. Third, normative conflict suggests the possibility of individu-
als coalescing into competing groups with antagonistic interests, creating far greater
disorder than Hobbes’s atomistic individuals whose interests occasionally conflict.

How does differential social organization produce individual criminal acts?
Sutherland (1947) argued that individual criminal behavior is a result of differential
association—having learned an excess of definitions favorable to crime—a function-
alist solution to the problem of trust, analogous to general morality. We depart from
this deterministic explanation and adopt a pragmatist perspective based on Mead
(1934), in which decisions are rooted in social relations, the self is a reflection of
social organization, and the duality of the self allows embeddedness and agency.

3 A Symbolic Interactionist Theory of Embeddedness,
Role-Taking, and Social Control

3.1 Mead’s Analysis of the Social Act: Habit, Role-Taking,
and Social Cognition

Mead’s (1934, 7) pragmatist theory of the self begins with methodological holism,
in which “the whole (society) is prior to the part (the individual), not the part to the
whole; and the part is explained in terms of the whole, not the whole in terms of the
part or parts.” The whole consists of organized groups, institutions, and societies.
In analyzing cognition and decision-making, Mead assumes an organized society
and asks the question, how is social interaction and decision-making influenced
by organized groups? To answer this question, Mead uses as his unit of analysis,
the social act, which is a transaction between two or more individuals. Therefore,
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the analysis begins with embeddedness at two levels: Abstractly, individuals are
embedded in the social relations and organized groups in which they participate.
Concretely, the analysis begins not with an atomized individual, but rather with a
transaction among individuals embedded in social relationships. AlthoughMead did
not develop a theory of society, he constantlymade reference to society and organized
social groups. Organized groups contain multiple roles that are structured by mutual
obligations, expectations, norms, and attitudes. Individuals fit their behavior into
organized group activities by considering the expectations of the relevant group
roles. Social organization enters into behavior through symbolic interaction.

Within an ongoing social process, social acts are built up by participants acting
instrumentally to achieve tentative objectives, mutually adjusting their responses to
each other, and jointly modifying, shaping, and creating an emerging goal or “end
in view” (Dewey 1958).4 The evolving responses shaping the goal constitute the
evolvingmeaning of the social act. Symbolic interaction is possiblewhen interactants
use language, or significant symbols, which call out the same response in self as they
do in others, allowing individuals to share meanings and perspectives.

When adjustments are smooth and routine—as in institutionalized settings—
situations are non-problematic, behavior non-reflective, and habits dominant. For
example, when insulted on the street, streetwise young men may follow the norms
embodied in the “code of the street” and instantly retaliate with an in-kind insult
or threat to maintain their street status (Anderson 1999). In such situations, the
direction a transaction takes emerges from how each interactant—given their bio-
graphical histories embedded in social organization—responds to others in shaping
emergent goals, ends, and objectives.Most behavior is unreflective and habitual—the
scripted actions carried out with little consciousness, particularly in highly institu-
tional settings. Actors respond automatically to each other and carry out scripted
joint activities.

Habitual behavior no longer suffices when an actor’s response (impulse) is
temporarily blocked, and the situation becomes problematic. Here, an emotion is
released, and the impulse is transformed into an image of one’s self. The actor seeks
solutions to the problematic situation by taking the role of others, viewing them-
selves as an object (the “me”) from the standpoint of relevant significant others.5

That image is responded to by another impulse (the “I”) which carries the solution
to overt behavior, combines the solution with another, or blocks the plan. If blocked,
the situation remains problematic, and the actor again takes the role of others, and
considers new alternatives from the perspective of those others. This serial process
of cognition continues until the problem is solved or the act fades. The response of
the “I” is a social one, including emotional responses, such as shame, repugnance,
fear, and anger, as well as instrumental considerations, such as the anticipated conse-
quences of behavior. Here, perceived costs and rewards enter decision-making: those
alternatives that have negative consequences are less likely to solve the problem than
those with positive consequences. For example, youth motivated by the excitement
of committing crime with friends may suddenly fear getting caught—which they
have learned in previous situations—and manage to convince their peers to cease the
crime.
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Mead termed the image (view of self from others) the “me” and the acting impulse
the “I.” The duality of the “I” and the “me,” constitutes social cognition, an inner dia-
logue identical in form and content to conversations between concrete people, except
that here it takes place in the mind between phases of the self. When problematic sit-
uations end, the results of social cognition, including the “I” are retained in memory
as an updated “me”—a relatively enduring self—available to be called up to solve
future problematic situations.Moreover, because interactants can sharemeanings via
significant symbols, when social cognition is observable, its results can be retained
as updated “me’s” by all interactants, who have now learned from the experience. For
example, in considering stealing a car for joyriding, youth embedded in a delinquent
peer network may fear getting caught, which blocks delinquent impulses, making
the situation problematic. In response, youth take the role of the peer group and view
themselves as “being cool” for committing the crime, and thereby choose crime. The
idea of being seen as cool for joyriding is retained as part of the “me,” which helps
shape habitual behavior and is available to solve problematic situations in the future.

When similar problematic situations are solved repeatedly in functionally iden-
tical ways (Miller 1973), they become progressively less problematic, and behavior
becomes increasingly habitual and non-reflective. Thus, Mead specified a dual pro-
cess model of social cognition—habit dominates in institutionalized settings and
the duality of the self dominates in problematic situations—that presaged recent
advances in dual process theories in cognitive psychology. (For a discussion of paral-
lels betweenMead’s model of cognition and recent dual process theories, see Stryker
and Stryker 2016.) Mead’s theory is also consistent with research in cognitive psy-
chology on the development of morality, in which cognitive moral responses are
enabled by an inhibition mechanism, in which an aggressive or antisocial impulse is
blocked, creating an aversive response and activating cognitive schemas. For exam-
ple, Blair (1995, 3) argued that a “violence inhibition mechanism” is essential for
the development of moral emotions, the inhibition of violent action, and distinctions
among types of moral transgressions.

From this discussion, we can extract a decision-making model. Reflective deci-
sions occur in problematic situations, in which an impulse or habitual response is
blocked, causing individuals to take the role of the other and, in an imaginative
rehearsal (Dewey 1922), consider alternatives from the standpoint of others. Deci-
sions result from a dialectical relationship between the “me,” the self as an object
representing the socially-derived possibilities and their embeddedness in organized
social relations, and the “I,” the situational agent or acting subject. Thus, decision-
making is embedded in larger socially-organized groups in which the individual
participates.

Furthermore, decision-making consists of trying out possibilities sequentially in
imagination before acting. Rather than maximizing utility among an indefinite num-
ber of alternatives, individuals consider the first salient alternative that comes tomind
and choose the one that “works.” While most decisions are made quickly, involv-
ing but a few alternatives—particularly among adolescents—rare exceptions occur
that require great deliberation, active searching for information, and consideration of
many social consequences. Implicit in this model is a theory of information, which
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derives from the accumulated history of participation in organized social groups and
an implicit theory of preference formation. More light can be shed on the embed-
dedness question by illuminating the development of the generalized other over the
life span.

3.2 The Structure of the Self and Identity

The enduring self, consisting of an individual’s interactional history of “me’s” has a
definite structure, corresponding to the organization of groups inwhich the individual
participates: “Inner consciousness is socially organized by the importation of the
social organization of the outer world” (Mead 1912, 406). The extent to which an
individual considers this social organization follows a developmental process of
socialization, beginning with childhood. This developmental sequence is revealed
by Mead’s (1924–1925) analogy of “play” and “the game.” While children learn to
take the role of concrete others through play—playing a police officer, they arrest
someone—adolescents begin to learn “the game,” in which they take the role of the
entire organized group or “generalized other.”

Mead (1934) illustrates this distinction with a baseball game, in which partici-
pants are not only able to take the role of individual positions serially, such as pitcher,
catcher, and first baseman, but also to take the role of all nine positions simultane-
ously, including how they relate to each other through role-expectations and informal
rules. For example, when an outfielder throws home, the catcher knows the pitcher
is required to back him up, which allows the catcher to swipe at the ball with his
mitt, catching and tagging out the runner in one quick motion. Note, however, that if
the catcher knows that today’s pitcher, Smith, is notorious for forgetting to back up
throws, he may adjust his behavior and not gamble on a single-motion swipe. In this
way, players are able to modify abstract role-expectations with information about
the concrete people occupying the roles.6

Over the life span, individuals become more proficient at taking the role of
an increasingly abstract generalized other (Matsueda and Heimer 1997). While
preschool children begin taking the role of concrete others within their sphere of fam-
ily and friends, adolescents expand their sphere to the school and some aspects of the
world of adults, and learn to take the perspective of organized social groups, includ-
ing the rules, obligations, and expectations governing those groups. They begin to
see themselves from the standpoint of parents, teachers, and peers. The self becomes
a reflection of how significant others view the individual. Adults expand their social
worlds further, to include other people they encounter in adult contexts, including
work, community, and religious life. Adults come to understand not only the com-
plex organization of role-relationships in such settings, but also how such settings are
embedded in broader social institutions. These understandings constitute informa-
tion for individuals to fit their purposive actions into organizations and institutions
in a meaningful way. In the limiting case, a “fully-developed self” is one in which
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the individual is able to take the role of all of humanity and adjust his or her lines of
action to fit society by using a universal complex generalized other (Mead 1934).

By beginning with the whole (society) rather than the individual, analyzing indi-
viduals interacting in social transactions rather than in isolation, and by specifying
the self as an object embedded in social relations, Mead’s analysis of the social act
is consistent with an embeddedness thesis. Does this lead to another oversocialized
conception of human behavior by merely replacing generalized morality with role-
relationships in a functionalist, deterministic model devoid of human agency? The
answer, for three reasons, is no (see Stryker 1980). First, in contemporary complex
societies, individuals participate in many overlapping social groups with varying
levels of participation, which suggests that each individual will have a unique set of
generalized others from which to draw. Second, the invocation of a specific “me”
depends on the situation and the problem at hand. Third, the response of the “I” to
the “me” is not deterministic, but rather is a dialectical relationship that entails an
element of emergence, novelty, and creativity resulting in human agency (Matsueda
2006a). Thus, while the self maintains strong continuity over time, it is also being
modified with each experience of role-taking in problematic situations. By using
Mead’s theory of the self and social cognition, we can specify a decision-making
model explicitly embedded in the structure of social relations.

4 Reflected Appraisals, Incentives, and Adolescent Theft

The foregoing discussion of social cognition, role-taking, and habitual behavior
implies three features for a theory of youth theft. First, when situations involving
the possibility of theft are repeatedly solved with theft, stealing in those situations
becomes habitual, automatic, and non-reflective, resulting in continuity in theft over
time. Second, in problematic situations, the self as an object arises partly endoge-
nously within situations, and partly exogenously from prior situational selves being
carried over from previous experience (Matsueda 1992). Self-images (“me’s”) called
up in a situation resemble previous “me’s,” while the “I” responds in novel ways. In
problematic situations involving theft, youth who see themselves from the standpoint
of others as a bad kid, a rule violator, and a troublemaker, are more likely to violate
the law than youth who see themselves as a good kid, law abiding, and conformist.
Third,when taking the role of the other and considering alternative solutions, the indi-
vidual considers the anticipated consequences of theft, such as important expected
costs and rewards from stealing. Fourth, anticipated consequences and views of the
self may interact in their effects on theft. For example, the threat of sanctions may
have a stronger deterrent effect for youth who see themselves as good kids from
the standpoint of others; such youth may have more to lose by getting caught and
punished for stealing.7 Conversely, youth who think of themselves as bad may be
less deterred by sanctions because they have less to lose. In applying these concepts
to delinquent theft, we first discuss the self in adolescence.
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4.1 Adolescence and Role-Taking

We apply this model to moral decisions made during adolescence, a key period in
transitioning from childhood to adulthood.We draw on thewritings of developmental
psychologist Kohlbeg, who went beyond Mead’s concepts of play and the game to
describe stages of moral development from childhood to adulthood. For Kohlberg
(1981), children first learn to obey authority figures to avoid punishment, and then
learn the norm of reciprocity, allowing them to enter simple exchange relationships.
During adolescence, youth begin to recognize that they aremembers of a larger group
or society. They begin to form good relationships, showing concern for significant
others, and developing trust, loyalty, andmoral consciousness (Kohlberg andGilligan
1971). They begin to place themselves in the shoes of others to evaluate their own
behavior. Then, later in adolescence, they learn the laws of society in general, how
rules and expectations govern role-relationships, and begin to take the role of the
generalized other. Finally, in early adulthood, they can imagine what an ideal society
looks like, come to appreciate the social contract and individual rights, and ultimately
come to appreciate universal ethical principles of justice, which they recognize as
undergirding the law.

Thus, adolescence is a period in which youth become embedded in social rela-
tionships, which expand beyond parents and peers to include other adults, such as
teachers. In addition to avoiding punishment from authority figures, their moral
decisions increasingly include social relationships. Those relations enter decision-
making in problematic situations when youth take the role of the generalized other,
see themselves as an object from the standpoint of others, and consider alternative
lines of action. Thus, identities, a reflection of self from the standpoint of others,
enter into social cognitive processes. Mead (1934, 142) termed this self “multiple
personality” to emphasize that it is a reflection ofmultiple generalized others.McCall
and Simmons (1978) and Stryker (1980) viewed it as “role-identities” to emphasize
that it corresponds to multiple roles people play. Cooley (1902) termed it the “look-
ing glass self” to emphasize that it is a mirror image of how others see one. Kinch
(1963) conceived it as “reflected appraisals” to emphasize that it is a reflection of
appraisals made by significant others (Matsueda 1992, 1582). We use the concept of
reflected appraisals—the self as an object relevant to delinquency—as a reflection
of appraisals of significant others.

4.2 Youth Theft: Conceptual Model and Hypotheses

We can now apply symbolic interaction to model adolescent decisions to engage
in theft. The key concepts of our conceptual model appear in Fig. 1, which depicts
habitual (non-reflective) behavior and role-taking (reflective) behavior. Youth are
likely to engage in theft when they have stolen things in past situations and encounter
similar situations in the future. Those situations, in which there are suitable targets
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Fig. 1 A symbolic interactionist theory of delinquency: habit, role-taking, and social cognition

to steal, such as being in a department store where they once experienced sneaky
thrills from stealing or being with a group of friends with whom they stole, may
trigger the habit to steal. When habits are strong, youth are more likely to have
impulses to steal, and less likely to inhibit those impulses. The result is that prior
delinquency will directly affect future delinquency, regardless of reflected appraisals
or anticipated consequences. These mechanisms imply some stability in delinquent
behavior over time.

Hypothesis 1 (Habit Formation): Delinquent theft will exhibit some stability due to habit
formation.

Delinquency will not be perfectly stable, however, because habits fail to suf-
fice when situations become problematic—even in situations repeatedly solved with
delinquent behavior. A delinquent line of action can be inhibited by (1) a reaction
internal to the individual; or (2) an external change in the objective situation that
impedes the ongoing delinquent act. For example, an internal reaction might be a
new feeling of guilt, fear of being caught, or skepticism about the morality of the
act—each of which may have been learned in the past through symbolic interac-
tions with parents, teachers, or other significant others. An external change in the
objective situation might include the risk of arrest increasing by the new presence
of capable guardians, the diminishing of rewards from the crime, or peer influence
from a co-offender exhibiting second thoughts.

Once inhibited, the blocked delinquent act is transformed to an image, inwhich the
youth takes the role of relevant others, forms an image of themselves—a reflection
of how others view them—and considers alternative lines of action. Role-taking
usually entails taking the role of members of reference groups, which serve as a
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source of perspectives, attitudes, and evaluations of behavior (Shibutani 1961). For
adolescents and young adults, reference groups include parents, friends, teachers, and
co-workers, but also concrete organized groups (generalized others), such as gangs,
peer groups, classmates, and families. With respect to illegal behavior, the key is the
degree to which reference groups are organized against crime versus organized in
favor of crime (Sutherland 1947; Matsueda 2006b).

When the reflected appraisal is congruent with a self that engages in delinquency,
the youth is more likely to resolve the problematic situation using illegal behavior.
Conversely, when the reflected appraisal is inconsistent with a self that commits
delinquency, youth are less likely to deviate.

Hypothesis 2 (Reflected Appraisals): Delinquent theft is likely when youth see them-
selves from the standpoint of others consistent with one who commits delinquent acts, and
inconsistent with one who conforms.

When delinquent situations remain problematic, youth may consider the conse-
quences of their actions. For example, theymay consider whether the illegal behavior
would result in positive outcomes, as in immediate excitement or increases in social
status, such as being seen as cool in the eyes of others. The greater the perceived
likelihood of such returns, the more likely they will commit the delinquent act:

Hypothesis 3 (Rewards from Delinquency): Delinquent theft is likely when youth perceive
positive returns from unlawful behavior, such as immediate excitement or increased social
status from being seen as cool.

Conversely, youth may consider the likelihood of delinquency’s negative conse-
quences. Perhaps the most salient cost of delinquency is the threat of being caught,
arrested or jailed for continuing the unlawful action, which reduces the likelihood of
delinquency. This is the deterrence hypothesis, stated as certainty of sanction:

Hypothesis 4 (Costs of Delinquency): Delinquent theft is less likely when youth perceive
that punishment is certain to follow law violation.

Finally, it may be that the threat of punishment deters some youth but not others,
depending on their views of self from the standpoint of others. For example, youth
who see themselves as “bad” and troublemakers from the standpoint of others may
be beyond deterrence, as they discount consequences with long time horizons. For
less-troubled youth, the threat of punishment may be sufficient to deter them from
crime. Stated differently, the deterrent effect of threats of punishment may vary by
identity because the meaning of punishment depends on identity: For youth with
reflected appraisals as troublemakers, punishment may be seen as neutral or even
a badge of courage; by contrast, youth who see themselves as good kids may view
punishment as stigmatizing and aversive. The result is that deterrence is conditional
on seeing oneself as a good kid:

Hypothesis 5 (Conditional Deterrence): The deterrent effect of certainty of sanction may be
ineffective for youth who see themselves as bad from the standpoint of others.

We can specify a competing interaction hypothesis between threat of sanction
and reflected appraisals. It could be that youth with strong reflected appraisals as
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a good kid will conform to the law, and the threat of punishment is unnecessary.
Conversely, youth with strong reflected appraisals as a bad kid may be destined
to commit delinquent acts, unless something else stops them. Given that informal
controls (inculcating a law-abiding identity) have failed, the threat of punishment by
the state is a last resort preventing crime.

Hypothesis 6: (Deterrence as Last Resort): The deterrent effect of certainty of sanction may
be effective only for youth who see themselves as bad from the standpoint of others.

5 Data, Measures, and Models

5.1 The Denver Youth Survey

To test our hypotheses about social cognition, deterrence, and social control, we
use data from the Denver Youth Survey (DYS), a longitudinal study of delinquency
and drug use in high risk neighborhoods in Denver (Esbensen and Huizinga 1990).
High risk neighborhoods were chosen for two reasons: (1) the most serious problems
of drugs, crime, and delinquency of interest to policy makers and social scientists
tend to concentrate in these areas; and (2) these neighborhoods are likely to yield
samples of individuals exhibiting substantial variation in delinquency. To identify
high-risk neighborhoods, the Principal Investigators (PI’s) cluster-analyzed block
groups based on census variables (e.g., family structure, ethnicity, SES, housing,
mobility, marital status, and age composition) and identified seven clusters (of which
three were deemed disorganized). Within each of these three areas, they selected
census block groups that fell within the top one-third of the distribution of arrests.
This yielded a total of 99 block groups (out of 590 with nonzero populations in
Denver) within 33 census tracts (out of 142 with nonzero population). Using vacancy
and completion rates, the PI’s selected 20,300 of 48,000 enumerated households
from which they drew a stratified probability sample of households proportional to
population size. Finally, they used a screening questionnaire to identify appropriately
aged respondents (i.e., 7, 9, 11, 13 or 15 years old).

This procedure yielded a sample of 1,527 completed interviews in the first wave
(1987), which constitutes a completion rate of 85% of eligible youths (see Esbensen
and Huizinga 1990 for more details). Attrition rates were relatively low across waves
(7–9%). The resulting sample is reasonably representative of neighborhoods at high
risk of delinquency, where high risk is defined as socially disorganized high-crime
neighborhoods. We will draw inferences from this sample to the population of youth
within high-risk neighborhoods, and exercise caution in generalizing to low risk
neighborhoods. We use the first five waves of annual data for youth beyond the age
of culpability, and for which all of our measures are present. The age range of our
sample covers the adolescent period (10–20 years of age).
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5.2 Concepts and Measures

Figure 2 depicts our statistical model of role-taking, decision-making, and delin-
quency. The model consists of four blocks of variables: neighborhood-level con-
trol variables; individual-level control variables; measures of social cognition (role-
taking), including reflected appraisals of the self; and consequences of illegal
behavior, including perceived costs and returns to delinquency. Descriptions of our
measures and concepts appear in the Appendix.

The first block of variables consists of neighborhood structural covariates known
to affect criminal behavior. There are four contextual variables taken from adminis-
trative sources. Crime Rate 84 is the total number of crimes reported to the police per
10 residents by neighborhood in 1984. Tomeasure neighborhood disorganization, we
factor-analyzed four census block group variables, identified two dimensions found
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in previous studies, and created two scales: residential stability (percent homeowners
and percent non-movers in the past 5 years), and concentrated disadvantage (percent
poverty, unemployed, and female-headed households). We treat proportion Black in
a neighborhood as a distinct covariate.

The secondblock of variables consists of individual-level demographic and behav-
ioral characteristics known to covary with delinquency. Demographics include self-
reports of gender, age, Black, Hispanic, income, and family structure. We use a
dummy variable (not shown) to control for the eleven percent missing values on
income. Following prior studies of impulsivity and crime, we also create a scale
from four parent-reported measures in 1988 to capture early childhood impulsivity
(see Appendix). Given our symbolic interactionist framework, this captures differ-
ences across individuals in the ability to block delinquent impulses. Self-reported
preference or taste for risk is measured with the question: Do you agree with the
statement, “I like to do daring things?” From a rational choice perspective, this cap-
tures individual variation in risk aversion. Previous research has consistently found
measures of risk-taking to predict delinquency (Hagan et al. 1987; Matsueda et al.
2006). Measures of grades and employment capture commitment to conventional
roles and the potential opportunity costs associated with delinquency. We include a
dummy variable for missing values on grades due to high-school graduation or drop
out. Finally, we control for prior behavior by including a measure of self-reported
theft occurring in the previous year.

The third block of variables, reflective appraisals of the self, capture the process
of taking the role of the other. Reflected appraisals capture a succession of relatively

Fig. 3 Measurement model of reflected appraisals from the standpoint of parents, teachers and
friends. Adapted from Matsueda (1992)
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enduring “me’s” –appraisals of the self from the standpoint of others—invoked in
past role-taking and available to solve future problematic situations. Given the self
is multidimensional, it is important to identify key dimensions of the self for the
domain of behavior (law violation) and period of the life-span (adolescence). Follow-
ing Matsueda (1992), we examine four dimensions of reflected appraisals capturing
both pro-social (sociable and success) and anti-social (distressed and rule violator)
domains. Respondents were asked whether teachers see them as sociable (measured
bywell-liked and gets alongwith others), successful (measured by likely to succeed),
distressed (measured by often upset and has a lot of problems), and rule violator (mea-
sured by breaks rules and gets in trouble). Matsueda’s (1992) respondents answered
these questions with reference not only to teachers, but also to parents and friends.
His confirmatory factor analyses found that items clustered by substantive domain
(sociable, success, distressed, and rule violator) and not by significant others (teach-
ers, parents, and friends) (Fig. 3). In other words, within each substantive domain,
respondents reported relative consensus in appraisals by teachers, parents, and peers.
We estimated a confirmatory factor model of the teacher items (see Fig. 4) and found
a strong fit to the data and factor loadings nearly identical to those of teacher items
estimated by Matsueda (1992).8 From the confirmatory factor model, we calculated
factor score regression weights for observable indicators and used them to create
weighted factor scores for each of the reflected appraisal constructs.

Our principal hypothesis is that reflected appraisals as a rule violator will be posi-
tively associatedwith future delinquency.We also examinewhether other dimensions
of the self are associated with delinquency. For example, youth who see themselves
(from the standpoint of others) as likely to succeed and sociable, may be likely to
pass up delinquent behavior in favor of conventional acts more consistent with their
reflected appraisals. By contrast, youth with reflected appraisals as upset and beset
with personal problems, may more susceptible to deviant temptations.

Our final block of variables captures expected consequences of behavior. We use
three measures of expected costs and rewards from engaging in theft (see Matsueda
et al. 2006). To capture the cost of crime, we use respondents’ perceptions of the like-
lihood of arrest for committing theft, measured on a 0–100 probability scaleweighted
by how good or bad an arrest would be for them. Tomeasure the rewards of crime, we
follow Katz’s (1988) qualitative study of theft among high school students in which
he found that youth anticipated “sneaky thrills”—such as excitement and kicks—
from stealing consumer goods. Our measure of rewards of crime asks respondents
the likelihood of getting “excitement and kicks” from theft and then constructs a
probability scale weighted by how good or bad excitement would be. We also use
as a measure of rewards, perceptions of the probability of being seen as cool for
committing theft weighted by how good or bad being seen as cool would be. This
captures a potential increase in status in the eyes of one’s peers from committing
theft.9

The final variable consists of the dependent variable for our analysis, self-reported
theft, measured by eight items, each of which is measured by the number of offenses
committed in the past year. The items are summed to provide an index of counts of
theft.
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Fig. 4 Measurement model of reflected appraisals from the standpoint of teachers

5.3 Statistical Models

We pool our five waves to create a person-year dataset. We lose the first two waves
because the model requires lagged-variables (and we examined second-order lagged
delinquency as an instrumental variable, as well), yielding 2822 person-years for
1322 individuals. Using this pooled dataset, we estimate a panel model to address
two potential problems of endogeneity: reciprocal causation and unobserved hetero-
geneity. To address possible reciprocal causation,weusefirst-order laggedpredictors.
Our lagged endogenous predictor, yit−1, captures the stability of delinquency over
time and tests the hypothesis of delinquency as habit. It also helps control for potential
omitted-variable bias (unobserved heterogeneity) from possible unmeasured time-
invariant individual characteristics.10 We use lagged time-varying covariates, xit−1,
to insure that the temporal ordering of our variables is consistent with our theoretical
specifications.

In our person-year dataset, person-years for the same individual will be more
similar than person-years for different individuals, which violates the assumption
of independent observations. To correct for this dependence, we estimate random
effects models, which estimate person-specific random intercepts assumed normally
distributed and orthogonal to time-invariant covariates. The random effects help
overcome bias in the estimate of the effect of the lagged endogenous predictor, yit−1

(and therefore, other estimates) by allowing for approximately equal autocorrelations
among disturbances (see Hausman et al. 1984).
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Because our dependent variable, self-reported theft, is measured as counts of
theft, treating it as continuous and linear may result in biased and inconsistent esti-
mates of parameters. A better procedure would assume the counts yit follow a Pois-
son distribution with parameter yit . We estimated a Poisson regression and found
over-dispersion—the variance exceeded the mean—due to a large number of zeros.
Therefore,we use a negative binomialmodel, which allows for over-dispersion (Long
1997). Our model, then, specifies that yit follows a gamma distribution with shape
parameters (γi t , δi ), which produces the negative binomial distribution for yit . We
parameterize γi t in the usual way as an exponential function of explanatory variables,
γi t = exitβ , where xit is a vector of our predictor variables and β is a vector of coeffi-
cients. This model allows for overdispersion in the Poisson model with the inclusion
of δi , and then layers a random individual effect onto the negative binomial model
by assuming δi/(1+ δi ) follows a beta distribution with parameters a and b (Haus-
man et al. 1984). Unlike the random effects Poisson model, this model allows the
rate to vary across individuals and time even if the xit’s are constant because it is a
realization from a gamma distribution each year.

6 Results

Table 1 presents results for our random effects negative binomial model of theft.
We present five models, beginning with a baseline model of background variables,
followed by adding, incrementally, the following variables: prior theft, reflected
appraisals (sociable, success, distressed, and rule violator), and perceived costs and
rewards from crime. Our final model adds a product term between rule violator and
arrest certainty to test the hypothesis that the deterrent effect of arrest is conditional
on reflected appraisal as a rule violator.

Model I regresses theft on background control variables. We find that theft is
greater among males than females, and among Blacks and Hispanics relative to
Whites. We also find theft greater among those with high impulsivity scores, as
well as risk-taking scores, a finding consistent with psychological theories of low
impulse control, economic theories of risk aversion, and criminological theories of
low self-control (Gottfredson and Hirschi 1990). As expected, youth who come from
non-intact families and who reside in higher-crime neighborhoods, tend to commit
more acts of theft.

Model II adds prior theft to the equation and reveals significant and substantial
stability in theft (standardized coefficient= 0.20).11 This result is consistent with the
symbolic interactionist notionof habit formation:Asproblematic situations involving
potential stealing are repeatedly solved with theft, the situations become increasingly
less problematic, and theft becomes increasingly non-reflective and habitual. Thus,
we find support for Hypothesis 1.12

Model III adds our four reflected appraisal constructs to the equation for theft. As
hypothesized, reflected appraisal as a rule violator is positively associated with theft;
it has the largest relative effect in themodel for theft (standardized coefficient of 0.24).
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Table 1 Random effects negative binomial model of role-taking, rational choice, and theft

Observations 2822

Individual respondents 1322

Model I Model II Model III Model IV Model V

Variables

Intercept −1.32*
(0.52)

−1.79***
(0.50)

−2.42***
(0.60)

−2.36***
(0.61)

−2.02***
(0.62)

Female −0.56***
(0.11)

−0.47***
(0.11)

−0.41***
(0.11)

−−0.36***
(0.11)

−0.37***
(0.11)

Age −0.03
(0.02)

−0.04
(0.02)

−0.03
(0.02)

−0.03
(0.02)

−0.03
(0.02)

Black −0.01
(0.20)

−0.07
(0.18)

−0.13
(0.18)

−0.14
(0.18)

−0.13
(0.18)

Hispanic 0.33*
(0.16)

0.27
(0.14)

0.20
(0.14)

0.19
(0.15)

0.19
(0.15)

High impulsivity 0.28*
(0.12)

0.24*
(0.11)

0.19
(0.11)

0.19
(0.11)

0.18
(0.11)

Crime rate 1984 0.14*
(0.07)

0.15*
(0.06)

0.14*
(0.06)

0.15*
(0.06)

0.15*
(0.06)

Concentrated disadvantage −0.11
(0.07)

−0.10
(0.06)

−0.10
(0.06)

−0.10
(0.06)

−0.10
(0.06)

Percent Black −0.14
(0.26)

−0.07
(0.24)

−0.06
(0.24)

−0.08
(0.24)

−0.07
(0.24)

Residential stability 0.12
(0.08)

0.11
(0.07)

0.10
(0.07)

0.12
(0.07)

0.12
(0.07)

Lagged variables (t − 1)

Biological parents −0.57***
(0.13)

−0.55***
(0.12)

−0.47***
(0.12)

−0.48***
(0.12)

−0.48***
(0.12)

Household income −0.005
(0.004)

−0.004
(0.003)

−0.005
(0.004)

−0.006
(0.004)

−0.006
(0.004)

Grades −0.08
(0.05)

−0.07
(0.05)

−0.04
(0.05)

−0.05
(0.05)

−0.05
(0.05)

Risk preference 0.48***
(0.12)

0.46***
(0.12)

0.40***
(0.12)

0.34**
(0.12)

0.33**
(0.12)

Prior theft – 0.29***
(0.05)

0.23***
(0.05)

0.16**
(0.05)

0.18***
(0.05)

Social – – −0.58**
(0.22)

−0.54*
(0.22)

−0.56*
(0.22)

Success – – 0.12*
(0.06)

0.16**
(0.06)

0.16**
(0.06)

Distressed – – −0.32
(0.27)

−0.32
(0.27)

−0.39
(0.28)

(continued)
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Table 1 (continued)

Observations 2822

Individual respondents 1322

Model I Model II Model III Model IV Model V

Rule violator – – 0.94***
(0.18)

0.83***
(0.18)

0.49*
(0.24)

Theft excitement – – – 0.19**
(0.06)

0.18**
(0.06)

Theft arrest certainty – – – −0.09**
(0.03)

−0.27***
(0.09)

Theft coolness – – – 0.16***
(0.04)

0.15***
(0.04)

Interaction terms

Rule breaker × Arrest
certainty

– – – – 0.20*
(0.09)

Wald χ2 (df) 100.4 (13) 154.7 (14) 205.2 (18) 242.8 (21) 242.7 (22)

log-likelihood −2250.0 −2237.3 −2218.1 −2201.0 −2198.5

Both findings replicate Matsueda’s (1992) most important result, found in national
data, supporting a symbolic interactionist theory, and supporting Hypothesis 2. We
also replicate his finding that, as expected, reflected appraisal as sociable is associated
with fewer acts of deviance. Unlike Matsueda, whose models predicted a general
index of delinquent behaviors, including violence, theft, and vandalism, we find that
likely to be a success is associated with slightly more acts of theft. Thus, ambitious
youth who see themselves as likely to succeed from the standpoint of teachers are
more likely to steal, perhaps because of their early interest in pecuniary activities.
Because our reflected appraisal variables intervene between prior and future theft,
we can examine the possibility that the stability of theft is partially mediated by
reflected appraisals. Additional analyses (not shown) reveal a significant indirect
effect of prior theft on future theft through rule violator. Thus, the effect of prior
theft on future theft is partly mediated by reflected appraisals as a rule violator. In
other words, role-taking helps explain the continuity of acts of stealing over time.

Model IV adds perceived costs and benefits of theft into the model. As hypothe-
sized, the certainty of arrest is associated negatively with theft, supporting the deter-
rence thesis, and Hypothesis 4. This is consistent with a subjective expected utility
model of criminal behavior: youth who perceive greater certainty of arrest are less
likely to engage in future acts of theft. Also as hypothesized, the expected probability
of getting excitement and kicks from theft is positively associated with future counts
of stealing. This finding is consistent with the rewards side of the expected utility
equation, as well as a “sneaky thrills” hypothesis of stealing (Katz 1988). Further-
more, the reward to theft, probability of being seen as cool for committing theft, is
also positively associated with future acts of theft. Thus, consistent with role-taking,
youth who anticipate that their status among peers—being seen as “cool”—will
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increase by committing theft are more likely to steal. Together, these two findings
support Hypothesis 3 (Fig. 4).

Finally, we examined potential interaction effects between reflected appraisals as
a rule violator, on the one hand, and perceived costs and benefits of theft. Model
V shows the significant interaction between rule violator and arrest certainty. The
positive coefficient (0.20) suggests that the deterrent effect of perceived certainty
of arrest (−0.27) decreases as rule violator increases. This interaction is graphed in
Fig. 5, which depicts the deterrent effect of perceived arrest on future theft for various
levels of reflected appraisals as a rule violator, when all other variables are held at
their means. According to the graph, the effect of arrest certainty on rule violator is
negative and substantial for youth who score at the mean of rule violator. For those
who are one standard deviation below the mean (more conforming), the deterrent
effect is slightly stronger; for those two standard deviations below themean, the effect
is again slightly stronger. In contrast, for those who score one standard deviation
above the mean on rule violator, the deterrent effect is negligible; and for those two
standard deviations above the mean, the effect actually reverses. Thus, for youth at
the extreme of the distribution of rule violator, greater certainty of sanction increases
acts of theft. Here youth with an extreme looking-glass self as rule violators may
believe they will gain status from being arrested.13 Consistent with Hypothesis 5,
but inconsistent with Hypothesis 6, the deterrent effect of threat of sanctions is more
effective for youth who do not see themselves as a rule violator from the standpoint
of others.14

7 Conclusions

In sum, we find support for our model of social cognition, role-taking, and rational
choice. Consistent with the concept of role-taking, our models find theft predicted
substantially by reflected appraisals as a rule violator, and also as sociable and likely to
succeed. Consistent with the rational choice aspect of our model, theft is predicted by
perceived certainty of arrest, expectation to be seen as cool, and expected excitement
and kicks. Finally, we find an interaction effect between perceived threat of sanctions
and the reflected appraisal of being a rule violator.While the threat of sanctions deters
good kids and non-rule violators—who have their conventional identities to lose by
arrest—threat of sanctions fails to deter bad kids and rule violators, who have little
to lose. Taken as a whole, these results provide evidence consistent with hypotheses
drawn from a symbolic interactionist theory of role-taking, social cognition, and
criminal theft, in which decision-making is embedded in social relations.

These empirical results have provided a first test of several key static hypotheses
derived from an interactionist theory. Additional research, some of which requires
different research designs, is needed to test other arguments derived from our per-
spective. First, our measures of the self as a reflection of appraisals of others, while
tapping into multiple roles—rule violator, success, sociable, and distressed—has not
captured the complex role-relationships embodied in organized groups. An important
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question is towhat extent such complex role-relationships enter into decision-making
at the adolescent stage of the life span. A survey approach to the self as a generalized
other would pose new challenges, including identifying, for a sample of youth, rele-
vant social groups, and, for each group, the youth’s role and relationships with other
roles, including norms, rules, and reciprocal role-expectations. Qualitative research
within organized groups, such as delinquent gangs (e.g., Decker and Van Winkle
1996), is perhaps needed to identify interrelationships among roles, a prerequisite
for measuring those role-relationships with surveys.

Second, while our theory of the self is rooted in Mead’s (1934) analysis of the
social act—a transaction between two or more individuals—our research design
necessarily focuses on individuals, incorporating the influence of others via survey
respondents’ reports of perceptions of others. We applied that strategy to incorporate
significant others into reflected appraisals and consequences of delinquency for social
status. Additional research is needed to examine additional characteristics of peers,
including their delinquent behavior and attitudes toward delinquency. Furthermore,
research is needed to explore social networks of youth with other peers as well as
adults, and consider the role-relationshipswithin concrete groups arisingwithin these
networks.

Moreover, a stronger examination of concrete social relationswould explore inter-
actions among twoormore individuals and capture the dynamics of social interaction.
Such a study would require a different research design, such as a qualitative observa-
tion study. An excellent example of the latter is Short and Strodtbeck’s (1965) classic
mixed-methods study of delinquent gangs. Short and Strodtbeck analyzed qualita-
tive data on a gang leader’s decision to join an emerging gang fight. Consistent with
our interactionist perspective, the authors identified two salient consequences of the
decision to join the fight: (1) a loss of the social status enjoyed by the gang leader
for failing to join the fight; and (2) the negative consequences of seriously injuring
someone by shooting a gun, which would result in the leader’s arrest. According to
symbolic interaction, the gang leader takes the role of the gang, locates his position
as leader, and considers alternatives from the standpoint of the gang. His reflected
appraisal of the gang to his failing to join the fight is extremely negative, including
a dramatic loss of personal social status and sense of self as a strong gang leader.

This rudimentary decision model in which arrest is considered against preserving
a sense of self can be generalized to an n-person game, including utility functions
for each individual combatant. If we had survey data on preference functions of
individuals, we could use agent-based models to simulate outcomes under vary-
ing assumptions (for examples involving social identities, see Akerlof and Kranton
2000). Such simulations would more fully explore our symbolic interactionist theory
of social cognition, reflected appraisals, and delinquency.

Finally, as we noted earlier, our model of decision-making and embeddedness
derived from Mead is a thoroughly sociological framework, which contrasts with
Akerlof and Kranton’s (2000, 2010) economic model, which incorporates, into a
standard economic model, Tajfel’s (1974) and Tajfel and Turner’s (1979) concept of
social identity. The model incorporates social relations—as social categories—indi-
rectly through the genesis and maintenance of social identities, which are specified
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as arguments in the utility function. Concrete social relations in a situation also
affect decision-making directly by influencing expected utility. Thus, the model is
consistent with embeddedness.

Our sociological model based on Mead differs in three key ways. First, the self
is based not on mere social categories, but derives from social roles embedded in
social organization and enacted through role-taking.15 Second, our decision model is
based on a dual process model of social cognition; Akerlof and Kranton (2010), like
most economists, are agnostic about cognitive theory.16 Third, our pragmatist theory
of cognition and choice, in which alternatives are considered serially and selected
based on what “works” to solve the problem, is closer to “satisficing” under bounded
rationality—including information limited by past selves—than utilitymaximization
(Simon 1957; Tversky and Kahneman 1974; Kahneman 2011).

Future research is needed to explore these distinctions and in particular, examine
whether these differences matter empirically. Does the distinction between habit and
deliberation have important empirical implications? Is utility maximization a suffi-
cient approximation of bounded rationality to ensure accurate predictions of behav-
ior? Does the complexity of the fully developed generalized other in adults imply
that social identity theory oversimplifies the role of identity in decision-making?
Answers to these questions will help build on the results of this study. Our findings,
that criminal theft is the result of both reflected appraisals and incentives, and that
the deterrent effect of threats of sanction is weaker for youth who see themselves as
bad, rule violators, and troublemakers, support our symbolic interactionist theory of
delinquency. Our theory, in turn, integrates a structural symbolic interaction concept
of self with rational choice principles in a way that retains the fundamental insight
that individual decision making, like all behavior, is fundamentally embedded in
social relations.

Endnotes

1. Specifically, the dynamic implications of the model suggest that an actor’s
moves are contingent on the moves of other actors, resulting in feedback across
individuals. A test of these effects requires a different research design based on,
for example, game theory.

2. The concept of embeddedness has not been thoroughly incorporated into crim-
inological theory and research. For an early application of embeddedness in
labor markets to unemployment and crime, see Hagan (1993).

3. See Fine and Kleinman’s (1979) symbolic interactionist treatment of subcul-
tures.

4. Mead’s (1938) theory of the past, present, and future has strong implications
for his analysis of the stages of the social act (see Matsueda 2006a).

5. Mead (1934) focused on the instrumental aspects of the social act, and left the
analysis of emotions to Dewey (1958).
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6. The important point of this example is that role-taking involves different levels
of abstract groups, ranging from a concrete group bounded in space and time
to an abstract social institution transcending time and space. Human beings are
capable of moving seamlessly between different levels of abstraction.

7. Some anticipated consequences of behavior may have strong implications for
the self, whereas others may have weak implications. For example, obtaining
money is culturally valued because of what it can buy, an instrumental con-
sequence not necessarily tied to a conception of self. By contrast, for those
whose sense of self is strongly tied to being wealthy—and the power and status
that accompanies wealth—accumulating money is essential for the self. The
degree to which anticipated consequences of a particular behavior is imbued
with self-value is an empirical question.

8. Note that if Matsueda’s (1992) measurement model for parents, teachers, and
peer significant others is properly-specified, our model for teachers will ade-
quately capture the true reflected appraisals as a rule violator, successful,
sociable, and distressed, even without data on parents and peers.

9. This measure has implications for identity: If one sees oneself as cool, or aspires
to be seen as cool, and expects that stealing will cause others to see oneself as
cool, stealing will confirm one’s identity.

10. Controlling for prior self-reported behavior also helps control for potential
response effects between our key endogenous predictors—reflected appraisals
and incentives for delinquency—and future self-reported delinquency.

11. Following Long (1997), our standardized coefficients are exp(β σx) − 1.
12. Alternatively, thefinding of stability of stealing could be partly amethodological

artifact, due to response effects in self-reported theft that remain invariant over
waves or unobserved stable omitted individual characteristics. Our research
design is unable to rule out these alternatives.

13. Alternatively, for extreme rule violators, the finding that offending increases
with certainty of arrest could reflect defiance against conventional institutions
(see Sherman 1993).

14. We did not find evidence of any other interaction effect among out reflected
appraisals and incentives.

15. Akerlof and Kranton (2010) show how their utility function can be revised to
incorporate a “looking glass self.” On the differences between social identity
and a symbolic interactionist conception of identity, see Stets and Burke (2000).

16. See Kahneman (2011) for a discussion of dual process models of cognition and
rational choice.
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Appendix

Concepts and measures

Variable Description

Background and contextual variables

Crime rate 84 Total crimes reported to police in 1984 by neighborhood

Residential stability Sum of percent homeowners and percent in same household by
census block group

Concentrated disadvantage Sum of percent poverty, percent unemployed, percent
female-headed households by census block group

Proportion black Percent black by census tract

Female Dummy variable for sex

Age Age of respondent in 1988

Black Dummy variable for blacks

Hispanic Dummy variable for Hispanic origin

High impulsivity Parent report of high impulsivity 1988 from items (1) can’t sit
still, restless, or hyperactive, (2) impulsive or acts without
thinking, (3) wants to have things right away, (4) impatient

Income t−1 Family income reported by parent (in thousands of dollars)

Family Structure t−1 Dummy variable indicating living with biological parents

Explanatory variables

Reflected appraisals

Socialt−1 Weighted sum of two items: “How much would your teachers
agree that you are (1) well-liked and (2) get along well with other
people?”

Successt−1 “How much would your teachers agree that you are likely to
succeed?”

Distressedt−1 Weighted sum of two items: “How much would your teachers
agree that you (1) are often upset and (2) have a lot of personal
problems?”

Rule Violatort−1 Weighted sum of two items: “How much would your teachers
agree that you (1) get into trouble and (2) break rules?”

Prior theftt−1 The natural log of the sum of prior theft counts: (1) stolen less
than $5, (2) stolen between $5 and $100, (3) stolen between $5
and $100, (4) stolen over $100, (5) shoplifting, (6) purse
snatching, (7) auto larceny, (8) fencing

Risk preferencet−1 Do you agree with the statement, “I like to do daring things”

Gradest−1 Self-reported grade-point average

Theft excitementt−1 Probability of excitement for committing theft (0-100, 10 point
increments) weighted by how good or bad it would be (5-point
scale)

(continued)
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(continued)

Variable Description

Theft coolnesst−1 Perceived probability of being seen as cool for committing theft
weighted by how good or bad it would be

Theft arrest certaintyt−1 Perceived probability of being picked up by the police for
committing theft weighted by how good or bad it would be

Dependent variable

Theftt Sum of self-reported theft counts: (1) stolen less than $5, (2)
stolen between $5 and $100, (3) stolen between $5 and $100, (4)
stolen over $100, (5) shoplifting, (6) purse snatching, (7) auto
larceny, (8) fencing
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Immigration and Identity Theory: What
Can They Gain from Each Other?

Kay Deaux

Abstract The study of immigration requires a multilevel framework that includes
structural features, social interactions, and individual thoughts and actions—an ideal
terrain for social psychological analysis. Drawing on the work of Sheldon Stryker
and other identity researchers, I focus on the experience of immigrants as it reflects
on both identity structure and process. Two areas in particular are enriched by an
identity theory perspective: first, the multiplicity of identities, as exemplified in the
immigrant experience by combinations of ethnic and national identity; and second,
flexibility and change in identities across time, as illustrated by choices immigrants
make to maintain, alter, and express various identity options in different contexts.

Keywords Immigration · Identity theory · Identity multiplicity · Identity
structure · Identity presentation · National identity · Ethnic identity

1 Introduction

Stryker’s identity theory, together with the family of identity theories that have devel-
oped over the past several decades, attests to the value of a multilevel approach to
understanding personality and social structure. Consistent with this perspective is
the framework offered by Pettigrew (1997), in which phenomena can be examined
at three distinct levels of analysis, termed the macro, the meso, and the micro. Exem-
plifying the macro level are social structures, systems, institutions and norms, that is,
the society of Mead’s well-known trilogy and echoing Stryker’s mandate that “in the
beginning there is society” (Stryker 1996). The micro level of analysis focuses on
individuals: their beliefs, values and—most relevant here—their self-defined identi-
ties and sense of self. Between these two is the meso level of analysis, which focuses
on social interactions between people and within networks. Sociologists and psy-
chologists differ to some degree in the priority they give these various levels, with
sociologists traditionally more concerned with macro elements and psychologists
focusing on the individual. At the same time, practitioners from both disciplines
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frequently find themselves theorizing at the meso level, bringing concepts of roles
and social identities to the forefront. Moreover, sociologists often move to the indi-
vidual level to describe internal processes such as verification and affect control (see
Burke and Stets 2009; Burke and Stryker 2016; Deaux and Burke 2010; Robinson
and Smith-Lovin 2006) while psychology-based social psychologists have become
increasingly attentive to the macro-level influences of, for example, class (Fiske and
Markus 2012) and income inequality (Payne 2017).

The study of immigration is especially suited for this kind of multi-level analy-
sis, and movement between levels frequently characterizes the work of immigration
scholars from a variety of disciplines (Foner et al. 2018). The demographics of immi-
grant flows form amacro-level background for any study of immigration, identifying
key elements such as the countries and ethnicities of origin and destination, gender
and family composition, as well as the educational and economic resources of the
immigrant group. Government policies and practices, as they shape immigrant entry
and affect the range of choices available to resident immigrants, are another influen-
tial macro-level element (for an example, see Menjívar and Lakhani 2016). Meso-
level factors include interactions between immigrants and resident populations, civic
engagement and political protest, as well as representations of immigrants in popu-
lar discourse. At the individual level, a wide range of attitudes and behaviors have
gained the attention of immigration scholars, including psychological well-being,
school achievement, and, especially relevant here, processes of identity development
and change.

The centrality of identity processes to the immigrant experience, wherein identity
serves as a critical link between demographic categories and individual processes,
has been recognized with increasing frequency in recent years (see Deaux et al.
2018). For investigators wanting to find theoretical grounding for their ideas, the
decades of work on identity concepts and theories, beginning with the foundational
work of Mead, are a rich and very usable resource. As Burke and Stryker (2016)
describe, Mead’s influential writings can be used as the foundation for exploring two
fundamental issues: one, identification of structural features that provide a relatively
constant framework for individual identity processes, and the second, articulation of
the subjective processes that help to account for the development and maintenance
of personally-claimed identities.

Emerging from a different theoretical tradition is the concept of social identity,
introduced by the European social psychologist Tajfel (1981) and used more often
by psychology-trained social psychologists. Here the emphasis is also on individual
processes (especiallywith the articulation of self-categorization principles of identity
by Turner and his colleagues 1987), but specifically ones that are channeled by
social groups and categories that operate in the culture and that have implications
for interpersonal and intergroup relations. Similar in some ways to the structural
features highlighted in some versions of identity theory, a person’s social identity
can be shaped by group features that do not depend on actual interaction with a
member of the group. Yet like the more interactive models of identity developed by
Burke and Stets (2009), as well as the earlier work of McCall and Simmons (1978),
social identity researchers have also been interested in the interactions that people
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use to verify and protect a claimed identity, as well as to contest an identity that may
be assigned by others but not desired by the self (see Klein et al. 2007; Wiley and
Deaux 2011). All of these formulations have much to offer to the study of immigrant
identity.

In this chapter, I first provide a very brief background of immigration in the
U.S. past and present, as well as a short account of my own initial attempts to use
concepts of identity as a vehicle for studying the stability and change of ethnic
identification. I then turn to the social psychological work on immigration, honing
in on two areas that have particular relevance to identity theorizing: first, the idea
of a multiplicity of identities, representing different aspects of self that may vary
in importance/prominence and relevance/salience to a particular time or place; and
second, a concern with the processes of choice and change that reveal the flexible
and dynamic characteristics of identity. In thinking about these two areas of research,
I will explore how identity theory in particular, as developed by Shel Stryker and
others in this volume, can be applied to the issues of immigration and, in turn, how
the work on immigration might be relevant to identity theorizing.

2 Immigration as a Domain for Identity Theory

2.1 A Brief History of Immigration

Historically, the United States has been described as “a nation of immigrants”
(Kennedy 1964), a country whose origin as a nation-state was the work of those
born in other countries (see Miranda and McCarter 2016) (In a recent revisionist act
of the current administration, that phrase been removed from the mission statement
of the U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services). Unrestricted immigration, first
primarily from Great Britain and northern Europe and later from a far broader swath
of countries and regions, contributed significantly to the growth of the United States
in its early years. Those open doors for nearly all immigrants were replaced in the
mid-1920s by more restrictive policies that kept immigration in check until the mid-
1960s, when the enactment of pro-immigration policies effectively re-opened the
doors. In 2016, immigrants represented approximately 14% of the US population (a
figure similar to that of the early 20th century). If the children of immigrants (often
referred to as second-generation immigrants) are included in the calculation, the
figure reaches nearly 25%. As a consequence, a substantial portion of the U.S. pop-
ulation has experience with more than one ethnic identity and often with more than
one national identity in their lifetime. And whereas in the past immigrants tended
to concentrate in what have been termed “gateway cities”, such as New York and
Chicago, immigrant communities now exist throughout the country, in both urban
and rural settings, creating a nationwide sample of multi-ethnic people.
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2.2 What Policies and Demographics Mean for Identity
Theorizing

These policy decisions and demographic realities create a social psychological con-
text that is filled with issues relevant to identity structure and process. First, given the
significant numbers of Americans who have some connection to more than one eth-
nic or national tradition, the possibilities for multiple identities are widespread. The
increasing rates of ethnic/racial intermarriage in the United States (Alba et al. 2018)
also contribute to the number of those who have direct experience with multiple
identities. This growing population creates questions for the validity and interpreta-
tion of the national census and the construction of policy (Bratter 2018; Perlman and
Waters 2002) as well as for the ways in which race and ethnicity are conceptualized
and used in common discourse and self-definition (Hochschild et al. 2012). Even
for those who consider themselves to represent a single ethnicity or nationality, the
increasing presence of other groups can cause a reassessment of the position that
one’s own group holds in the overall hierarchy (Craig and Richeson 2018; Knowles
and Peng 2005). We could add to the current influences the growing popularity of
companies such as 23andMe and Ancestry.com, whose reports often reveal a set
of identity alternatives not previously considered by the person who requested the
assessment (see Roth and Lyon 2018). In sum, many—perhaps even a majority of
U.S. residents—can be said to have multiple ethnic and national identities that they
need to organize in some meaningful way.

For first-generation immigrants, identity multiplicity must be addressed in a con-
text of change. Born in another country with a generally clear conception of their
ethnic and national identity, as well as a social network consistent with and sup-
portive of those identities, immigrants subsequently move to another country with
its possibilities for a new national identity as well as possible challenges to their
existing ethnic identity. There, new identity categories may be imposed, as for exam-
ple when the previous citizen of Haiti or Trinidad becomes simply “black” in the
United States (Waters 1999) or when the label “illegal” is applied, often generalized
beyond particular circumstances to the characteristics of an entire group (Flores and
Schachter 2018). In the new location, structural supports for previous identities are
often lacking and the status hierarchy of groups, and thus one’s position in the soci-
ety, is likely to be different as well. Definitions and meanings of identity developed
in a particular context of norms and practice become to some degree “unmoored”
from their previous structural supports and need to be reformulated and remoored in
the new setting (Ethier and Deaux 1994).

In addition to structural issues of identity configuration, a focus on immigration
also alerts us to the processes involved in the enactment of identity, both with in
groups who share one’s identity and with outgroups who represent different identity
categories (Klein et al. 2007; Wiley and Deaux 2011). Here I shift into the language
of social identity theory, with its emphasis on intergroup relations, as well as to the
interpersonal relations that are affected by group membership. Issues of enactment
and presentation can also be relevant to other theories of identity, however, insofar

http://www.Ancestry.com
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as they speak to role relationships that are established and self-verification activities
that are carried out for the purpose of clarifying the relationship between self and
others. A key issue in several theories is the motivational aspect of this identity work,
wherein people strategically choose occasions and locations to present a preferred
identity to a particular audience.

For both issues ofmultiplicity and of identity performance, context is important—
a position that Thoits (this volume) supports as well. It is common for immigrants,
as well as other multiethnic and biracial people, to encounter situations that vary in
ethnic composition, some that are consistent with the person’s own ethnic identity
and some that represent an “other”. Choices to express ethnicity versus, for example,
a more encompassing national identity, can readily vary between these two situa-
tions. Context can also be defined in broader terms: In the immigration field, we
often refer to the context of reception, pointing to the attitudinal climate that an
immigrant encounters. Contexts of reception can be defined in a variety of ways,
from a macro-level focus on explicit state or national policies on immigration to
more meso-level emphasis on direct contacts between the immigrant and residents
of a community. In both cases, the context can be one that supports the immigrant’s
previously-established identity and/or encourages the acquisition of a newAmerican
identity; alternatively, features of the context can convey rejection of the ethnic iden-
tity and/or hostility toward the acquisition of an American identity. These contrasting
environments have been shown to influence the feelings of belonging, which in turn
are likely to encourage the adoption of an American identity (Huo et al. 2018)

I hope this brief review is convincing in its suggestion that immigration can serve
as a valuable crucible for examining identity-related phenomena. Both “upstream”
issues of formation and definition as well as more “downstream” consequences of
particular identity constellations and choices can be examined from the perspective
of immigration, in ways that will feed back into more comprehensive theorizing
about identity processes in general.

2.3 Developing the Immigration + Identity Story

My recognition of the importance of identity to the immigration story evolved from
a study that preceded my immersion in the immigration literature, but which in
retrospect has a great deal to say about the processes that characterize immigrant
identity. This study (Ethier and Deaux 1994) looked at the identity work that took
place when students in an ethnic minority group entered what was then the primarily
white environment of an Ivy League college. The specific question of interest was
how the ethnic identity of Latinx students (defined by their listing as Hispanic in the
university records)1 might change over the course of their first year in college, as
assessed at three time points (November, February and May).

Considering the sample as awhole, themean level of ethnic identity importance of
the Latinx students did not change over the course of the year. Individually, however,
changes were evident, with some students increasing and others decreasing the rated
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importance of their Hispanic identity. Thus one question of interest for identity
theorizing is how to explain those different reactions within a common environment.

At the initial point of assessment, we observed a strong relationship between the
strength of ethnic identity and the degree of “Hispanic-ness” in the student’s cultural
background, a composite measure defined by the ethnicity of their hometown neigh-
borhood, ethnicity of their high school friends, language spoken in their home, and
the birthplace of their parents. The interdependence of individual identity and social
networks is probably not surprising, given the social psychological framework we
are working with here. More revealing, however, were the patterns of association
evident later in the year. By the end of their first term, the importance of the students’
ethnic identities no longer had a significant connection to the home environment, but
rather ethnic identity was now linked to organizations and people within the college
environment, specifically the ethnicity of college friends and the student’s partic-
ipation in campus Hispanic organizations. Thus, consistent with Stryker’s identity
theorizing, social structures were supportive of identity in both the student’s past and
present experience—albeit different structural features were relevant at the two time
points. More specifically, in terms of the analysis of structures offered by Stryker
et al. (2005), our measures of cultural background and ethnic involvement primarily
tapped what they term the intermediate (e.g., neighborhood and schools) and proxi-
mate (e.g. language spoken at home, friends on campus) levels of structure. Further,
although our study was not designed to differentiate between levels of structure, the
results—particularly those assessing ethnic involvement at college–are consistent
with the conclusion of Stryker and his colleagues that “it is the social structural
variables closer to social relationships per se…that strongly impact commitment”
(Stryker et al. 2005, p. 119). At the same time, these results point to the motivation
of the individual to act on and be selective among the structures that are available:
students were proactively making choices to find the environmental supports and
self-verification that they needed when previously important structures were now
distal. We referred to this process as remooring.

Not all of the students engaged in a remooring process, however. Another impor-
tant part of this story concerns the individual variations within the sample. Two quite
different patterns were evident in the data, which illustrate how students who share
a common identity may manage that identity quite differently. In this case, all of
the students shared a common category membership of Hispanic, defined and rei-
fied in the university records. This demographically shared category was not equally
prominent for the students, however. Some students reported a strong ethnic back-
ground, considered their ethnic identity important, and sought out situations that
could support and promote their ethnicity. These were the students who developed
new Hispanic friends, joined the ethnic organizations, and for whom the impor-
tance of Hispanic identity increased over the course of the year. In contrast were the
students for whom the Hispanic identity was less important. They reported feeling
uncomfortable about being categorized as Hispanic by others and believed that the
labeling implied they were of a lesser status than the more traditional students. It was
these other people who made the Hispanic identity relevant in a way that threatened
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the focal student’s well-being and in turn decreased their already less intense identity
as Hispanic over the course of the year.

This study revealingly points to the interplay of situational/structural factors and
individual choice in the endorsement and enactment of an identity. Within the same
setting, persons who might be thought to share a common identity can choose situa-
tions and people that will verify that identity or they can choose to ignore or contest
an identity that is imposed by others but less valued by themselves.

3 Immigration and Identity: Structure and Process

The Ethier and Deaux (1994) study served as a launching point for my study of
immigration—and in particular, questions of identity that I believe are so central to the
process, when examined from the perspective of the immigrants themselves. Much
research has been conducted in the past 25 years that brings social psychological
thinking to the realm of immigration studies. To show how this work relates, either
explicitly or implicitly, to the concerns of those working on identity theory, I focus
on two general areas of investigation: the multiplicity of identity structures among
immigrants, and the performance and enactment of identity with varying audiences.

This choice mirrors the two-prong analysis of Burke and Stryker (2016), Stryker
and Burke (2000), in which they distinguish between an emphasis on the relationship
of identities to social structures, characteristic of the work of Stryker (see Stryker
et al. 2005), and an emphasis on the subjective processes of identity verification,
long a focus of Burke and his colleagues (see Burke and Stets 2009). As Burke and
Stryker (2016) are quick to note in their demarcation of these two lines of work, not
only do both strands draw on a common Meadian base but both can productively be
brought to bear on a wide range of identity questions and issues. I share this position
with Burke and Stryker (2016), and my account of the two areas will readily show
the fluidity of influence between external structure and internal process.

3.1 Immigration as a Study of Multiple Identities

The assumption that people have multiple identities has been fundamental to most
theories of identity since the idea was articulated by James (1890). Until fairly
recently, investigators accepted this premise and frequently offered a list of iden-
tities that were most common, but then went on to study identities one at a time,
putting aside some of the challenging issues of just when and how identities might
be combined (Burke and Stryker 2016). Such a strategy can be productive, particu-
larly if the two or more identities in question are linked to quite different networks
and agenda. Yet identities often overlap, both existing within the same network or
both being called upon in a single situation. Stryker (2000) raised this issue in his
discussion of participation in collective movements, pointing to a number of ways
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in which identities might overlap and their possible consequences for commitment
to social movement participation or nonparticipation. Burke and Stryker (2016) also
suggest questions that can be addressed concerning the structural conditions and
internal workings of multiple identities.

Immigration is an ideal testing ground for examining identity multiplicity, both as
a structural issue and as a critical series of points in time for change and reformulation
of identity patterns. For the immigrant, questions of defining identities, contemplat-
ing the compatibility or incompatibility of those various identities, and considering
changes in identity structure are almost inevitable. Most immigrants arrive in their
destination country with a firm sense of their national and ethnic identity (which may
be virtually identical or distinct from one another, depending on the diversity and
social stratification system in the country of origin). Religion may also be a promi-
nent identity, sometimes closely linked to the national identity. Work by Verkuyten
and Yildiz (2007), for example, has found that Turkish and Muslim identities are
highly correlated in Dutch immigrant samples. Once the immigrant is settled in the
destination country, a new national identity becomes an option. Existing identities,
such as ethnicity and religion, often continue to be central to the immigrant, but at the
same time, the meaning and acceptability of those identities may be subject to new
challenges, and new networks of support need to be established. As a consequence,
the immigrant’s identity structure may be redefined in light of the new conditions,
traditions, and norms.

The compatibility of the ethnic identity of origin and the new national identity
is highly variable. In part, it depends on the country in question. In longstanding
immigrant-receiving countries, such as the United States and Canada, correlations
between the two often hover around zero and in some cases are even slightly posi-
tive. Inmore traditional European countries, in contrast, where immigration is amore
recent phenomenon, negative correlations between the two identities are typically
reported. Thus Verkuyten andYildiz (2007), for example, found that both the Turkish
and the Muslim identity had significant negative correlations with a Dutch identity
for Turkish immigrants in the Netherlands. Considering European countries more
broadly, Fleischmann and Phalet (2016) showed that the compatibility of ethnic,
religious and national identities varied not only between countries, but within coun-
tries as well, where the city of residence (and the immigrant’s identification with that
city) made a difference. These and other studies point convincingly to the climate of
reception on the part of the country’s (and the city’s) residents as a major influence
on the composition of immigrants’ multiple identities, as that climate varies from
perceived discrimination against a particular ethnic or religious immigrant group to
a welcoming attitude that encourages incorporation and adoption of a new national
identity.

Ethnic and national identity may have a peaceful coexistence, with each defined
quite separately and having different degrees of importance and levels of prominence
in the hierarchy. Another possibility, however, is for a merged identity to form,
typically represented as a hyphenated category, for example, Mexican American
or Irish American. Recent studies point to the distinctive status of this combined
identity, with different relationships to the contributing components. In a series of
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studies in Germany (Martiny et al. 2017), for example, adolescent Turkish-origin
immigrants were found to identify to varying degrees with an identity as Turkish
and as German, as well as with a dual identity as German-Turkish. Interestingly,
the dual identity was positively correlated with the national identity as German,
but was negatively correlated with the Turkish ethnic identity. Our understanding of
these ethnic/national identities should be considered awork in progress. Longitudinal
studies that can both identify the sequence of acquisition of separate national and
dual identities and assess the stability of the identity structure will be important for
future theoretical development.

In addition to the availability of a new national identity, other ethnic identities
may also emerge for the immigrant who settles in a new country. An immigrant to
the United States from an AfroCaribbean country, for example, is likely to encounter
and often be assigned by others to the more generic category of Black American.
Decisions as to whether to incorporate that identity are often complicated for the
AfroCaribbean immigrant, as they involve issues of status, history and culture, and
social networks (Vickerman 2001; Waters 1994, 1999). Research generally shows
that second-generation immigrants from the Caribbean, that is, the children of immi-
grants, are more likely to endorse an African American identity than are the first-
generation, but that shift is by no means universal (Deaux 2006; Waters 1994). And
although incorporating the American-based identity may suggest positive accultur-
ation, it also brings negative status implications with it, often to the detriment of the
individual (see Deaux et al. 2007).

Panethnic identities are another option for immigrants from Latin American and
from Asia, often reinforced by bureaucratic forms with forced-choice categories for
identifying one’s ethnic heritage. Immigrants from Guatemala, Honduras and Mex-
ico, for example, may quickly find themselves categorized as a generic Hispanic (a
term officially adopted by the U.S. Bureau of Census in 1980) or Latinx. A simi-
lar pattern holds true for immigrants from countries as diverse as China, Vietnam,
and Korea, who are grouped together as Asian Americans. Although these immi-
grants often continue to think of themselves in terms of their national origin and its
distinctive cultural traditions, the generic term Asian has become “institutionalized
and…taken for granted in everyday interactions (Okamoto 2014, 48).

Immigrants may decide to identify with both their ethnicity of origin and the
panethnic grouping offered in the new environment, perhaps assigning them differ-
ent levels of importance/prominence and finding them relevant in different situations.
More than just reacting to the lack of awareness by others of their distinct cultural
traditions, Hispanic and Asian groups can use the panethnic umbrella identity to
combine efforts in building organizations and institutions that can have greater polit-
ical effectiveness than those based in any single ethnic group (Mora 2014; Okamoto
2014).

Less often considered are the changes that immigrationmay evoke in the identities
of the native-born residents of the receiving country. And yet, though perhaps less
tied to specific events such as a transposition from one country to another, residents
can feel compelled to redefine their own identity and position in the social structure
as a result of the societal changes around them. In this case, the issue is less one of
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multiple identities than of changes in the meaning or the importance/prominence of
a single identity, but issues of identity structure are still relevant.

In particular, the nature of white identity has become a recent topic of interest,
undoubtedly stimulated in part by the contemporary political climate. In past years,
it was assumed, and often supported by research, that white Americans did not have
a strong white identity (McDermott and Samson 2005). Little more than a decade
ago, Sears and Salavei asserted that “Whites’ whiteness is usually likely to be no
more noteworthy to them than breathing the air around them” (2006, p. 901). Yet in
today’s climate, whiteness appears to be increasingly important to a growing number
of people: more than a third of White Americans in a recent survey reported that
their white identity was very important to them (Hartmann et al. 2009; see also Hunt,
this volume). Increased diversity in communities appears to be one of the factors
contributing to white identity, as the strength of white identity has been shown to be
positively correlated with the percentage of non-white persons in the respondent’s
home county (Knowles and Peng 2005). Size of the racial minority population in
the local environment also increases White’s beliefs that their group is subject to
discrimination, as does information that the percentage of racial minorities in the
country as a whole is increasing (Craig and Richeson 2018).

Endorsement ofwhite identity is also predictive of a range of race-related attitudes.
For example, a stronger white identity is associated with beliefs that affirmative
action is a zero-sum gamewith negative consequences for whites (Hunt, this volume)
and with a greater tendency to exclude racially ambiguous faces from the white
ingroup (Knowles andPeng 2005).Analyses of political attitudes and voting behavior
in the most recent U.S. presidential election also point to a link between white
identity and candidate preference (Knowles and Tropp 2016; Major et al. 2016). All
of these findings underscore the influence of societal context on identity formation
and definition.

Immigration has proved to be fertile ground for discussions of multiple identities.
Yet many questions remain, and the further exploration of those questions could be
productive for students of identity theory. One question, for example, is how impor-
tant national and ethnic identities are, relative to other identities a person might hold.
What is their prominence in the identity hierarchy? And how does the surround-
ing social structure influence the adoption and positioning of a particular identity?
As Fleishchmann and Phalet (2016) observed, commitment to ethnic, religious, and
civic identities, as well as the viability of combining the identities, varied across and
within European countries. Would you find similar variation in the United States
as a function, for example, of red state/blue state differences in political attitudes?
And how much, if any, does the position and combination of those identities change
over time? For immigrants, the acquisition of a new national identity, either alone
or in some combined form with an ethnic identity (e.g., Chinese American), almost
certainly occurs gradually over time, and more study of those developmental pro-
cesses would certainly be useful (see also Feliciano and Rumbaut 2018; Froehlich
et al. 2020). A more complicated analysis might consider the age of the immigrant in
conjunction with changes in the political climate, investigating whether there is, for
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example, some critical period for responding to external events by changing some
aspects of one’s identity pattern (see Stewart and Healy 1989).

Another line of questioning might concern the meanings of these identities.When
identities combine, as in a joint ethnic/national identity like Mexican American or
ChineseAmerican,what features of the combined identity overlapwith features of the
two previously independent identity categories? Are these conjoint categories simply
additive in terms of their defining characteristics? Or does the combined category
have emergent properties that are unique to the combination and not associated with
either of the component identities? Some preliminary work suggests the latter (see
Hopkins 2011), but more evidence and more detail is needed to clearly resolve the
issue. These kinds of questions call for more qualitative work on identity definition
and characterization—work that goes beyond the scaled dimensions that so many
of us rely on, but that may be essential to bring out the meanings and emotional
content of the identities that a person considers self-descriptive. Showing the value
of this approach, Finch and Stryker (this volume) provide one fascinating example
of how a work and an ethnic identity can be combined in their interviews with Latinx
attorneys in U.S. border courts.

A third line of research that could be relevant for identity theory would be a closer
look at the role relationships that support and reinforce a particular ethnic or national
identity. Although these identities are, in the way that I have been using them, most
aligned with the groups and categories of social identity theory, they almost certainly
implicate role relationships with others who similarly claim the identity in question
(see Deaux and Martin 2003). Thus to be Korean, for example, typically involves
not only a set of cultural assumptions and traditions that are potentially shared by
all other Koreans, but is also relevant to one’s interactions with specific Koreans
with whom one has some established relationship. Determining the distinctiveness
or overlap between the category-defined identity and the role-defined identity might
be profitably pursued in the immigration realm.

A related line of researchwould involve exploring the social networks that support
various ethnic and national identity combinations. The social network(s) of a Korean
immigrant who develops a Korean American identity, for example, is likely to differ
from that of immigrants who continue to think of themselves in ethnic terms alone.
Would theKoreanAmerican network simply be a subset of the previously established
Korean network, or would the newly evolving identity require a newly constructed
network of support? Some investigators have begun to explore patterns of networks
with immigrant populations (Mok et al. 2007; Repke and Benet-Martínez 2018), but
much more work is needed.

3.2 Immigration as a Study of Identity Performance

The preceding section has focused on the structural aspects of identity, as they are
implicated in immigration research and as they can speak to some of the issues
that are central to identity theory as Stryker developed it over the years. However,
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research on immigrant identity can relate equally well to the line of thinking that
is more closely aligned to the interactional tradition of identity theorizing (McCall
and Simmons 1978; see also Burke and Stryker 2016; Stets and Serpe 2013). Within
psychology, these issues are generally discussed in terms of identity presentation
or identity performance (Klein et al. 2007; Wiley and Deaux 2011). The questions
here concern not only a role relationship in which a particular identity presentation
is expected, but also the strategic presentations that the person makes, sometimes to
affirm the expected identity but at other times to offer an alternative to an identity
assumed by the intended audience.

As defined by Klein, Spears and Reicher, identity performance is “the purpose-
ful expression (or suppression) of behaviors relevant to those norms conventionally
associated with a salient social identity” (2007, 3). Embedded in this definition is the
assumption that identity performance is both motivated and strategic. Identity pre-
sentation or identity performance (and I use those terms interchangeably) involves
some of the self-verification processes theorized and empirically demonstrated by
Burke and his associates (see Burke and Stets 2009). In addition, however, identity
performance suggests a more explicit consideration of the strategic value of pri-
oritizing a particular identity to achieve a particular goal in a particular situation.
Assuming that people can choose from among several identities in their repertoire, it
is then possible for them to select not necessarily the identity that is most important
to them (i.e., prominent in the hierarchy), nor even the one that is most salient based
on past behavior in similar situations, but rather one that best serves their purpose
in achieving the goals they have for the situation at hand. Drawing from the work of
Brenner et al. (2014), one might expect these motivationally-based presentations to
bemore likelywhen an identity is less obligatory and enactment allows the individual
more choice.

Building on theKlein et al. (2007)work,Wiley andDeaux (2011) specifically con-
sider the case of bicultural identity performance, as it is experienced and negotiated
by immigrants and other multicultural individuals. This conceptual model, shown in
Fig. 1, hones in specifically on the interpersonal experience, as it is shaped by group
memberships. As such, it is a model designed to operate at the meso level of analysis,
as referred to in the opening of this chapter. In the model, identity performance is
influenced first by features of the identity in question: its importance, the meanings
associated with it, and the degree to which the identity is socially embedded in a
network. Visibility of the identity also influences identity performance: to the degree
that an identity is visible to the audience, as is often the case with ethnic identities, a
personmay have less flexibility in choosing and performing an identity other than the
one assumed by the observer. As just one example, a recent study of Mexican immi-
grants in Philadelphia and Atlanta found that skin color was a significant predictor of
the likelihood that these immigrants identified with being American (Jones-Correa
et al. 2018). Presumably the degree to which they were “not white” influenced their
own perception of a lack of fit with the American identity as well as the attitudes that
they believed others to have.

Work by Sapna Cheryan and her associates illustrates the ways in which the vis-
ibility of ethnic markers and the expectations of the audience about characteristics
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•Motivations to present identities 
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•Elements of identification
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Fig. 1 A model of bicultural identity performance. From Wiley and Deaux (2011). Copyright
statement © 2011 Blackwell Publishing Ltd except for editorial material and organization. © 2011
Assaad E. Azzi, Xenia Chryssochoou, Bert Klandermans, and Bernd Simon. All right reserved

associated with that ethnicity can affect identity expression. In a field experiment,
U.S.-born students of Asian descent, when approached on campus by an interviewer
who asked if they could speak English, reacted negatively to what they regarded
as a mistaken identity attribution. Subsequently they were more likely to endorse
their American identity than were students who were approached in a more neutral
manner (Cheryan and Monin 2005). In a further demonstration of identity presenta-
tion,Asian-descent individuals indicated stronger preferences for typicallyAmerican
food when others assumed they were immigrants rather than U.S.-born (Guendel-
man et al. 2011). Interestingly, an overweight Asian is in fact judged by others as
more American than is a normal-weight Asian (Hendron et al. 2017), suggesting the
utility of eating American food as a successful identity presentation strategy—if not
a beneficial health strategy!

Hopkins and Greenwood (2013) offer another view of the identity presentation
process in their study of British Muslim women. A major focus of their work was
the ways in which wearing the traditional Muslim hijab served the women’s purpose
of presenting an identity choice to others, even though the women recognized that
their choice might affect the audience’s attitude toward them in unfavorable ways. At
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the same time, while clearly presenting a Muslim identity, many of the women they
interviewed described interactions in which they were also conscious of bringing
their British identity to the fore, as, for example, by speaking with the British or
Scottish accent of their residence. In other work, Hopkins (2011) has shown how
British Muslims will assert their national identity as British while at the same time
conveying a belief in the heterogeneity of that identity, in such a way that their own
religious practices can live comfortablywithin the national British identity. Similarly,
when characterizing their Muslim identity, they described a uniquely British way to
be Muslim, allowing themselves to hold both identities without feeling a need to
choose between them. As suggested earlier, qualitative investigations of identity
content may provide valuable new information on how identities are defined and
maintained.

Immigrants typically encounter a variety of audiences for their identity presenta-
tions, who are likely to vary in their expectations for and acceptance of a particular
identity. Family and neighborhood may encourage the expression of an ethnic iden-
tity; diversified work settings may be an occasion for expressing a national identity
consistent with the country of residence. As Thoits (this volume) also argues, audi-
ence matters, and the degree to which a particular audience accepts or rejects an
identity performance can in turn impact future choices that the immigrant makes,
in terms of which identity to present and which audience to choose for that perfor-
mance. Far from being an unconstrained identity preference, an immigrant identity
is critically influenced by both the general climate of reception and the numerous
individual identity interactions that occur in day-to-day community life.

As is the case with the work on multiple identities, research on identity presenta-
tion also raises questions that can be of interest to identity theorists. We have much
more to learn, for example, about people’s choices of venues for identity expres-
sion. Self-verification, defined as a consistency between the meanings attributed to
an individual by others and the meanings one attributes to the self (Burke and Stets
2009), has been a key issue in identity theory. These processes might be assumed to
be particularly important in the early stages of acquiring a new identity, for example,
as an immigrant attempts to assume a national identity and gain recognition for and
acceptance of it.

What happens if an identity (or an incipient identity) is not verified by a chosen
audience? Stets and her colleagues (this volume) explore people’s responses to feed-
back that either verifies or fails to verify identity–in their study, the person identity
of dominance. Their findings suggest that people will behaviorally resist inconsis-
tent feedback as well as gradually shift their cognitive definitions in the direction of
the feedback they have received. Would these findings generalize to other types of
identities, such as those based on roles or those linked closely to well-defined social
networks? Do identities that have deep roots and long traditions respond differently
to non-verifying audiences than those that are still being formulated? And what hap-
pens when there are two audiences to be tested for verification, whose reactions to
the person’s identity presentation differ in degree or kind? Consider, for example,
an immigrant looking for verification both from the ethnic community and from the
more generic national community as a new national identity is being developed. Are
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both audiences likely to verify this identity? These are the kinds of complications
that are difficult to avoid when applying identity theory to the immigrant experience.
Yet as challenging as they may be for designing informative research, they can also
offer a unique testing ground for some theoretically important questions.

Klein and his colleagues propose that identity performance serves two basic func-
tions. In addition towhat they term the identity consolidation function,which includes
processes such as self-verification that serve to affirm or strengthen an identity, they
suggest that some identity performances can serve a mobilization function (Klein
et al. 2007). Here the goal is to enhance the status of one’s group or to achieve
political goals that will benefit others as well as oneself (Klein et al. 2007; Wiley
et al. 2014). One can think of this motivation being central when, for example, immi-
grants join together to advance a political agenda, possibly redefining or expanding
the meaning of the identity to themselves at the same time as they are attempting to
have the identity recognized by others.

In sum, questions about the presentation and performance of an identity, like
questions about the structure of multiple identities, can be fruitfully explored in the
domain of immigrant identity, with the potential for both learning and understanding
more about the immigrant experience as well as extending the application of identity
theorizing—and perhaps enriching some aspects of the theories as well.

3.3 The Interaction of Structure and Process

Although I have separated the discussion of identity structure and identity presenta-
tion processes in order to highlight some of the key issues for each, the separation
is artificial in so many respects. In immigration, as in so many others areas of social
life, it is impossible to talk about the self without also talking about society (Mead
1934). Thus, throughout the immigration process, there is an interplay between the
person and the societal structures, between individual beliefs and the actions and
reactions of others. Immigrants come with aspirations and expectations; contexts of
reception and legal practices can shape their experiences, define their opportunity
structures, and encourage or thwart their identity goals.

Beliefs and practices concerning documentation and illegality in the United States
today effectively illustrate the ways in which structure and process are intertwined
for immigrant identity. The definition of legal status has been altered many times in
U.S. history, subject to changing tides of political opinion and demographic flow.
Co-existing with its legal definitions are social representations of what it means
to be illegal and who is most likely to occupy that position in any given period.
Recent studies of the stereotypes of immigrants (Greenwood et al. 2019) show that
undocumented immigrants are viewed less favorably than other legal categories; at
the same time, impressions of the undocumented immigrant are more similar to a
generic immigrant category than any of the other legal status conditions included
in the study (e.g., documented, asylum seeker). Other research has shown that the
attribution of illegality is differentially applied to immigrant groups: national origin,
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social class and criminal background all affect how likely non-Hispanic white U.S.
respondents are to believe that an immigrant is undocumented (Flores and Schachter
2018). These data speak directly to the societal policies, the climate of reception, and
to those features of the audience noted in Fig. 1. The impact of these factors on the
identity-related behaviors of immigrants themselves is vividly described byMenjívar
andLakhani (2016). In an attempt to achieve a desired legal status, immigrants engage
in activities in both personal and civic spheres that in turn shape their values and self-
concepts, redefining some identities and sometimes leading to the acquisition of new
roles and identities in the process (e.g., spouse, member of the military, political
activist). In all of these examples, both structural and process factors need to be
invoked.

Not only does immigration provide a wealth of opportunities for studying the
interplay of structure and process, but it also highlights the importance of consid-
ering change. The immigrant experience is inherently a dynamic process in which
people change, and often structures change as well. The move from one country
to another is in itself a discrete event (though one typically accompanied by con-
siderable preparation), but the psychological work of the immigrant is an ongoing
process in which particular identities can shift in importance/prominence, networks
that support an identity are likely to change, and larger political forces often neces-
sitate the reassessment and adjustment of choices previously made. Official policies
can change the ground rules for immigrant incorporation; political winds can change
in ways that alter the climate of reception and the nature of social interactions. These
dynamic processes are integral to the immigration phenomena.

Thus, my approach to studying immigration from a social psychological perspec-
tive requires a consideration of both structure and process and an incorporation of
multiple levels of analysis. Both the country of origin and the country of reception
are characterized by a set of institutions and systems, networks, and norms that set
parameters and define opportunity structures for identity development and expres-
sion. Within these structural domains, including the transport of norms and assump-
tions from one domain to another, immigrants engage in identity work, seeking
to define themselves within their community and the larger nation-state. Multiple
levels of analysis are needed to get a full picture of processes; multiple methods
are needed as well. With the continuing movement of people from one country to
another, throughout the world and under a variety of circumstances, the possibilities
for identity theorizing and research are boundless and the payoffs likely to be so
rewarding.

Endnotes

1. The alternating use of Latinx and Hispanic reflects a change in common usage
over the two and a half decades since the study was conducted. In the ques-
tionnaires that students completed, Hispanic was the term used, chosen to be
inclusive of different national/ethnic identities represented in the sample.
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process model and symbolic interactionism, discrepancy theory, and literature on
identity-relevant events, we hypothesize that discrepancies in the meanings attached
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1 Introduction

The stress process model (Pearlin et al. 1981; Pearlin and Bireman 2013) has been
one of the main ways social scientists have linked stressful life events and traumas to
people’s well-being, particularly for mental health (Adams et al. 2002; Aneshensel
2009; Folkman et al. 1986; Lazarus and Folkman 1984; Lin and Ensel 1989; Thoits
2010;Wheaton et al. 2013). An equally important, but less often used, perspective on
stress and health has developed using identity theory (Burke 1991; Burke and Stets
2009; Marcussen and Large 2003; Marcussen et al. 2004; Stets and Burke 2005;
Thoits 2012; 2013). Some have argued that the stress process model can be expanded
and better specified by incorporating identity theory, and more broadly symbolic
interactionism, into its explanatory framework (McLeod 2012; Thoits 1991; 1995).
This chapter offers one possible way to link identity theory to the stress process
model by assessing the meanings people assign to normative and counter-normative
social roles (Long 2016), and the discrepancies in meanings people give to specific
identities.

As Thoits (1991) notes, the link between stressful events and psychological health
is not as strong as theory would predict, nor is the relationship straightforward. For
example, research shows that, although between 50 and 90% of people living in the
United States experience at least one lifetime trauma (e.g., been shot at, childhood
sexual or physical abuse, surviving a riot or earthquake) that puts them at risk for
psychological disorders (Breslau et al. 2004; Norris et al. 2002), relatively few go on
to suffer mental health problems. Several factors help explain this weak association
and motivate our research.

First, as noted by the stress process model, many people have social and psycho-
logical resources, including self-esteem, a sense of mastery and social support, that
mitigate the negative effects of stress on psychological health (Pearlin and Bireman
2013; Wheaton et al. 2013). Second, not all negative events are relevant to the iden-
tity and self-definitions of the person experiencing them (Thoits 1991; 1995). Thoits
(1991) refers to these more “important” experiences as identity-relevant events. To
give one example, in a series of studies about the impact of marriage and divorce on
both psychological well-being and distress, Simon (Simon 1997; Simon and Mar-
cussen 1999), found that those persons who valued getting married benefitted more
in their psychological health from getting married, compared to those who did not
value marriage as highly. Further, those who valued marriage more highly experi-
enced greater psychological harm in the event of divorce. In other words, negative
life events that affect important or salient identities may have a greater impact on
psychological and physical health than do events that affect less important or salient
identities.

Third, the stress processmodel needs to be better specified.McLeod (2012) argued
that integrating symbolic interactionism with the stress process model would allow
for a more accurate reflection of the links from larger social context to proximate life
experiences, and ultimately, to personal meaning and well-being outcomes. Part of
her theoretical development focuses on how people negotiate the meaning of certain
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events with others when coming to an understanding of how the events should be
interpreted and the relevance theywill have for individual well-being (McLeod 2012,
Figure 2). More specifically, meaning negotiation occurs between people’s objective
life circumstances (exposure to stressors) and subjective life circumstances (inter-
pretations of objective circumstances and personal meanings) which influence how
stressful objective circumstances are experienced and interpreted. Understanding
these interpretations is critical for explaining why some stressful events have a large
impact on well-being, while others are much less impactful.

Larger social context also affects this meaning negotiating process, linking micro
processes with macro-societal change. For instance, following a sample of people
exposed to the Three-Mile IslandNuclear Power Plant disaster for four years, Bromet
et al. (1990) concluded that all study participants had high distress levels just after
the disaster, but that, except for a few sub-groups, distress diminished over time. One
of these more exceptional subgroups were mothers with young children at the time
of exposure to an unknown level of radiation. Years later, these mothers were still
weighed down by the traumatic event because of their concerns about their children’s
health. Bromet and her colleagues (Adams et al. 2011; Taormina et al. 2008) report
similar findings for mothers of young children living near the Chernobyl Nuclear
Power Plant when it exploded in 1985. Women with children who were not living
near the Chernobyl Plant were much less distressed by this disaster, even though
most data showed few health differences between the two sets of children (Bromet
et al. 2011). We suggest that the identity-relevant meanings mothers attached to the
event differed for these two groups. The mothers who lived near the power plant
perceived the Chernobyl Disaster as a greater threat to their children and themselves,
resulting in higher distress (Adams et al. 2011). For these mothers, the meanings of
the event and its relevance to their identities as mothers were intimately intertwined.

In this chapter, we combineMcLeod’s (2012) theoretical integration of stress pro-
cess and symbolic interactionism with Thoits’ (1995) discussion of identity-relevant
events. Additionally, we include theoretical arguments from identity discrepancy
theory developed by Burke and colleagues and Marcussen and colleagues (Burke
1991; Burke and Stets 2009; Stets and Burke 2005; Large and Marcussen 2000;
Marcussen and Large 2003; Marcussen 2006) to develop a model about how the
consequences of stressful events are influenced by variability in resources, identity-
relevance, and meaning attribution by those experiencing the events. All researchers
operating within an identity discrepancy perspective presume that, when enacting an
identity, people seek information from others (reflected appraisals) about whether
or not their performance matches the social and cultural expectations for the iden-
tity in that situation. Reflected appraisals from others that verify the match between
identity performance and normative expectations result in positive emotions and
better psychological well-being. But large discrepancies between performance and
reflected appraisals typically will result in negative emotions and worse psycho-
logical well-being (Burke and Stets 1999; Cast and Welch 2015; Kalkhoff et al.
2016; Marcussen and Large 2003; Marcussen et al. 2004). Recent research focusing
on the consequences of identity discrepancy has advanced knowledge by showing
that discrepancies in expected behavior do trigger negative emotions and poorer
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psychological well-being (Marcussen and Large 2003; Stets and Trettevik 2014).
We advance knowledge still further by examining discrepancies between meanings
assigned to normative versus counter-normative identities.

2 Identity Theory and Stress

To elaborate, Identity Theory begins with Mead’s view that the individual and soci-
ety mutually constitute one another (Stryker 1968; 2008). For Identity Theorists,
however, Mead did not adequately specify a theory allowing hypothesis genera-
tion, predictions, or quantitative assessment of those hypotheses (Burke and Stets
2009; Serpe and Stryker 2011; Stryker 2002 [1980]; 2008; Stryker and Serpe 1982).
Stryker’s theoretical task was to develop a quantitatively testable perspective, which
he termed structural symbolic interactionism (Serpe and Stryker 2011; Stryker 2008).
Based on this interpretation of Mead’s work, Identity Theory assumes that humans
are born into a stratified social system of social hierarchy, with social roles that have
rights, duties, and behaviora; expectations attached to them. The basic logic is that
society affects self-definitions, which affect behavior. As originally conceptualized,
identity theory’s core concepts are commitment, identities, salience, and behavior
(Serpe and Stryker 2011; Stets and Serpe 2013). Identities are self-definitions, under-
standings, and meanings that people use to answer the question, “Who am I?” and
are motivational in that people seek to meet the behavioral expectations associated
with their identities (Stryker 2008).

Since a person can have many identities, identity theory further argues that they
are arranged in a salience hierarchy. Identities higher in the hierarchy are more
likely to be enacted across situations and meeting the expectations of one’s identity
motivates behavior (Burke and Reitzes 1981; Burke and Stets 2009; Stets and Serpe
2013). Salience, in turn, is influenced by the number of social ties one has to others
due to holding an identity, and reflects a person’s place in their social network, and
ultimately, their place in society’s social structure. The more numerous the social ties
to an identity (called commitment in identity theory), the higher that identity will be
in the person’s hierarchy.

Twofinal concepts to keep inmind aswedevelop ourmodel beloware the concepts
of discrepancy and identity verification. Beginning with the work of Burke (1991),
Identity Theory argues that people seek information from others about how well
they meet the social expectations of their identity. Like Cooley’s “looking-glass
self” (Cooley 1902), identity verification occurs through a feedback system where
the person uses their others to assess how well they meet the expectations of a
particular identity. If there is a discrepancy between the expectations of the identity
and the person’s behavior, the person will experience stress and work behaviorally
to reduce that discrepancy (Burke and Stets 2009; Cast and Welch 2015). Most of
the work examining the sources of discrepancies and their consequences focus on
reflected appraisals by specific others of role behavior. As noted above, we focus
on the discrepancies in the meaning people have for an identity compared to the
meaning society more generally has for that identity.
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3 Discrepancies in Meaning

Like Identity Theory, a number of sociological and social psychological theories
discuss discrepancies between social expectations and actual behavior (Burke and
Stets 2009; Grandey and Gabriel 2015; Heise 1979; Hulsheger and Schewe 2011;
Marcussen and Gallagher 2017; Robinson et al. 2006). Many of these theoretical
writings based on Identity Theory focus on role expectations, behavior, and the
use of others (real and imagined) to make assessments about how well we meet
social expectations. A similar argument can be found in the literature on emotion
regulation. Social situations, especially in the work setting, call for the display of
certain emotions as part of the job (Hochschild 1979; 1983). Research consistently
shows that discrepancies between these feeling rules and actual feelings are stressful
if the person must engage in various strategies to bring felt emotions and proscribed
emotions into alignment (Hulsheger and Schewe 2011).

We follow this line of research but extend it by looking at the meanings peo-
ple attach to their identities and assess those meanings relative to the meanings
attached to those identities by larger society (i.e., “people in general’) or what Mead
(1934) refers to as the Generalized Other. The use of feedback is, as Maines (1977)
notes, very compatible with Mead’s formulation of how people negotiate meanings
through social interaction and perceived evaluations of behavior. The evaluations can
come from oneself (self-view), specific others like family members, friends, and co-
workers (reflective appraisals), or the larger society (Generalized Other) (Burke and
Stets 2009). Therefore, keep in mind that we are assessing negotiations in meanings
attached to an identity relative to the generalized other.

4 Why Normative and Counter-Normative Identities?

As numerous others have noted, most research on specific identities has focused on
normative ones such as father, teacher, parent, worker, and daughter (Long 2016,
2017; Markowski and Serpe 2018; Stets and Serpe 2013). This focus is supported
by literature on the types of roles people in a particular society are expected to
acquire as they move through the life course (Jackson 2004). Specifically, while the
sequence of acquiring certain identities (e.g., student, worker, spouse, parent) may
differ across subgroups, all of these identities are evaluated positively. That is, they
are considered normative. People occupying these identities are seen in a positive
light, resulting in better psychological functioning. Many other identities, including
some role, social or group, and personal identities (e.g., teacher, veteran,White,male,
religious, moral, happy, assertive), are also evaluated positively in the contemporary
United States (Stets and Serpe 2013).

More recently, changes in the economy and life course have led to a larger percent-
age of people who remain single, childless, and out of the labor force well into their
late twenties, due to extended time in school and other social factors (Arnett 2000;
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Arnett et al. 2014; Bureau of Labor Statistics 2018; Fry 2017; Fry et al. 2018). In
terms of social expectations, remaining single, not becoming a parent, and not work-
ing (single, childless, not employed) are seen as counter-normative identities, and
those occupying these identities havebeen stigmatized (Long2016; 2017;Markowski
and Serpe, 2018). Counter-normative identities deviate from social norms and are
defined as “inappropriate” (Long 2016).

From an identity theory perspective, normative identities are more likely to be
highly valued and enacted across situations, i.e., have high identity salience. Counter-
normative identities are less likely to be high in a person’s salience hierarchy and less
likely to be enacted across settings and situations. In short, normative identities should
impact behavior and well-being substantially, due to their salience and prominence
(how important the identity is to the person’s self-concept), while counter-normative
identities should have less impact on behavior and well-being because they are lower
in salience and prominence. In their study of the normative and counter-normative
identity pairings of parent-childless and spouse-single, Markowski and Serpe (2018)
found that both identity salience and identity prominence are positively associated
with self-worth, efficacy, and feelings of authenticity, but only for people holding
the normative identities of parent and spouse.

5 Conceptual Model

To recapitulate, we integrate theoretical ideas from McLeod (2012), Thoits (1991,
1995) and others (Burke 1991; Burke and Stets 2009; Marcussen and Large 2003;
Markowski andSerpe 2018)with the stress processmodel (Pearlin et al. 1981; Pearlin
andBireman 2013) to select variables and their causal ordering in our own conceptual
model. We present our model in Fig. 1.

As with all models grounded in the stress process model, we focus on psycho-
logical distress (depression and anxiety) as our ultimate dependent variable. We
also include the psychological resources of identity-specific self-esteem and mas-
tery. Within the Stress Process Model, these are mediating explanatory factors that
reduce the impact of stressful events on psychological distress (Pearlin et al. 1981;
Wheaton et al. 2013). Combining ideas from identity theory and stress process, our
model includes social connectedness as a potential explanatory factor. Again, social
connections, or social support, are resources a person can use to meet the challenge
of stressful events. For this study, social connectedness is operationalized as connec-
tions to others who are relevant to the identity under consideration. This is referred
to as commitment in identity theory terms (Stets and Serpe 2013; Stryker 2008;
Yarrison 2016).

In our conceptual model (Fig. 1), Identity meaning discrepancy captures
McLeod’s idea of meaning negotiation between objective and subjective life circum-
stances, in which she considers this meaning negotiation process to be a potential
source of stress. Here, we argue that people in a social network negotiate meanings
attached to a particular identity via reflected appraisals. As we view it, meaning
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Fig. 1 Conceptual model integrating identity meaning discrepancy into the stress process model

negotiation is between the individual and “society,” or what Mead (1934) called the
generalized other. Following discrepancy theory (Marcussen and Gallagher 2017;
Marcussen and Large 2003) and identity theory (Burke 1991), we argue that discrep-
ancies between the meanings a person attaches to an identity, such as being a parent
or being childless, and the meanings they perceive society as a whole attaches to
those identities can be more or less stressful.

Discrepancies in identity meanings occur when a person’s perception of how
society in general (Generalized Other) evaluates an identity, is either lower or higher
than their self-evaluation of the identity. Both conditions could create distress (Burke
1991; Burke and Stets 2009; Stets and Serpe 2013). When a person evaluates their
identity more positively than their perceived level of evaluation by society in gen-
eral, the discrepancy is negative. In this case, however, the discrepancy may not be
stressful because the person feels like they are over-evaluating their identity. When
a person evaluates their identity less positively than their perceived level of evalua-
tion by society in general, the discrepancy is positive.1 In this case, the discrepancy
may be more stressful because the person feels like they are under-evaluating their
identity. Either positively or negatively, the person perceives a discrepancy in their
self-evaluation of the identity (the meanings they attach to the identity) and society’s
evaluation of the identity. Thus, our conceptualization of discrepancies and their
impact is linear, ranging from less stressful (when the discrepancy is negative) to
more stressful (when the discrepancy is positive).
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6 Hypotheses

We assess meanings attached to two normative identities (parent and work) and their
counter-normative alternatives (childless and not employed). We argue that large
discrepancies in meanings attached to these identities are more relevant to people
with normative identities, compared to those with counter-normative identities. If
this is so, the implications of the theoretical work done by Thoits (Thoits 1991;
1995) and others (Burke 1991; Marcussen and Large 2003; Markowski and Serpe
2018; Burke and Stets 2009) are that (1) the perceived evaluation of the meanings
that society in general has about the two normative and counter-normative identity
pairs as well as, (2) the associated stress of disconfirming meanings should have
greater significance for those participants who hold normative identities (parent and
worker). Disconfirming meanings should have little relevance for people located in
counter-normative identities (childless and not working).

More specifically—and consistent with the implications of prior theoretical devel-
opment and our discussion above—we hypothesize that discrepancies between the
self-evaluation of meanings parents and workers give to the identities, compared
to the perceived evaluation of meanings that society in general gives to the identi-
ties, will have greater impact on individuals’ mental health, compared to discrepan-
cies in meanings childless and non-working people have for these identities. Addi-
tionally, we predict that there will be a positive relationship between discrepancies
and poor psychological health, with negative discrepancies associated with better
well-being and positive discrepancies associated with poorer well-being. We test
these hypothesized relationships using survey data and structural equation modeling
(SEM). Consistent with discussion of our conceptual model, we were guided in our
selection of variables included in our empirical analysis by McLeod’s “Expanded
Model of the Stress Process” (2012, Figure 2, 177), Thoits’ work on identity-relevant
events (Thoits 1991, 1995), and identity theory (Burke and Stets 2009; Serpe and
Stryker 1987, 2011).

7 Data and Methods

Data used to assess the links specified in our SEM model (Fig. 1) among social con-
nections, identity meaning discrepancies, identity-specific self-esteem and mastery,
and our outcome variables anxiety and depression, come from a web-based survey
administered between October 1 and October 12, 2012. The survey was adminis-
tered online and distributed by a survey vendor using a non-full probability sampling
strategy. In this sampling technique, individuals self-select into a pool of potential
respondents by registering with the sample vendor. From the total pool, which con-
tains millions of potential participants, random samples of individuals are contacted
electronically to participate in the survey. Individuals receive compensation for their
participation through the sample vendor. Though the resulting sample is not a true
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random sample, this method of recruitment yields samples with similar demographic
profiles as full probability sampling methods (Braunsberger et al. 2007; Yeager et al.
2011; Simmons and Bobo 2015). The Survey Research Lab in the Department of
Sociology at Kent State University contacted individuals in the sample pool and
requested their participation in the Exploring Normative and Counter-Normative
Identity Survey. Overall, the sample consisted of 6,534 people and 3,522 completed
the entire survey for a response rate of 54%. The Institutional Review Board at Kent
State University reviewed and approved all data collection procedures.

8 Measures

Normative and Counter-Normative Identities: Individuals participating in the survey
were randomly placed into one of four identity groups: relationship status, religious
status, parent status, or work status, and most of the survey was tailored to the
particular identities (e.g., parent or childless for parental status) that make up that
particular identity grouping. Each respondent’s answer to the screener question,
described below, established the wording of the survey questions about the specific
identity for their group. For example, a participant could be randomly placed into
the parent identity group and then answer questions about whether they had children
or not. The subsequent questions in the survey were tailored to how the respondent
answered the screener questions. A participant was asked questions about only the
one identity grouping into which they were randomly assigned. For the current study,
we use only two of these identity groupings: parent and work.

To be more specific, once the participant had been randomly assigned to a partic-
ular identity group, additional screener questions were used to establish whether the
individual was in a normative identity (i.e., parent, working for pay) or a counter-
normative identity (childless, not working for pay). For the parent group, respon-
dents (N = 968) randomly assigned to this identity were asked if they had “at least
one child by birth, marriage, or adoption” or if they did “not have a child.”We divided
the sample into parents compared to those who were childless. Since we were inter-
ested in voluntarily childless people, we dropped those who indicated that they were
planning to have children in the future or were childless for some other reason than
personal choice (N = 144). For the work status group (N = 1,314), we classified
people into those who worked for pay, both full- and part-time, as “Working” and
those who did not work for pay, including keeping house, as “Not Working.” Partic-
ipants who were retired or full-time students were excluded from the analysis (n =
244).
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9 Measures of Dependent Latent Variables

We include two latent variables as our primary outcomes: anxiety and depression.
Respondents were asked how often in the past seven days they experienced six symp-
toms related to anxiety (coded 0-7): felt calm, worried a lot about little things, felt
contented, felt anxious and tense, felt restless, felt at ease.We coded each item so that
high scores reflected a high level of anxiety. Respondents also were asked about eight
symptoms related to depression and how often, over the past seven days (coded 0-7),
they had experienced the following: felt could not “get going,” had trouble getting to
sleep or staying asleep, felt like everything was an effort, had trouble keeping their
mind on what they were doing, felt that they couldn’t shake the blues, felt excited
about or interested in something, felt lonely, and felt overjoyed about something.
All items were coded so that high scores reflected greater depressive symptoms.
Preliminary confirmatory factor analysis suggested that two of the depression items
(felt excited and felt overjoyed) did not load well on the depression latent variable,
so these were discarded. Thus, our depression latent construct reflected six manifest
variables. We treat each identity group as a separate sample and give statistics for
each. The Cronbach’s alphas for anxiety were 0.83 and 0.80, for parent and work
samples respectively, while the reliabilities for depression were 0.83 and 0.82.

10 Measures of Endogenous Latent Variables

We included two latent variables in our analysis from the stress process model. First,
Pearlin’s Mastery Scale (Pearlin et al. 1981) consisted of seven items that reflected
people’s beliefs in their ability to control what happens to them, such as solving
personal problems, control over events in one’s life, feeling helpless, belief in being
able to do just about anything that one sets one’s mind to, and being pushed around
in life (coded from strongly agree = 1 to strongly disagree = 4). We reverse coded
items reflecting low mastery so that high scores on all items indicated high mastery.
The Cronbach’s alphas for the seven-item scale were 0.85 and 0.84, for parent and
work samples, respectively.

Second, Identity-specific self-esteem consists of four items measuring people’s
self-evaluation of how “good” or “bad” they feel about themselves in a specific
identity (Rosenberg 1979): I feel that I’m a person of worth, I’m satisfied with
myself, I’m able to do things as well as most other people, and as someone in this
identity, I feel that I have a number of good qualities (coded from 1 = strongly
disagree to 4= strongly agree). We use this operationalization of self-esteem and its
explicit connection to the identity being assessed since our main research question
focuses on identity meanings within a specific identity. Each self-esteem question
is, therefore, tied to the particular identity grouping in which the respondent was
randomly placed (parent or work). The Cronbach’s alphas for this measure were
0.86 and 0.81, for parent and work samples, respectively.
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11 Measures of Endogenous and Exogenous Manifest
Variables

We include four manifest variables in our model: identity meaning discrepancy,
social connectedness, gender, and education. Our key mediating endogenous mani-
fest variable in the model was identity meaning discrepancy, which was constructed
using nine semantic differential questions that examined the meanings the respon-
dent assigned to themselves in their specific identities compared to themeanings they
thought “others in general” gave to that identity. For example, for people randomly
assigned to the parent-childless identity group, the survey asked people who were
parents how they rated the meaning associated with their parent identity (from 1
to 7) along nine dimensions including bad-good, dependent-independent, immoral-
moral, selfish-selfless, negative-positive, close minded-open minded, irresponsible-
responsible, uncaring-caring, and unacceptable-acceptable. The survey then asked
the respondent to evaluate meanings others in general attached to people in the parent
identity along the same nine dimensions. We subtracted the positive-negative mean-
ings respondents attached to the identity from the meanings they thought others in
general attached to the identity to calculate an “identity meaning discrepancy” score.
We did the same for childless people, asking respondents to evaluate themselves
in their childless identity compared to the meanings others in general attached to
childless people, using the same dimensions and wording as described above.

With respect to the work identity, we likewise asked respondents to assign mean-
ings to their identity and to evaluate meanings others, in general, attach to working
or not working identities. For both the parent and work identities we assessed in
this study (parent vs. childless and working vs. not working), the dimensions and
wording of the semantic differential items were the same: bad-good, dependent-
independent, immoral-moral, selfish-selfless, negative-positive, close minded-open
minded, irresponsible-responsible, uncaring-caring, and unacceptable-acceptable.
We calculated discrepancies specific to each of the four identities (parent, childless,
working, not working) in the same way—self-meanings versus meanings attached
to the identity by others in general (generalized other).

As discussed above, both normative and counter-normative identity discrepancy
scores could range from a negative value (i.e., the respondent attached more positive
meanings to the identity than they thought others attached to the identity) to a positive
score (i.e., the respondent attributed fewer positive meanings to the identity than
others did). As we hypothesized above, the greater the positive discrepancy between
how others, in general, evaluate meanings attached to the focal respondent in their
identity and how the focal respondent evaluates self, the higher the level of distress
the respondent should experience, but only for those in normative identities (parent,
worker). The comparisons between self-meanings and other meanings were always
made between similar identities. That is, parents were asked about the meanings
others attached to parents, and childless respondents were asked about meanings
others attach to childless people. We followed the same procedure for the identities
of our work vs. non-work participants.
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Social connectedness, or social support in stress process terms, is our second
manifest endogenous variable and was assessed using three items that measured
how much respondents spent in terms of time and money on people who are like
themselves. As with other measures, these items focused on people who were in
the same identity as the respondent: parent vs. childless or working vs. not working
identities. Specifically, the three questions asked how often the respondent did things
with people who were like them in their identity as parent or worker (from never
= 1 to daily = 7), how many hours per week respondents spend with people in
identities like theirs (coded to the nearest hour), and howmuch of their discretionary
money (i.e., money not needed for essentials like food, rent, or clothing) they spend
on people in identities like theirs (from almost none = 1 to almost all = 5). Since
these three items had different response options, we converted each into a z-score (α
= 0.64, parent; 0.66, work) so that they would have the same metric for our SEM
models. Although we label this variable social connectedness, within identity theory,
these items measure interactional commitment (Serpe and Stets 2013).

Finally,we controlled for gender and education as exogenous variables, since these
demographic factors have been shown to impact the social psychological mediating
variables in our model and our ultimate mental health outcomes (Pearlin et al. 1981;
Pearlin and Bireman 2013). We dummy coded gender, with male as the reference
group. Education was coded into five categories (1= less than high school, 2= high
school graduate, 3 = some college or technical school, 4 = college graduate, and 5
= graduate or professional degree) and treated it as an interval-level variable.

12 Missing Data

To reduce the number of missing cases, we employed mean substitution methods.
Specifically, we substituted the mean of the other anxiety items answered by the
respondent if a score was missing for the item under consideration. We did the same
for depression, identity-specific self-esteem, and mastery items. For all our analyses,
we substituted the mean for the item within each specific identity. In other words,
if a participant was missing an answer on one of the identity-specific self-esteem
items in the work identity group, we substituted the mean of the other three identity-
specific self-esteem items for the missing value. A participant had to answer at least
one identity-specific self-esteem item to remain in the study. We followed a similar
procedure for all the items in each of our latent variables. Once we had used these
mean substitutionmethods for asmuch of themissing data as possible, we eliminated
all remaining cases with missing data from the analysis (127 for both the parent and
work samples). The final analytic sample for the parent identity group was 697, and
for the work identity group was 943. (See Table 1).
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Table 1 Descriptive statistics for the parent and work identity samples

Parent sample Work sample

Identities
Counter-normative (childless/not working)
Normative (parent/working)

29.4 (205)
70.6 (492)

26.6 (251)
73.4 (692)

Gender [% (n)]
Male
Female

41.2 (287)
58.8 (410)

59.5 (561)
40.5 (382)

Education [% (n)]
HS grad or less
Some college/tech school
College grad
Graduate/professional

22.4 (156)
37.6 (262)
30.0 (209)
10.0 (70)

21.8 (206)
33.6 (317)
32.8 (309)
11.8 (111)

Social connections (mean/sd) −0.04 (0.74) 0.04 (0.73)

Identity meaning discrepancy (mean/sd) −0.46 (1.06) −0.68 (1.36)

Identity-specific self-esteem (mean/sd) 3.58 (0.50) 3.46 (0.54)

Mastery (mean/sd) 2.98 (0.61) 2.92 (0.60)

Anxiety (mean/sd) 2.30 (1.63) 2.51 (1.56)

Depression (mean/sd) 2.23 (1.91) 2.49 (1.96)

N 697 943

13 Results

Descriptive statistics for each identity sample are shown in Table 1. Table 2 breaks
each identity sample into normative and counter-normative identities. With respect
first to Table 1, about 60% of the parent identity sample are women, while about 60%

Table 2 Differences between normative and counter-normative identities for each identity sample

Parent Identity Work Identity

Variables in model Parent Childless Working Not working

Male
Female

186 (37.8)
306 (62.2)

101 (49.3)*

104 (50.7)
460 (66.5)
232 (33.5)

101 (40.2)*

150 (59.8)

Education 3.34 (0.93) 3.33 (0.99) 3.44 (0.96) 3.03 (0.96)†

Social connectedness 0.06 (0.73) −0.26 (0.71)† 0.16 (0.71) −0.31 (0.71)†

Identity meaning discrepancy −0.24 (0.87) −0.98 (1.29)† −0.28 (0.95) −1.80 (1.67)†

Identity-specific self-esteem 3.55 (0.48) 3.66 (0.53)† 3.54 (0.46) 3.22 (0.67)†

Mastery 2.98 (0.61) 2.97 (0.62) 2.95 (0.59) 2.86 (0.61)

Anxiety 2.32 (2.32) 2.25 (2.25) 2.39 (1.49) 2.84 (1.69)†

Depression 2.27 (1.94) 2.15 (1.86) 2.37 (1.92) 2.81 (2.02)†

N 492 205 692 251

*p < 0.05, Chi-Square Test; †p < 0.05, t-test
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of the work identity sample are men. The percentages of respondents by education
levels are fairly consistent across the two samples, with about 22% of each sample
being a high school graduate or less, about a third having some college, about 30%
obtaining a college degree, and about 10% having a graduate or professional degree.
As expected from the way we coded social connectedness (standardized scores),
the mean for this independent variable was close to zero for both parent and work
identities. Identitymeaning discrepancymean scoreswere slightly negative,meaning
that on average, people see the meaning of their identity as slightly better than they
think others in general see individuals in that identity. Identity-specific self-esteem
means were 3.58 and 3.46 for parent and work identity, respectively. Finally, anxiety
and depression means were 2.30 and 2.23 for parents and 2.51 and 2.49 for workers.
The important point of these analyses is how similar the parent and work identity
group samples are for the variables in our models.

Looking across the rows of Table 2, we do see that men were less likely to be par-
ents, but more likely to work compared to women. For education, only work differed
by identity status, with those working reporting more education. In terms of social
connectedness, parents and working people tended to report more connections. For
both identities, people in the counter-normative condition experienced greater iden-
tity meaning discrepancy than people in the normative condition. More specifically,
individuals with a counter-normative identity tended to hold higher self-evaluation
positive meanings for themselves than their perception of the identity meanings
in society in general. Identity-specific self-esteem for parents was lower compared
to childless participants and higher for working vs. nonworking individuals. Sur-
prisingly, across the two identity groupings, there were no differences for mastery
between normative vs. counter-normative identities. Finally, for the psychological
well-being measures, participants who were not working were more anxious and
depressed compared to those who were working, while there were no differences
between the normative and counter-normative groups in the parenting sample.

Tables 3 and 4 display the results for each of the structural equationmodels (SEM)
we estimated for the two identity groupings (parent and work) we examined in this
study. Due to space limitations, we will not discuss each model’s paths in detail,
indicating instead the most theoretically important ones. Note that we kept both sets
of models as similar as we could in their structural relationships. All of the latent
variables are measured with the same set of indicators, and all of the paths between
the exogenous and endogenous variables are the same. Based on the modification
indices,we added or subtracted correlations among error terms to achieve an adequate
model fit. The fit statistics are located at the bottom of each table and show that our
models achieve a good to excellent fit for each identity. In addition, themodels explain
between 55 and 80% of the variation in depression and anxiety for the normative and
counter-normative identities.

Beginning with the SEMs for the parent identity grouping, the analyses suggest
that social connections, identity meaning discrepancy, self-esteem, and mastery do
not interrelate in the same way for parents compared to childless persons. Social
connections to others who are like themselves is negatively associated with meaning
discrepancy, but only for childless people. In other words, as childless individuals
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have more contact with other childless people, they tend to attach more positive
meaning to this identity than they perceive others do (B = −0.182, p < .01). Social
connections are not statistically significant for parents (B = 0.029, n.s.). Social
connections also are not related to identity-specific self-esteem (B = 0.067 and
0.095, n.s., respectively) or mastery (B = −0.021 and −0.027, n.s., respectively)
for either group. On the other hand, parents who interact more with other parents
do suffer from greater mental health problems. That is, the more social connections
parents have with other parents, the more depressed (B = 0.113, p < 0.001) and
anxious (B = 0.125, p < 0.001) they are.

Regarding our hypotheses, identity meaning discrepancy appears to only affect
parents, with positive discrepancies being related to lower mastery (B = −0.099,
p < 0.05) and greater depression (B = 0.116, p < 0.001) for parents, but not for
childless people (B = 0.067, n.s.; B = 0.004, n.s., respectively). Identity-specific
self-esteem is not related to depression for parents (B= 0.034, n.s.), but it decreases
depression for childless respondents (B = −0.313, p < 0.001), once we control for
other variables in the model. Finally, for both parents and the childless, mastery has
the same relationship to depression and anxiety: higher levels of mastery are related
to lower depression and anxiety for both parents (B=−0.861 and−0.787, p < 0.001,
respectively) and childless people (B=−0.604 and−0.711, p < 0.001, respectively).

For the work identity (Table 4), the results show that social connections operate
differently for employed and not-employed participants. In contrast to the parent-
childless identity results, social connections are related to increased identity meaning
discrepancy for both employed (B = 0.184, p < 0.001) and unemployed workers
(B = 0.323, p < 0.001). That is, the greater one’s social connections with similar
others, the more people perceive that others attach more positive meanings to their
identity than they attach, resulting in more stressful (i.e., positive) discrepancies.
Social connections are associated with identity-specific self-esteem only for the not-
employed (B = 0.173, p < 0.05). Again, this means that the more not-employed
persons interact with others who are not employed, the higher their identity-specific
self-esteem becomes. Social connections are negatively related to mastery, but only
for the employed (B = −0.199, p < 0.001), and positively related to depression, but
again only for employed persons (B = 0.094, p < 0.001), and positively related to
anxiety for both workers and non-workers (B= 0.059 and 0.150, p < 0.05 and 0.01,
respectively).

Consistent with our hypotheses, identity meaning discrepancy is related to
identity-specific self-esteem, mastery, and anxiety, but only for working people (B
= −0.079; 0.147, and 0.126, respectively). The more employed persons perceived
others as having more positive meanings for working than they themselves had, the
lower their identity-specific self-esteem and the worse their mental health. Lastly,
identity-specific self-esteem and mastery are negatively related to depression and
anxiety, as expected, for both normative and counter-normative identities.

As a final check on our argument that meaning structures for the two identities dif-
fer for those in normative versus counter-normative identities, we estimated a slightly
different SEMmodel.Here, the comparisonwas between the person’s identity and the
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normative meanings attached to that identity. More specifically, we calculated mean-
ing discrepancy scores for all people in the parent and work identities, subtracting
the respondent’s semantic differential meaning scores from the normative meaning
scores. Thus, everyone was comparing themselves to the normative expectation con-
dition. Parents compared themselves to the meanings others assign to parents, and
childless respondents compared the meanings they give to themselves compared to
the meanings they think others give to parents. We followed the same procedure
when calculating meaning discrepancy scores for the work identity sample.

Since the models for the normative identity group here are the same as in the
earlier analyses, all of the SEM estimates for the various paths are the same for these
groups (parent and employed) in this revised model. Where we see a difference is
in the association between meaning discrepancies for the childless group. Meaning
discrepancies are now statistically significant predictors of both anxiety (B= 0.141,
p = 0.009) and depression (B = 0.129, p = 0.007). In other words, childless people
pay attention to general social norms and discrepancies in meanings they assign to
their identity (childless) vs. the meanings they assume others attach to the normative
condition (parent), and this has an impact on their psychological well-being. Simply
put, the greater the positive meaning discrepancies, the greater the stress. We did
not, however, see this pattern for the work identity condition. Meaning discrepancies
were not statistically significant for anxiety (B=−0.011, p= 0.818) and only trend
for depression (B= 0.064, p= 0.085 (complete results for this analysis are available
from the corresponding author upon request). This secondary analysis confirms our
claim that the implications ofmeaningdiscrepancies differ for normative and counter-
normative identities.

14 Conclusion

The main purpose of this study was to offer one way to incorporate symbolic inter-
action more directly into the Stress Process Model. The original motivation for this
project was McLeod’s (2012) theoretical model that focuses on meaning negotiation
of stressful experiences and how these link to well-being outcomes. Here we used
identity theory as a means to quantitatively measure meaning negotiation (Burke and
Stets 2009).

Based on identity theory and the stress process model, we argued that discrepan-
cies in the meanings that people attach to their identities compared to the meanings
others attach is stressful and leads to psychological distress.We further hypothesized
that identity meaning discrepancies are identity-relevant events (Thoits 1991) and
that discrepancies should be more stressful for people holding normative identities.
We find support for both hypotheses. When survey participants held more positive
meanings for their identity compared to the meanings they felt others had for that
identity (i.e., discrepancies were negative), their depression and anxiety were lower
because the meaning discrepancy was less stressful. However, if they held meanings
thatwere not as positive about their identity compared to others (i.e., the discrepancies
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were positive), then they had greater depression and anxiety since the discrepancy
was more stressful.

Additionally, discrepancies were significantly related to mental health outcomes
only for participants who were parents or workers. Discrepancies had no relation-
ship to mental health outcomes for childless or non-working participants. Thus, our
chapter supports McLeod’s (2012) and Thoits’ (1991, 2013) observation that stress
research could benefit by incorporating meanings into the stress process model in
order to better understand how and why certain people are more reactive to certain
negative events and not others, and this could be done by merging identity theory
into research on stress (see also Adams and Boscarino 2015).

Incorporating identity theory into the stress process model also opens other pos-
sible avenues of research. For example, our results follow previous stress research
(Aneshensel et al. 1991;Aneshensel 2009;Thoits 2010; 2013) in showing thatwomen
tend to have poorer mental health compared to men. However, this association only
holds for those holding normative identities (parent or employed), controlling for
other variables in the model. Identity meaning discrepancies also affect psychologi-
cal resources (identity-specific self-esteem and mastery) in expected ways, but again
mainly for people in normative identities. As the self-evaluation ofmeanings attached
to an identity shift from less stressful (person with the identity holds a more positive
meaning than the generalized other) to more stressful (person with the identity holds
a more negative meaning than the generalized other), feelings of mastery decline, but
only for parents, and identity-specific self-esteem declines, but only for employed
people. Thus, as can be seen from our SEMmodel specification and empirical results,
combining aspects of identity theory and stress process leads to a number of possi-
ble future research paths linking a person’s identities (especially whether these are
normative vs. counter-normative), the meanings that they attach to their identities,
their psychological resources, and psychological distress.

We caution that much more theoretical and empirical work must be done to con-
firm and explain our results. For example, our results suggest that a person’s social
connections with others like themselves—what identity theorists refer to as inter-
actional commitment (Stets and Serpe 2013)—leads childless persons to associate
more positive meanings with their childless identity and consequently to more neg-
ative meaning discrepancy scores. However, social connections are not significantly
related to meaning discrepancy for parents. In contrast, greater social connections
lead to less positive meanings associated with both worker and non-worker identi-
ties. Enhanced social connections also lead to worse mental health, all other things
equal.Why greater interactional commitment to similar persons should lead to poorer
mental health requires further study and theoretical work.

We also examine one type of discrepancy: how people give meaning to their
identity compared to how they perceive people in general, attach meaning to that
identity. In a series of papers, Marcussen and colleagues (Large and Marcussen
2000; Marcussen and Large 2003; Marcussen 2006; Marcussen and Gallagher 2017)
contend that there are three domains of the self: actual, ideal, andought.Discrepancies
in any of these domains could result in lower psychological health. We purposively
omitted childless people who wanted children in the future from our analyses of
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the antecedents and consequences of identity discrepancy for the parent identity
grouping. We also did not examine people who were unemployed but looking for
work. Future researchers may want to explore how identity meaning discrepancies
might be assessed in a more complex, multi-dimensional way across the identity
domains we studied.

Results and conclusions of this chapter should be interpreted in light of both the
strengths and weaknesses of the study. On the one hand, we employ standard mea-
sures for all of the variables used in the analysis (Burke and Tully 1977; Burke 2004;
Burke andReitzes 1981; Long 2016;Markowski and Serpe 2018;Merolla et al. 2012;
Stryker and Burke 2000; Stryker and Serpe 1982) and use Structural Equation Mod-
eling (Byrne 2016; Kline 2015) to estimate the relationships among our independent
and dependent variables. SEM is a common statistical technique used by identity
theory researchers. Prior studies suggest that our measures are valid and reliable
assessments of our theoretical concepts. Our samples were large and representative
of those who take on the identities we studied in the United States. We follow a
new trend in the identity literature by focusing on normative and counter-normative
identities, allowing for the exploration of identity-relevant meaning discrepancies
that reflect larger social expectations. Finally, all our predictions and model building
were guided by identity theory and the stress process model.

On the other hand, we assessed meanings for only one identity at a time. Future
research needs to assess multiple identities and the additive and possibly interac-
tive effects of identity meaning discrepancies. A person could, for example, be
both a parent and not working. Our data are cross-sectional and preclude making
strong casual arguments, even though our SEM models imply causality. Finally,
more theoretical work must be done on the origins of meaning discrepancies for
normative and counter-normative identities. Do they, for example, reflect different
identity standards, different biographies in people’s experiences with these identities,
or something else?

Whatever the source of people’s identity meaning discrepancies—and this study
has shown how these are associatedwith gender, education, and social connections—
the current research offers a further elaboration of identity theory and how it can
address problems in the stress process model discussed by Thoits over two decades
ago (Thoits 1991) and more recently by McLeod (2012). Definitions and meaning
construction are at the heart of symbolic interactionism (Blumer 1969; Cooley 1902;
Mead 1934; Stryker 2008), as are comparisons such as those implied by the looking-
glass self (Cooley 1902). Identity theory keeps the symbolic interactionist focus on
meaning negotiation and social comparison at the core of hypothesized relationships
among commitment, identity salience, and behavior (Serpe and Stryker 2011).

We have argued that examiningmeaning discrepancies for normative and counter-
normative identities offers one theoretically viable way to infuse identity theory into
the stress process model to gain a better understanding of persons’ health and well-
being as advocated by McLeod (2012). Orienting theory and research toward the
socially constructed meaning of a particular life event and how stressful it might be
meshes well with earlier work by Lazarus and Folkman (1984; Folkman et al. 1986)
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on stress appraisal and potentially connects stress research with social stratification
and larger social contexts (Aneshensel 2009).

Enhancing our focus on meaning and meaning construction was part of Stryker’s
goal in developing structural symbolic interactionism. (Stryker 1968; 2002 [1980];
1983; 2008). Toward the end of her recent theoretical integration of symbolic interac-
tionism and stress process, McLeod (2012, 183) stated that “any attempt to advance
studies of meaning construction faces two key challenges: measurement and causal
interpretation.” We offer our analysis as one way to address the measurement issue.
Meaning discrepancies reflect negotiations about what it means to be a parent or
worker, childless or unemployed person. Normative and counter-normative identi-
ties are one way to bring changing social norms into stress process research. Here, we
see that meaning negotiation can produce stress, and discrepancies between mean-
ings attributed by self and those presumed to be attributed by others in general can
have adverse consequences for people’s well-being. We leave it to future research
projects to further elaborate and test stress process models incorporating key aspects
of identity theory.

Endnotes

1. Discrepancies are measured by subtracting the self-view from the perceived
Generalized Other view.
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Society in Peril? How Distance Media
Communication Could Be Undermining
Symbolic Interaction
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Abstract An abrupt societal shift toward increasingly impersonal, electronically
mediated interaction contexts raises the question: how might such a change impact
the process and outcomes of symbolic interaction? In this chapter we combine sym-
bolic interactionist insights on role-taking with classical and contemporary schol-
arship on solidarity, interaction ritual chains, and bodily co-presence to advance a
novel argument about how distance communication media may be undermining the
microsocial foundations of human connectedness. We present results from a labo-
ratory experiment in which we manipulated the communication medium between
interaction partners and assessed vocal convergence—a non-consciously controlled,
real-time indicator of group solidarity (i.e., interpersonal closeness). Results indicate
that groups who interacted face-to-face experienced significantly greater solidarity
than those who interacted in electronically mediated contexts. We discuss the impli-
cations of our findings and outline a research agenda that focuses on the promise
of a neuro-interactionist approach, in particular, to provide a clearer understanding
of the impact of distance media communication on symbolic interaction and social
organization.
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Communication · Solidarity · Cohesion · Voice analysis · Vocal convergence
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The more that human social activities are carried out by distance media…the less solidarity
people will feel; the less respect they will have for shared symbolic objects; and the less
enthusiastic personal motivation they will have. —Randall Collins

1 Introduction

In a thought-provokingBoston Globe piece titled, “The Texts are coming from Inside
the House,” Teitell (2017) paints a picture of the modern American home as a place
where electronically mediated communication is quickly becoming preferred over
face-to-face interaction. Among those Teitell interviewed for the article, Gayle Saks
recalls one family encounter in which she immediately lowered the air-conditioning
in her home after receiving an angry text from her daughter in the next room: ‘It’s
freezing in here!’ Although Gayle’s first reaction to her daughter’s message was that
she would rather communicate face-to-face, after considering the option to text she
concluded, ‘Maybe it’s easier this way.’ Gayle Saks is not alone. Teitell describes
the shared experiences of numerous people who have not only made their peace with
room-to-room texting, but have come to see the value in it.

Evidence of shifting preferences for text-based communication is more than anec-
dotal. Recent surveys reveal that teenagers (Rideout and Robb 2018) as well as
young adults (Bradbury 2017) now prefer texting over face-to-face interaction. And
if Teitell’s (2017) observations are accurate, older adults may not be far behind. The
dramatic increase in texting as a favored mode of communication is, of course, part
of a much larger technological revolution. At the beginning of the 21st Century, only
about half of American households had a computer, and less than half of those had an
Internet subscription (Ryan 2018). Even fewer households had cell phones (Tuckel
and O’Neill 2005), and virtually no one owned a Smartphone (Woyke 2014). At
present, though, having access to a variety of network-connected devices is closer to
the rule than the exception, and people are increasingly relying on their devices to
communicate with others.

Accompanying the recent rise in home computing, Internet access, and cell
phones, the use of online social networking platforms has increased substantially in
recent years (Perrin 2015). In addition to text-based communication, more and more
Americans are using their computers and Smartphones for video chat via Skype,
FaceTime, Google Duo, etc. (Rainie and Zickuhr 2010). Over a quarter of Ameri-
cans now say that they are online “almost constantly” (Perrin and Jiang 2018). Few,
if any, scholars would challenge the claim that technology is changing how we com-
municate. However, significant questions remain regarding the extent to which the
changes we are observing have meaningful consequences for social organization,
and whether such consequences are, on balance, “good” or “bad” for society.

While some scholars have argued that the use of distance media reduces feelings
of connectedness (Collins 2004; Williams 2006; Reich 2010), others maintain that
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online communities enhance social connectedness by allowing individuals to over-
come geographic and social boundaries and form lasting relationships with others
throughout the world (Coco 2008; Williams 2009; Cărtărescu 2010). We contribute
to this ongoing discussion by comparing distance media and face-to-face interaction
in terms of their effects on the production and experience of connectedness between
communication partners.

Advancing a novel view of the potential hazards of distance media, we combine
insights from G. H. Mead and other interactionist scholars with classical and con-
temporary work on solidarity, interaction rituals, and co-presence. We theoretically
and empirically explore how distance media and face-to-face interaction differen-
tially impact role-taking in groups. More specifically, we examine how differences
in role-taking across different forms of communication media shape the elemen-
tal interactional process of “entrainment,” as revealed in unconsciously controlled
aspects of conversational speech. Such entrainment is key to producing a sense of
solidarity and cohesion between interaction partners (Gregory et al. 1997).

2 Background

In one important sense of the concept, solidarity refers to the “feeling of interpersonal
connectedness that bindsmembers of society together” (Kalkhoff et al. 2011, p. 936).
Developing an understanding of solidarity as a crucial integrating force in societywas
central to sociological theorywhen thefieldfirst began to take form in the 18th century
(c.f. Durkheim 1947), and it remains a highly relevant topic (c.f. Collins 2004, 2011).
The central sociological perspectives on solidarity, however, developed during a time
when interaction was dominated by direct, face-to-face communication. As society
moves toward more impersonal and electronically mediated forms of interaction,
social scientists can no longer take for granted such direct and intimate means of
developing shared meaning between social actors.

In the remainder of this section, we begin by analyzing the potential problems of
distance media communication through interactionist treatments of role-taking and
its consequences. We then review relevant classical and contemporary work on soli-
darity, interaction rituals, and co-presence. Next we discuss the relationship between
role-taking and interactants’ sense of solidarity and consider how the presence or
absence of situational pressures to engage in role-taking impacts the production of
solidarity. Finally, we offer a set of theoretically-derived hypotheses that serve as the
basis for an experimental test.

2.1 Role-Taking

Mead’s (1934) model of symbolic interaction serves as our starting point for under-
standing the comparative effects of distance media and face-to-face interaction on



320 W. Kalkhoff et al.

role-taking and its consequences. In Mead’s model, role-taking, or “taking the role
of the other,” refers to humans’ apparently unique ability to mentally evaluate alter-
native courses of action in terms of how others are likely to respond to them. For
example, while having lunch with a member of the tenure and promotion committee,
an assistant professor might consider whether offering to pick up the check will be
viewed as a friendly gesture or as a shameless act of ingratiation related to a loom-
ing tenure decision. In taking the role of the other, the assistant professor imagines
how their colleague is likely to perceive and respond to different behavioral options.
Role-taking informs the course of action that is ultimately chosen. The accumulation
and collection of role-taking experience coordinates and organizes interaction and
facilitates group life (Mead 1934).

Role-taking is central to producing a number of social outcomes that bond indi-
viduals to each other and their groups. By engaging in role-taking, individuals are
able to anticipate each other’s actions and generate a shared “definition of the sit-
uation” (Mead 1934; Cast 2004). In this way, role-taking coordinates interactants’
actions, fosters cooperation, and enhances a sense of interdependence (Schwalbe
1991; Cesareni et al. 2016). Additionally, emotions associated with role-taking
heighten social bonds and foster adherence to interactional norms (Shott 1979).
Role-taking, then, makes social life possible; it helps us develop common under-
standings of the world, regulates our actions, and promotes empathy and emotional
connections between individuals and groups (Stryker 2008).

Importantly, role-taking is not an automatic process—it requires both motivation
and effort (Franks 1999). In other words, the likelihood that actors engage in role-
taking varies across situations and is enhanced by interactional demands to pay close
attention to our interaction partners and accurately interpret their behavioral cues
(Schwalbe 1988, 1991). Franks (1999) notes that situations that fail to elicit the nec-
essary degree of role-taking are often awkward, uncomfortable, and even comical in
their displays of interactional ineptness. Accordingly, some minimal amount of role-
taking is essential for successful interaction. The absence of adequate role-taking,
then, is a recipe for reduced cooperation and closeness with interaction partners
(Franks 1999; Cesareni et al. 2016).

Though Mead himself did not explicitly use the term “solidarity” to describe
the social psychological effects of successful interaction, subsequent scholars have
drawn a direct link between role-taking behaviors and the production of solidarity
(Schwalbe 1988, 1991). Musolf (2012) makes the connection most clearly: “With-
out shared meaning through role-taking humans cannot create meaningful bonds of
solidarity. Sharing meaning is what makes communication, community, and culture
possible. People experience solidarity and build social worlds” (p. 75). As such, any
impediment to role-taking is also an impediment to solidarity (Musolf 2012). Franks
(1999) echoes this sentiment, arguing that sustained meaningful connection to any
group necessitates role-taking.

Mead (1934) clearly viewed the coordination of action through role-taking as a
critical component in a dynamic process of social integration. Given the primitive
state of communication technology during Mead’s life, however, he almost certainly
could not have imagined a society where interaction would be dominated by distance
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media communication.1 This raises an important question that Mead himself would
not have been especially pressed to answer during his time: is role-taking compro-
mised to any degree by interaction over distance media? If it turns out that it is, and
to the extent that Mead’s model of self and role-taking is correct (see Stryker and
Stryker 2016), the move away from face-to-face interaction could have profound
negative implications for social integration in modern society. For an exposition of
this particular problem, we turn to relevant research by Mead’s contemporaries and
legacies.

2.2 Solidarity and Interaction Rituals

LikeMead, Emile Durkheim could not have imagined a world dominated by distance
media communication. UnlikeMead, though, hewas expresslywary of technological
progress in general. On the one hand, Durkheim (1947) worried about how techno-
logical progress might weaken the bonds of solidarity that attach individuals to each
other and their groups. On the other hand, he recognized that technological progress
can bring about new patterns of interaction and institutional arrangements that revi-
talize solidarity (Durkheim 1965). In order to determine whether modern structures
that enable interaction through distance media are capable of producing and main-
taining solidarity, we are left with the same questions that would have challenged
Mead: How might this work? Is interpersonal proximity really necessary?

To advance answers to these questions, we draw on Collins’ (2004) interaction rit-
ual theory (IRT). In IRT,Collins elegantly synthesizes interactionist andDurkheimian
insights to explain how feelings of “belongingness” (i.e., group solidarity) are cre-
ated during social interaction. Our day-to-day interactions with others, according to
Collins, involve the most elementary social rituals—ones that are fundamental to the
creation of solidarity in society. For solidarity to emerge, interactants must establish
a mutual focus of attention through role-taking (Collins 2004, p. 79). As this process
unfolds over time, actors become increasingly entrained in a chain of interactional
micro-rhythms, which is the foundation of social bonding.

Collins developed IRT when the use of distance media was sharply rising. Pre-
dictably, it was not long before he felt pressure to deal theoretically with the same
questions that we revisit here theoretically and empirically. That is, do interactants
really need to be face-to-face in order for the “ingredients” of interaction rituals
(e.g., role-taking) to come together, or is distance media a sufficient proxy? Ulti-
mately Collins (2011) decided that while interaction rituals are still possible over
distance media, their effects should be weakened insofar as lack of “bodily assem-
bly” complicates role-taking. In face-to-face interaction, by contrast, role-taking is
facilitated, which manifests in high rhythmic entrainment.

Collins (2011) is staunchly skeptical that distance interaction could ever replace
face-to-face interaction in terms of the ability to produce group solidarity. In thinking
about different forms of distance media, though, Collins speculates that some may
be better suited for producing solidarity than others. For example, he argues that
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distance media incorporating audio and video channels (e.g., Skype) “approximates
bodily feedback” (Collins 2004, 55) and so is outwardly second best to face-to-face
interaction. In other words, because real-time A/V communication is “the closest to
real IR,” it should be capable of producing solidarity, albeit at lower levels (Collins
2011).By comparison, audio-only communication (e.g., by cell phone) still allows for
some level of “rhythmic coordination,” but because it blocks out the bodily channels
for micro-coordination, it should produce even lower levels of solidarity.

2.3 Co-presence

The bodily co-presence literature in sociology and psychology complements Collins’
perspective. Goffman (1963) defined “copresence” as a social arrangement where
interactants are “uniquely accessible, available, and subject to one another” (p. 22).
Nearly all types of interaction, even those mediated by machines, can be viewed as
involving some form of co-presence. However, not all manifestations of co-presence
are created equal; some produce stronger feelings of connectedness than others.

Zhao (2003) created a useful taxonomy that classifies several types of co-presence
and describes the extent to which each is capable of generating feelings of connect-
edness. His conceptions of “corporeal copresence” and “corporeal telecopresence”
are especially relevant to the present research (Zhao 2003, 447). When two individ-
uals interact face-to-face, they experience the corporeal form of co-presence. In line
with Collins (2004, 2011), Zhao argues that this type of interaction is capable of
producing the strongest feelings of “being” with another. By comparison, corporeal
telecopresence—a form of co-presence that people experience when they interact
“face to device” (Zhao 2003, 447)—is less capable of producing feelings of con-
nectedness because interactants are unable to physically touch each other, which is
a primal expectancy.

In a relevant empirical study, Chan and Cheng (2004) examined the statistical
interplay of relationship type (face-to-face vs. online) and the passage of time onover-
all friendship quality. They found that face-to-face relationships tend to be stronger
than those established online, all else being equal. Furthermore, relationships cre-
ated online develop more slowly and are more likely to fail than those created in-
person. These findings are generally consistent with IRT and the co-presence litera-
ture. They provide indirect evidence that feelings of connectedness emerge over time
(see also Lawler and Yoon 1996) and that the process produces weaker outcomes in
electronically mediated relationships.

Interestingly, the poor quality of electronically mediated interaction may, in fact,
be the culprit behind the rise of “mobile phone addiction” (Chóliz 2010). Insofar
as distance media communication produces weak ritual outcomes (e.g., weak sol-
idarity), device addicts may be attempting to substitute quantity for quality. They
engage in many electronically mediated communications throughout the day in a
futile attempt to replace more fulfilling face-to-face interactions. Collins (2011)
compares the problem to drug tolerance: “[T]o the extent that someone relies on
mediated rather than embodied IRs, they are getting the equivalent of a weak drug
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high; so they increase their consumption to try to make up for the weak dosage.”
From this perspective, increasing device dependence is rightly viewed as a public
(social) health crisis.

If distance media communication is, in fact, a threat to societal integration, why
has there not been more pushback from laypeople and researchers? On the lay side,
conventional wisdom says that addicts are always the last to face their addiction. On
the “bench” side, Fortunati (2005) argues that the threat of distance media commu-
nication has not been taken more seriously because we have yet to develop research
designs and empirical measures of communication quality that have the ability to
establish causality. How can we be sure, for instance, that distance media explains
our “fractured republic” (Levin 2016) versus the possibility that social fragmentation
is pushing people towards less personal modes of communication? By incorporating
a state-of-the-art measure of solidarity along with a completely randomized experi-
mental design (described below), the current study provides the empirical foundation
necessary to advance a basic understanding of the impact that distance media has
on the ingredients of interaction rituals (namely role-taking) and the emergence of
solidarity.

2.4 Hypotheses

Based on the literature reviewed above, our studywill test the following hypotheses:2

Hypothesis 1: Communication medium will have a significant main effect on
solidarity, such that:

Hypothesis 1a: Individuals who engage in face-to-face communication will expe-
rience higher levels of solidarity than those who engage in audio/video-mediated
communication.
Hypothesis 1b: Individuals who engage in face-to-face communication will expe-
rience higher levels of solidarity than those who engage in audio-mediated
communication.
Hypothesis 1c: Individuals who engage in audio/video-mediated communication
will experience higher levels of solidarity than thosewho engage in audio-mediated
communication.

Hypothesis 2: The effect of communication medium on solidarity will become
stronger over time.

3 Methods

This studyuses an experimental design to examine differences in solidarity across two
forms of distance media communication in comparison with face-to-face interaction.
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All procedures described below were reviewed and had prior approval by the local
Institutional Review Board.

3.1 Participants

Participants were recruited from undergraduate classes at a large Midwestern uni-
versity. They were scheduled using a secure web-based program, Experimetrix, that
allows participants to view and sign-up for available experiments. Twenty same-sex
dyads (10 female dyads; 10 male dyads) were randomly assigned to each of three
experimental conditions (described below). To further control for nuisance factors,
the members of each dyad were not only the same sex, but also approximately the
same age (mean = 20 years). In terms of self-reported ethnicity, the participations
were 81% “White,” eight percent “African American,” two percent “Hispanic or
Latino,” three percent “Asian,” two percent “Middle Eastern,” three percent “Mixed
Race,” one percent “Pacific Islander,” and one percent “Other.”3

3.2 Procedures

Participants who consented to take part in the study were asked to complete the
“Lost at Sea” task with a partner. In this task, participants are told to imagine that
they are stranded in the middle of the ocean on a boat that is slowly sinking and
has damaged communication equipment. Each team must decide how they want to
rank the importance of fifteen salvaged items to determine which to take on a life
raft. The fifteen items include a sextant, a shaving mirror, mosquito netting, a five-
gallon can of water, a case of army rations, maps of the Pacific Ocean, a floating
seat cushion, a two-gallon oil/petrol mixture, a small transistor radio, 20 square feet
of opaque plastic sheeting, shark repellent, one quart of 160 proof rum, 15 feet of
nylon rope, two boxes of chocolate bars, and a fishing kit. After completing the task,
team members in our study notified a research assistant. They were then debriefed
individually and thanked for their participation.

3.3 Experimental Design (Independent Variable)

We randomly assigned discussion groups to one of three conditions as follows:

Condition 1 (face-to-face): Participants completed the “Lost at Sea” task while inter-
acting face-to-face. These participants were in the same room, able to hear and see
each other.
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Condition 2 (audio and video): Participants completed the “Lost at Sea” task using
Skype. These participants were in separate rooms, though still able to hear and see
each other via a Skype connection.
Condition 3 (audio only): Participants completed the “Lost at Sea” task using Skype;
however, the video channel was turned off such that they could only hear each other
via the Skype connection.

In all three conditions, we collected audio recordings of group interactions. We
recorded participants’ voices on separate audio channels using individual lavalier
microphones worn by each group member. This was done to ensure that our analyses
employed the highest possible audio quality.

3.4 Outcome Measures

Past research has shown that fast Fourier transform (FFT) voice analysis yields a valid
and reliable real-time measure of solidarity in dyads (see e.g., Gregory and Webster
1996). Much as a prism separates “complex” white light into its constituent “simple”
colors, FFT separates a complex wave (e.g., the human voice) into its constituent
frequencies. In technical terms, FFT transforms the time domain of a complex signal
into the frequency domain.4 This allows us to look for patterns in different frequency
ranges of the source signal. In the range of the human voice beneath 0.55 kHz,
past research using FFT has found that individuals unconsciously adapt their vocal
spectra to each other during conversations (Gregory and Hoyt 1982; Gregory 1983,
1986a, b, 1990, 1994; Gregory et al. 1993). Vocal “convergence” in this frequency
range is the acoustic “output” of role-taking. The greater the convergence, the greater
the solidarity. According to Collins (2004), “Gregory and his colleagues show that
acoustical voice frequencies become attuned [through role-taking] as conversations
become more engrossing” (p. 77). As such, Collins refers to the output produced by
FFT voice analysis as revealing the “sound of solidarity,” and he emphasizes that
FFT analysis is “a nonintrusive…means of researching solidarity” (p. 77).

The current study’s use of FFT analysis is adapted from techniques employed by
Kalkhoff andGregory (2008). Specifically, audio/video recordings from each partici-
pant sampled at 44,100Hz (i.e., high-quality “wav” files) were captured usingReplay
Telecorder. Following past research (see e.g., Kalkhoff and Gregory 2008), the audio
track for each participant in each dyad (separately) was divided into three equal-
length segments (beginning, middle, and end). Next, all instances of “crosstalk”
(i.e., participants talking at the same time) were removed using Audacity, an open
source audio editing program. Finally, separate FFT analyses were performed on
each of the three segments for each participant within each dyad using a professional
FFT spectrum analyzer, SpectraPLUS.5 This analysis procedure captures the average
“energy” or amplitude (in decibels) of the lower frequencies (100–550 Hz) in each
individual’s voice during each time period. The results of the FFT analyses for each
segment/participant/dyad were then exported to a text file and imported into SAS
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Frequency
Value

Participant 
1 (Time 1) 

Participant 
1 (Time 2) 

Participant 
1 (Time 3) 

Participant 
2 (Time 1) 

Participant 
2 (Time 2) 

Participant 
2 (Time 3) 

100 -42.765388 -42.686295 -42.822361 -46.773033 -47.150108 -45.227142 

101 -40.903313 -41.01738 -42.004135 -47.459259 -47.261585 -44.783775 

102 -39.33395 -40.710636 -40.698051 -48.909191 -46.844398 -45.788189 

.....       

550 -59.64159 -55.220596 -59.004105 -54.877327 -56.74437 -53.395405 

Fig. 1 Data structure with sample spectral data produced through FFT analysis. Note The values
in each cell are in decibels (db)

for statistical analysis. Figure 1 shows the basic structure of the dataset with sample
FFT output. The left column indexes the vocal frequencies (100–550 Hz). The value
in each cell is the amplitude of the associated frequency (in decibels, db) for a given
participant (1 or 2) at a given time point (beginning, middle, or end), as determined
from FFT analysis.

In order to examine levels of solidarity across conversations over time, the absolute
difference between the two participants’ amplitudes at each frequency was computed
for each time point (beginning, middle, and end). In other words, for each dyadic
group of participants (separately), we created a new variable by computing the abso-
lute difference between the frequency amplitudes for Participant 1 (Time 1) and those
for Participant 2 (Time 1). We then repeated this computation for the two remaining
time periods (middle and end). This produced three new variables representing the
absolute difference between participants’ vocal spectra at the beginning of the task,
middle of the task, and end of the task. We then computed the mean of the three
absolute difference variables for each dyad. The resulting dyad-level values are what
interest us, as they represent the average absolute difference in participants’ vocal
spectra at each time point. The greater the difference, the less the non-verbal vocal
convergence, and the less the solidarity at that point in the interaction. Figure 2 shows
the generic structure of the resulting dataset.

3.5 Statistical Analysis Strategy

Below we test Hypotheses 1a–1c and Hypothesis 2 using a generalized estimated
equations (GEE) approach. This statistical technique is a powerful, nonparametric
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Group ID  Condition # Sex  AbsDiff1  AbsDiff2  AbsDiff3 

1      

2

3

…

60      

Fig. 2 Generic data structure for mean difference of participants’ voice spectra

alternative to repeated measures ANOVA. Unlike ANOVA, GEEs make no distribu-
tional assumptions, nor is any assumption made about the homogeneity of variances
across experimental conditions. Furthermore, the correlation structure of repeated
observations (in this case across the three time periods, beginning, middle, and end)
can be directly specified in GEE models. By contrast, ANOVA imposes a constant
correlation of observations between any two time points (i.e., the sphericity assump-
tion), which may cause an inflated Type I error rate (Ma et al. 2012). The bottom line
is that the GEE approach is more efficient than ANOVA. It achieves greater statistical
power with smaller samples and is, therefore, a preferred method for the analysis of
repeated measures data (Ma et al. 2012).

To test our hypotheses using GEE, the data were restructured, as required, into
“long format.” Figure 3 shows the generic structure of the resulting dataset. The
GEE analysis determines whether experimental condition has a significant, overall
effect on the set of (repeated) dependent variables across the three time periods
(Hypothesis 1). Provided that the overall main effect of experimental condition on

Group ID  Condition  AbsDiff 

1   1  

1   2  

1   3  

2   1  

2   2  

2   3  

...     

60   1  

60   2  

60   3  

Fig. 3 Generic data structure in long format for GEE analysis
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the solidarity outcomes is significant, follow-up pairwise comparisons will be used
to test Hypotheses 1a–1c. Finally, “simple effects” follow-up ANOVAs and t-tests
(Wright 2014) will be conducted within each time period (beginning, middle, and
end) to test Hypothesis 2.

4 Results

4.1 Data Overview

Conversations between sixty same-sex pairs were digitally recorded while they com-
pleted the “Lost at Sea Task” (20 pairs in each condition). Using the techniques
described above, we began by attempting to use fast Fourier transform (FFT) anal-
ysis to extract the vocal spectra data for each participant within each dyad. This
procedure can only be done if each person within a dyad contributes to the begin-
ning, middle, and end of the conversation (i.e., the procedure cannot be used if one
person dominates the conversation at the beginning, middle, or end of the conversa-
tion). We were able to perform an FFT analysis for 53 of the 60 dyadic pairs. The
analysis was performed for every dyad in the face-to-face condition; however, the
conversation was dominated by one participant in six of the dyads in Condition 2
(audio/video) and in one of the dyads in Condition 3 (audio only). FFTs could not
be run for these seven dyads. Furthermore, data from one dyad in Condition 1 (face-
to-face) were removed following a preliminary residual analysis using GLM.6 In the
end, then, data from 52 dyads were used for the final analysis—19 from the face-
to-face condition, 14 from the audio/video condition, and 19 from the audio-only
condition. Descriptive statistics for the spectral data by condition and time period
are presented in Table 1 and Fig. 4.

Table 1 Sample sizes, means, and standard deviations for the absolute difference of group
members’ vocal spectra over time

N Beginning Middle End

Face-to-face 19 3.4906
(3.2698)

3.4360
(2.8723)

3.1425
(3.0263)

Audio 19 5.7270
(4.5677)

5.2090
(4.3545)

6.3093
(4.2795)

Audio/video 14 4.5550
(5.1687)

6.5874
(5.0932)

8.1179
(6.2336)
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Fig. 4 Impact of communication medium on convergence over time

Visual inspection of the data in Table 1 reveals an interesting pattern of
results when comparing the mean absolute difference values between condi-
tions and across temporal segments. Whereas the vocal spectra of partici-
pants who engaged in face-to-face interaction converged between the begin-
ning and end of discussion (i.e., the mean absolute difference in vocal spec-
tra decreases over time), the vocal spectra of participants who engaged in
either form of mediated communication diverged as the task went on (i.e., the
mean absolute difference in vocal spectra increases over time). This pattern of
results provides prima facie support for our argument that interaction over distance
media impedes the production of solidarity, while further suggesting that certain
forms of communication might, in fact, erode existing solidarity levels over time.

4.2 Hypothesis Tests

Consistent with Hypothesis 1, results from a GEE analysis reveal that Condition has
a significant overall effect on the absolute difference in participants’ vocal spectra
(Wald χ2 = 8.05, df = 2, p = 0.018). In line with Hypotheses 1a and 1b, follow-up
pairwise comparisons produced as part of the GEE output reveal that the absolute
difference in participants’ vocal spectra is lower in the face-to-face condition than it
is in the audio/video (z =−2.31; p= 0.021) and audio-only (z =−2.24, p= 0.025)
conditions. This suggests that the face-to-face condition, as expected, produced the
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highest levels of solidarity. However, contrary to Hypothesis 1c, the absolute dif-
ference in participants’ vocal spectra does not achieve statistical significance (z =
0.46, p= 0.643).We expected participants in the audio/video condition to experience
greater solidarity than participants in the audio-only condition, but the relatively high
p-value of the z statistic suggests that the means are actually equivalent (Frick 1995).
We return to this unanticipated result in the Discussion below.

To test Hypothesis 2, we began by conducting a second GEE analysis, now adding
Time and the interaction of Condition and Time as predictors (see Table 2). In this
model, the Condition by Time interaction is, in fact, significant (Wald χ2 = 11.40,
df = 4, p = 0.022). Follow-up simple effects ANOVAs within each time period
(beginning, middle, and end) reveal the following. First, the effect of Condition on
the absolute difference in participants’ vocal spectra is not significant at Time 1 (F
= 1.27, df = 2, p = 0.289). So, at Time 1, comparable levels of solidarity were
produced across the face-to-face, audio/video, and audio-only conditions. At Time
2 the means begin to diverge (see Fig. 2), but levels of solidarity do not differ,
statistically speaking, across the three conditions (F = 2.44, df = 2, p = 0.098). By
Time 3, however, the effect of Condition on the absolute difference in participants’
vocal spectra achieves significance at the conventional 0.05 level (F = 5.22, df =
2, p = 0.009). Post hoc comparisons reveal that at Time 3 the absolute difference
in participants’ vocal spectra was lower in the face-to-face condition than in the
audio/video (t = −3.127; p = 0.003) and audio-only (t = −2.161; p = 0.036)
conditions, but not in the audio/video condition versus the audio-only condition (t
= −1.137, p = 0.261).

While the difference between the audio/video and the audio-only condition is
not significant, even if it were, the pattern is once again in the opposite direction of
what we would expect: the audio-only condition produced higher levels of solidarity
than the audio and video condition. Our results as a whole support Hypothesis 2
in showing that the effect of communication medium on solidarity became stronger
over time, but they reveal once again the unanticipated creation of greater, though not
significantly greater, solidarity in the audio-only condition than in the audio/video
condition.

Table 2 GEE analysis for the
impact of communication
medium and time on
solidarity

Wald chi-square df p-value

Intercept 96.331 1 0.000

Condition 8.052 2 0.018

Time 5.067 2 0.079

Condition * time 11.397 4 0.022
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5 Discussion

This study produced three key findings. First, consistent with our expectations, face-
to-face interaction produced greater solidarity than audio/video interaction or audio-
only interaction. Second, contrary to our expectations, audio/video interaction failed
to produce greater solidarity than audio-only interaction. Finally, the impact of com-
municationmedium on solidarity grew stronger over time, notwithstanding the unan-
ticipated finding that the audio/video condition did not produce more solidarity than
the audio-only condition.

It is hard to know at this point what to make of the unanticipated finding. On
the one hand, it flies in the face of the view that role-taking is compromised in
communication situations where interactants cannot see one another (Collins 2011),
which should, theoretically speaking, undermine the solidarity-producing benefits
of interactional entrainment. On the other hand, the finding, while unexpected, does
align with the simple historical fact that two-way audio/video interaction has been
around not nearly as long as two-way audio-only interaction (e.g., by telephone). In
retrospect, the relative newness of audio/video interaction may explain why it has
not surpassed the solidarity-producing capabilities of audio-only interaction.

It is also possible that our use of Skype in the audio/video condition contributed
to the theoretically anomalous finding that audio/video interaction failed to produce
more solidarity than audio-only interaction. That is, Skype presents video images
of self and other side-by-side during conversations. A research assistant commented
that several participants in the audio/video condition seemed to focus on how they
appeared during conversations. This could have complicated the role-taking pro-
cess. Unfortunately, while conversations were monitored by the assistant during
experimental sessions, A/V recordings of participant interactions are not available.
Therefore, we cannot assess whether participants in the audio/video condition did,
in fact, have a tendency to be distracted by their own appearance.

Future research should examine what happens when participants are prevented
from seeing the video feed of themselves during conversations. It would be interest-
ing to see whether the results generated from a study incorporating this modification
would fall into line with our prediction that audio/video interaction should produce
more solidarity than audio-only interaction. Nonetheless, given the lack of signifi-
cant differences between the audio/visual and audio-only groups, the best conclusion
we can draw at present is that compared to face-to-face interaction, distance com-
munication seems to degrade the production of solidarity regardless of the specific
communication medium.

However, it is possible that distance communication has different effects on the
quality of interpersonal relationships depending on whether it is used to forge new
relationships or sustain existing ones. As mentioned above, past research has found
that face-to-face relationships, all else being equal, tend to ignite faster and burnmore
brightly than online relationships (Chan and Cheng 2004). Once firmly established,
though, might face-to-face relationships benefit from supplemental contact through
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distance communication? In other words, do face-to-face and distance forms of com-
munication interact in their effects on the quality of symbolic interaction? This is an
interesting hypothesis that should be addressed by future research.

Another puzzle that remains to be solved concerns the disproportionately high
number of cases that could not be analyzed in our distance media conditions, espe-
cially in the audio/video condition, because one participant so thoroughly dominated
the conversation. Recall, this never occurred in the face-to-face condition, but it hap-
pened six times in the audio/video condition and one time in the audio-only condition.
This might not be a fluke. Both journalists and social scientists have made the case
that people are meaner and more dominant online than they are in person, perhaps
due to an “online disinhibition effect” that causes people to behave more intensely
than they otherwise would (Suler 2004). Future research should more directly exam-
ine whether face-to-face communication tends to foster cooperation over dominance
and whether the opposite is true for distance forms of communication.

5.1 An Organizing Framework for Studying Distance
Interaction

In their description of Simmel’s work, Kalkhoff et al. (2011) argue that “strengthen-
ing bonds within discrete, ‘minor’ relations can ripple through the ‘web of human
society’ and bring about cumulative effects” (p. 945). By the same process, it seems
reasonable to expect negative cumulative effects of aggregating “failed” interactions
as well. Assuming that future research can replicate our finding that distance media
communication falls short of in-person interaction when it comes to the production
of solidarity, we should not turn a blind eye to the increasing dominance of elec-
tronically mediated communication in people’s lives. If the particular “problem” we
detected does, in fact, reach beyond our study, howaremodern societies to address the
challenge of creating and maintaining social solidarity? Beyond our personal, day-
to-day interactions, businesses and educational institutions are increasingly relying
on distance media and virtual worlds to hold meetings, offer tours, sell products, etc.
(Lin and Lee 2006). Yet our study suggests that it could be very difficult to develop
and maintain rhythmic coordination and solidarity in these contexts.

To gain a better, deeper understanding of how the rise of distance media com-
munication may be contributing directly to fragmentation in society by undermining
role-taking and the production of social solidarity, we advocate the application of a
“neuro-interactionist” perspective (Franks 2003). One of the major advantages of a
neuro-sociological approach, generally speaking, is that its unique “toolset” enhances
theory testing and development by providing better,more direct observation andmea-
surement of theoretical constructs and processes (Kalkhoff et al. 2016a, 196–197).
While our unobtrusive, real-time vocal measure of solidarity is arguably an improve-
ment over delayed, subjective self-reporting, a neuro-interactionist approach would
allow us to peer even more deeply into the (neural) mechanisms that represent and
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support role-taking and the creation of solidarity (or lack thereof) in connection with
different methods of human communication. Furthermore, measuring “silent” brain
activity as opposed to vocal communications would allow us to extend our analysis
to text-based forms of distance communication, including instant messaging, chat,
and texting. Electroencephalographic (EEG) “brainwave” data collected from two
or more people at the same time could be used to compare different types of commu-
nication in terms of their ability to produce “interbrain synchronization,” a real-time
neurological indicator of social solidarity in groups (see Kalkhoff et al. 2016b).

Mead himself recognized the general importance and promise of interactionism
informed by neurology: “We have to take into account not merely the complete
or social act, but what goes on in the central nervous system as the beginning of
the individual’s act and as the organization of the act” (Mead 1934, p. 11). While
all but ignored for many years, Stryker and Stryker (2016) have recently taken up
Mead’s charge in reminding us of the importance of using neuroscience to advance
symbolic interactionism, and we are just now starting to see theoretical and empirical
research being done that is patently neuro-interactionist (Niemeyer 2013; Kalkhoff
et al. 2016a; Stryker and Stryker 2016).

Where the present topic is concerned, there are important points of connection
between interactionism and social neuroscience that might be exploited to strengthen
our understanding of how distance media communication could be undermining
symbolic interaction and, therefore, imperiling society. Most importantly, the con-
cept of role-taking in interactionism is quite similar to the concept of “theory of
mind” (ToM) in social neuroscience.7 In brief, theory of mind refers to “a person’s
ability to understand another person’s mental states” (Hopcroft 2013, 231). ToM in
social neuroscience is the conceptual twin of role-taking in symbolic interactionism.
Importantly, neuroscientists have identified the brain substrates of ToM, including the
so-called “mirror neuron” system (Rizzolatti and Craighero 2004). Mirror neurons
are a special class of neurons in the brain that “fire” both when a person performs an
action and when they observe someone else perform the same action.Mirror neurons
are concentrated in several brain regions, and as a group they seem to represent and
support core social functions, including empathy, perspective-taking, and theory of
mind competencies (Hopcroft 2013).

Interestingly, dysfunction in the mirror neuron system lies at the heart of the “bro-
ken mirror theory” of autism (Iacoboni and Dapretto 2006). While controversial (see
Schulte-Rüther et al. 2016), the theory argues that a dysfunctional mirror neuron sys-
tem explains ToM-related interactional difficulties characteristic of autism spectrum
disorder, namely lack of empathy, social isolation/aloofness, and lack of eye contact.
What is most interesting to us is that our increasing reliance on devices seems to
be creating the same constellation of traits in the “average” person. Is our growing
addiction to devices creating an autism-like syndrome?

First off, in Alone Together, Turkle (2011) explains how people have come to
expect more from their devices than from each other, which she links directly to
a precipitous loss of empathy in society. At the macro level, research has indeed
documented a pronounced decline in “empathic concern” among young adults in the
U.S., especially since the beginning of the 21st century (Konrath et al. 2011, 180). At
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the micro level, even the mere presence of a cell phone has been linked to a reduction
in empathy exchanged between friends (Thornton et al. 2014).

Second, other research shows that Americans are also becoming increasingly
socially isolated. For example, McPherson et al. (2006) report that the number of
Americans saying that there is “no one [emphasis added] with whom they discuss
important matters” almost tripled between 1985 and 2004 (p. 353). At the individual
level, recent research shows that social media usage and feelings of isolation are, in
fact, positively related (Primack et al. 2017).

Finally, device usage has been linked to declining eye contact (Nakamura 2015)
and also to a reduction in smiles between strangers (Kushlev et al. 2019). The picture
is starting to come into focus: devices seem to be undermining symbolic interaction
and potentially causing what we might name “digital autism syndrome.”

Respectively, interactionists and social neuroscientists recognize that role-taking
and theory of mind are developmental capacities. To the extent that reliance on
devicesmaybe undermining these capacities and causing deficits in themirror neuron
system, it should be alarming to us that young children (under eight) are spending
more time on tablets and Smartphones than ever before (Rideout 2017). An obvious
next step in a neuro-interactionist agenda would be to use neuroimaging (e.g., fMRI)
to examine levels of device usage vis-à-vis functioning in brain areas that undergird
role-taking and theory of mind functions. Obvious places to look first are those areas
of the brain where mirror neurons are concentrated (see Hopcroft 2013). Pursuing
such a neuro-interactionist agenda will rapidly accelerate a multilevel understanding
of how distance media communication could be undermining symbolic interaction.
If we ultimately determine that heavy device usage is linked to dysfunction in human
mirror neuron systems underlying role-taking and ToM, the practical implications
would be serious and far reaching.

Endnotes

1. While Mead likely used a telephone, around the time of his death most homes
were still without them (see Pierce and Noll 1990).

2. Although our methodological approach precludes analysis of strictly text-
based interactions, our results are nonetheless an instructive illustration of the
connection between communication medium and solidarity.

3. Cărtărescu (2010) argues that online communities may allow minority groups to
circumvent social differences that impede solidarity development in face-to-face
interaction. This is an interesting and important hypothesis, but given our limited
sample, we leave it up to future researchers to explore systematically whether and
how heterogeneity affects the experience of solidarity across different forms of
communication. In our study, factors beyond sex and age were dealt with through
randomization.

4. See Gregory and Kalkhoff (2007) for a complete technical discussion.
5. A SpectraPLUS configuration file (*.cfg file) with all of the FFT settings

is available upon request. This file can be loaded into SpectraPLUS prior
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to conducting an FFT analysis. Step-by-step procedures for conducting an
acoustic analysis from start to finish are available in the supplemental mate-
rial of Kalkhoff et al. (2017): http://journals.sagepub.com/doi/suppl/10.1177/
0190272517738215/suppl_file/Kalkhoff_SUPPLEMENTAL_FINAL.pdf.

6. For the dyad in question, the preliminary GLM analysis of the effect of exper-
imental condition on the vocal solidarity outcome revealed that the studentized
residuals were much larger than the conventional cutoff of 3 across all time
periods (James et al. 2017), ranging from a low of 3.72 at Time 3 to a high of
4.44 at Time 1. No other dyad had studentized residual values exceeding three at
any time point. Furthermore, Cook’s distance values for the suspect dyad were
much larger than the traditional cutoff of 4/N= 0.075 (see Eyduran et al. 2005),
ranging from a low of 3.2 times the cutoff (i.e., 0.24) at Time 3 to a high of 4.67
times the cutoff at Time 1. Here too, no other dyad stood out so obviously as an
outlier.

7. See Franks (2013) for a nuanced treatment of the topic.
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University Racial Composition
and Self-esteem of Minority Students:
Commitment, Self Views and Reflected
Appraisals

David M. Merolla and Erin Baker

Abstract A common finding in the research literature indicates that minority
students tend to have higher levels of self-esteemwhen they attend schools withmore
individuals of their own racial and ethnic background. However, few studies to date
have sought to explain this association. Using identity theory, this chapter develops
and tests a serialmediationmodel to explain thiswell-established association. Specif-
ically, this chapter proposes that universities represent intermediate social structures
that provide the context in which social relationships develop.We argue that students
in more racially consonant environments are more likely to develop satisfying social
relationships with both faculty and students and in turn have more positive reflected
appraisals of their abilities as a student and more positive self-evaluations. These
positive self-evaluations are theorized to lead to higher levels of self-esteem. This
chapter tests this serial mediation model using a sample of 863 minority students
from universities across the US. Findings are supportive of our theoretical model and
underscore both the importance of social structure for understanding the self-concept
and the need to improve the racial climate of US universities.

Keywords Identity · Racial segregation · Self-esteem · Higher education

1 Introduction

The population of US college and university1 students is becoming more diverse
in the twenty-first century. In 2000, white students comprised 70.8% of US college
students, whereas in 2015, just 57.6%of all college students in theUSwerewhite (US
Department of Education 2018). Despite this increase in the overall representation
of non-white students at US colleges, college campuses remain segregated and there
are concerns about the climate that students of color face on campus (Feagin et al.
2014; Hurtado et al. 2016). Research continues to show that many minority students
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at predominately white institutions perceive their campuses as hostile environments
where they face overt discrimination such as racial slurs and stereotypes (Franklin
2016). The FBI reports that in 2016, there were 174 race based hate crimes on
college campuses, making colleges the third most common location for hate crimes
after residences and public streets (FBI 2016). Moreover, because most colleges
officially promote diversity and inclusion, white nationalist groups often target these
institutions as apt locations to spread their message by hosting overtly racist speakers
and other events that contribute to a hostile climate for minority students (Kelley
2017). Beyond the egregious circumstances cited above, minority students may face
additional, more subtle obstacles such as racial microaggressions and feelings of
isolation, which can lead to a generally negative view of themselves and awithdrawal
from academic pursuits (Hurtado 1992; Hurtado and Carter 1997; Solorzano et al.
2000; Hwang and Goto 2009; Suárez-Orozco et al. 2015).

Given that minority students face potentially hostile climates at college, it follows
that minority students may benefit from increased representation on campus. For
example, one relatively consistent pattern in the research literature indicates that
minority students tend to have higher levels of self-esteem when they attend schools
withmore individuals of their own racial and ethnic background, that is, more racially
consonant educational environments (Stephan and Rosenfield 1978; Gray-Little and
Hafdahl 2000; Oates 2004; Rhodes et al. 2004). However, to date few studies have
sought to explain this association. The current chapter aims to explain the association
between university racial consonance and self-esteem using an identity theory model
(Stryker 1980; Stryker et al. 2005;Merolla et al. 2012). Specifically,we conceptualize
universities as intermediate social structures which provide the context in which
social interactions develop. We maintain that minority students in more racially
consonant environments are better able to develop valuable social relationships with
both faculty and students, and in turn have more positive reflected appraisals and
self-views of their abilities as a student. These more positive self-views of their
abilities as a student then lead to higher levels of self-esteem. We empirically assess
this model using a sample of 863 students from universities across the United States.

2 Background and Theory

Understanding the self remains a central concern in symbolic interactionism. The
self can be “defined as an organized and interactive system of thoughts, feelings,
identities, and motives that (1) is born of self-reflexivity and language, (2) people
attribute to themselves, and (3) characterizes specific human beings (Owens and
Samblanet 2013, 226).” A central tenet of symbolic interactionism is that the self
is the result of a reciprocal process of internal dialogue between two components
of the self—the knower and the known. As the result of this process, individuals
come to develop a self-concept, which represents an understanding of themselves
as a distinct entity with a unique constellation of characteristics that differentiates
them from others. The ability to know the self implies that individuals can also
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evaluate the self. Two important components of the evaluative self-concept are self-
efficacy, an individual’s belief in their ability to enact agency and control over the
world, and self-esteem, an individual’s conception of themselves as good or bad, or
in other words an individual’s conception and knowledge of their own self-worth.
The importance of these aspects of the self for social psychology is evident in the
voluminous body of research that has examined the precursors and consequences of
both self-esteem and self-efficacy (Gecas 1989; Demo 1992; Callero 2003; Stets and
Burke 2014; Merolla 2017).

The self-concept is developed through social interaction. During social interaction
individuals use reflected appraisals, or their own perceptions of others perceptions
of themselves as evidence for how both specific interactional partners, and by exten-
sion the larger society views them. That is, individuals come to know and understand
themselves through their perceptions of how others see them and generally seek
to align their self-conceptions with the reflected appraisals of interactional partners
(Cooley 1902; Burke and Stets 2009). Thus, individuals form a conception of their
own self-worth in relation to others based on the reflected appraisals of both sig-
nificant others (e.g., family members, friends) and generalized conceptions of how
society views people like them. For instance, the well-known positive association
between self-esteem and socio-economic status indicates that individuals generally
internalize broad societal level ideas about their relative worth and come to view
themselves in a similar manner (Twenge and Campbell 2002).

2.1 Identity Theory and Social Structure

Given that the self-concept stems from social interaction, it is important to under-
stand how the context of social interaction can shape the self-concept. Here, we draw
on identity theory to elucidate this link between structural context of social interac-
tion and the self-concept (Stryker 1980). According to identity theory, identities, or
meanings attached to social roles, groups or persons, are important components of the
self that serve as a link between the larger social structure and individual subjectivity.
Over the past several decades, two strands of identity theory have developed that have
investigated the role of social structure in shaping the self in two distinct ways. One
strand of identity theory is concerned with how social structures shape role-based
behavior by patterning social interactions and relationships (Serpe 1987; Serpe and
Stryker 2011). A second strand of identity theory has focused on how social struc-
ture affects the self by providing culturally derived identity meanings, which create
the context for an internal process of identity verification through which individuals
seek to align their own self-perceptions with the reflected appraisals of interactional
partners (Stets and Burke 2014). Given that the current research is interested in how
patterns of social interaction related to the racial consonance of universities affect
the self-concept, we draw on aspects of both strands of identity theory.

Identity theorists conceive of society “as a mosaic of relatively durable patterned
interactions and relationships, differentiated yet organized, embedded in an array
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of groups, organizations, communities, and institutions, and intersected by crosscut-
ting boundaries of class, ethnicity, age, gender, religion, and other variables” (Stryker
and Burke 2000, 285). Stryker’s classic work in identity theory specified the concept
of commitment as the conceptual link between society and the self. Commitment
is defined conceptually as the sense of belonging and attachment to others in role
relationships as well as the number or scope of role-based relationships; when iden-
tities have high levels of commitment, individuals value the social relationships they
develop in the context of that role identity. Commitment is defined operationally
in terms of the perceived opportunity costs of losing specific social relationships
(Stryker 1980; Serpe 1987). Early work used the concept of commitment to deter-
mine the degree to which individuals’ social networks were dependent on the main-
tenance of a specific social role (Serpe 1987). The use of the concept of commitment
to gauge the role of society in the identity process was an acknowledgement that
individuals enact identities, find interactional partners, and create shared meaning in
small localized networks based on the maintenance of specific role identities.

More recent work using identity theory has taken a broader view of the link
between society and self by examining how different levels of social structural orga-
nizationmayprecede identity processes—including commitment—indifferentways,
essentially acknowledging that the small social networks indexed by commitment
are themselves structured by different levels of social organization (Stryker et al.
2005; Merolla et al. 2012; Merolla and Serpe 2013; Jacobs and Merolla 2017). A
basic tenet of sociology is that large social structures, such as structured relationships
among individuals of different races, genders, and/or classes, are fundamental orga-
nizing principles of society that shape individuals’ social relationships. For example,
research on social network homophily shows that large social structural character-
istics such as race, age, and religion have a strong influence in shaping with whom
individuals interact. By some estimates, less than one in ten Americans has a close
friend from a different racial or ethnic group (McPherson et al. 2001).

Identity theory further describes two smaller levels of social organization—inter-
mediate and proximate social structures. Intermediate social structures are more
localized networks of social relationships in which people interact (e.g., a univer-
sity) and proximate social structures provide the specific contexts in which identities
are enacted (e.g., a student organization or friendship network). Despite their smaller
size and more limited spheres of influence, research has shown that proximate social
structures are important for identity processes in that they provide the contexts in
which individuals engage in social relationships based on specific identities. For
instance, research shows that college science students are more likely to value and
enact science identities when engaged in science training programs that provide sat-
isfying social relationships based on a science identity (Merolla et al. 2012; Merolla
and Serpe 2013). Such programs operate as proximate social structures that provide
immediate access to social relationships that rely on and affirm students’ science
identities.

To date, little empirical work in identity theory has examined the role intermedi-
ate social structures play in shaping identity processes. As noted, intermediate social
structures are relatively localized networks that provide a link between large and
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Racial 
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Commitment Reflected 
Appraisals

Self-Views Self-Esteem

Fig. 1 Heuristic model of identity process

proximate social structures. In the empirical models developed below, we conceptu-
alize universities as intermediate social structures. Universities represent an excellent
example of intermediate social structures due to their role in linking large and proxi-
mate social structures. Ascribed status characteristics based on large social structural
organization play an important role in determining the characteristics of the univer-
sities that individuals attend, as research clearly shows that there are significant class
and racial differences in the types of universities that students attend (Davies and
Guppy 1997; Moller et al. 2011). In addition, upon entering specific universities stu-
dents often enter smaller levels of interactional networks based on major, sports
participation or other affinity groupings (e.g., College Democrats/Republicans).
Research also suggests that students primarily interact with others of the same racial
and ethnic background within their university (Duster 1991; Antonio 2001). Thus,
we argue that minority students will have more access to satisfying social relation-
ships in universities with a higher prevalence of students from their own racial or
ethnic background, and that likewise, in such contexts, minority students will show
higher levels of commitment to both faculty and students. As shown in Fig. 1, the first
association posited in our model indicates that students in universities with higher
degrees of racial consonance will have higher levels of commitment to students and
faculty members.

The second association in our model indicates that higher levels of commitment
to students and faculty lead to more positive reflected appraisals. The idea that more
positive reflected appraisals will follow from higher levels of commitment is partic-
ularly germane to the current investigation given that our sample consists of high
achieving minority students. Research indicates that due to the well-known stereo-
types that cast minority students as less academically competent, minority students
often discount feedback on their academic abilities in the form of formal assessments
(i.e., standardized test scores, grades), and base their self-views more closely on the
reflected appraisals that they receive from others (Aronson and Inzlicht 2004). One
example of this phenomenon comes from research on mnemic threat. Mnemic threat
describes individuals’ tendency to forget negative feedback on their own abilities.
Research indicates that this phenomenon is less prevalent when negative feedback
comes from close friends and is more prevalent when the negative feedback is per-
ceived as biased (Green, et al. 2009; Newman et al. 2017). Similarly, we expect
that when minority students have access to valued social relationships with other
minority students and faculty, they are more likely to have more positive reflected
appraisals of themselves as students because they are more likely to remember and
trust the feedback from these sources as compared to feedback they receive from
official sources or interactional partners from other racial backgrounds.
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The third step in the model indicates that positive reflected appraisals lead to posi-
tive self-views. Most research using identity theory to understand differences in self-
evaluation has used a verificationmodel rather than a self-enhancementmodel (Burke
and Harrod 2005; Kalkhoff et al. 2016). This research has investigated how identity
verification, measured by the difference between reflected appraisals and self-views,
impacts individual well-being. The verification model suggests that individuals will
have a negative emotional reaction to non-verification, even when non-verification is
due to reflected appraisals that are more positive than self-views. The most common
methodological approach used to investigate verification is to specify a curvilinear
association between non-verification and emotional outcomes, an approach that sug-
gests both under and over-evaluation have negative effects on self-evaluation (Stets
and Burke 2014).2 However the research using this approach to studying verification
rarely uses verification as a dependent variable; instead, this variable is used almost
exclusively as an independent variable. Given that the model examined here speci-
fies both reflected appraisals and self-views as mediators of racial consonance and
commitment on self-esteem, we take a somewhat different approach. Specifically,
instead of combining reflected appraisals and self-views into a measure of identity
verification, we simply specify reflected appraisals as a predictor of self-views and
expect a positive association between these variables.

The final step in the proposed model suggests that more positive self-views lead
to higher levels of self-esteem. Essentially, we conceive of positive self-views as an
example of identity-relevant events that can serve to boost individuals’ self-esteem.
Research indicates that individuals experience negative identity-relevant events as
stressors that can lead to negative emotional reactions and similarly experience pos-
itive emotional reactions to positive identity-relevant events such as getting a good
grade (Rosenberg et al. 1989; Thoits 1992; Crocker and Nuer 2003). For example,
Marcussen et al. (2004) show that college students reported a decrease in self-esteem
in response to a negative performance prime that suggested they were not performing
well on academic tasks despite high levels of effort. It is important to note that the
model presented here is essentially consistent with either a self-verification or self-
enhancement model of self-esteem. Specifically, we do not predict any specific direct
relationship between reflected appraisals and self-esteem. Instead, we specify self-
views as an intervening factor between these two variables and as the most proximal
variable in determining an individual’s self-esteem. In sum, our model posits that
racial consonance leads to higher self-esteem for minority students by providing the
context for more valued social relationships to develop. These social relationships
in turn lead to more positive reflected appraisals and self-views, and finally higher
self-esteem.
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3 Literature Review

3.1 Racial and Ethnic Differences in Self-esteem

Given that self-esteem is derived in part by the reflected appraisals of others, early
scholars surmised that because racial and ethnic minorities live in a society that deni-
grates them, have lower SES levels than their white counterparts, and face additional
stressors associated with racism and discrimination, they would have less positive
self-concepts (Rosenberg 1979).However, research has consistently shown that black
Americans have higher or similar levels of self-esteem compared to their white coun-
terparts, whereas the self-esteem of other Asian and Hispanic Americans is generally
similar or slightly lower than their white counterparts (Hughes and Demo 1989; Kao
and Tienda 1995; Twenge and Crocker 2002; Williams et al. 2003; Jackson et al.
2004; McLeod and Owens 2004; Hughes et al. 2015). Scholars have attempted to
explain the paradoxical pattern of high self-esteem among black Americans in a vari-
ety of ways. For instance, some scholars have argued that the reflected appraisals of
individual whites and the broader white society have little influence on black Amer-
icans’ self-esteem because black Americans discount such jaundiced views of their
own self-worth and instead rely on reflected appraisals from other black Americans
(Hughes and Demo 1989). Further, some evidence suggests that black Americans
protect their own self-concept by attributing their lower status to the broader racial-
ized social structure, and that racial identity or pride may serve as a protective factor
for black self-esteem (Porter and Washington 1993; Kiecolt and Hughes 2017).

Overall, the research on self-esteem among racial and ethnic minority groups
has cast the issue of the self-concept in explicitly racial or ethnic terms. That is,
researchers have looked at how minorities’ self-concepts are associated with factors
specifically related to minority status such as experiences with discrimination, racial
pride, ethnic identity, acculturation, or the strength of their connections to othermem-
bers of their own racial or ethnic groups. For example, the idea that minority children
suffered psychologically due to the denigration of black Americans perpetuated by
a segregated social system served as key evidence in the 1954 Brown v. Board of
Education decision (Wong and Nicotera 2004). In this decision, the Supreme Court
concluded that segregation “generates a feeling of inferiority as to their status in
the community that may affect their hearts and minds in a way unlikely to ever be
undone” (Brown v Board of Education, 347 U.S. 483 [1954], 494).

A recent study (Hughes et al. 2015), re-evaluated these ideas using a nationally
representative sample by investigating how closeness to black Americans and overall
evaluations of black Americans are associated with self-esteem among a sample of
black adults. This research finds that respondents who feel closer to black Americans
and have more positive evaluations of black Americans have higher levels of self-
esteem. Moreover, these authors find that measures of social relationships partially
mediate these associations, pointing to the need for additional research on how eval-
uations that occur within the context of social relationships may shape self-esteem
among black Americans.
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Similarly, research on Asian and Hispanic Americans has most often investigated
how the self-concepts of these groups are associated with factors specifically related
to their status as ethnic minorities in the United States. Scholars have focused on
factors such as ethnic identity, assimilation, or other cultural factors such as individ-
ualism or collectivism (Porter and Washington 1993; Rumbaut 1994; Phinney et al.
1997; Zhou 1997). Most research has found that ethnic identity among Hispanic and
Asian Americans is positively associated with self-esteem and that these factors can
operate as a buffer against the negative effects of discrimination (Rhee et al. 2003;
Umaña-Taylor and Updegraff 2007). The current investigation seeks to build on this
previous research by looking at structural rather than cultural precursors of minor-
ity self-esteem. Specifically, by investigating how the structural context of social
interactions, here operationalized as the racial consonance of a university, shapes
the self-esteem of racial and ethnic minority students by providing access to more
satisfying social relationships, we explicitly link this important component of the
self to the organization of society, rather than to the cultural traits of a specific racial
or ethnic minority group.

3.2 Self Esteem and Racial Consonance of Educational
Contexts

Research on the effects of racial consonance of educational settings on self-esteem
has primarily investigated this association among black students. This research gen-
erally shows that black students report higher levels of self-esteem in more racially
consonant educational environments (Stephan and Rosenfield 1978; Jensen et al.
1982; Gray-Little and Carels 1997; Gray-Little and Hafdahl 2000; Oates 2004;
Rhodes et al. 2004; cf: Kraus 1983). As noted above, the question of black stu-
dents’ self-esteem in segregated schools was closely tied to the politics of school
desegregation. Thus, the focus on how the racial composition of schools is associ-
ated with self-conceptions was initially motivated by studies concerned with how
desegregation of US schools in the 1960s and 1970s might have an effect on the
self-esteem of minority students.

Recall that the logic of desegregation suggested that black students suffered under
segregation because it signaled to them that they were not valued by society to the
same degree as their white counterparts. However, evidence suggested the opposite
pattern, as black students showed lower self-esteem when attending schools with
white students. In one of the first studies, researchers operationalized self-evaluation
using just one item asking students to give a relative ranking of their “brightness”
compared to their peers. The research showed that black students had self-esteem at
least as high as their white counterparts, but that black students had higher levels of
self-esteem when they attended schools with a larger proportion of black students
(Coleman et al. 1966). In a somewhat similar study, researchers used desegregation as
the treatment in a quasi-experimental design, comparing an integrated and segregated
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school before and after the advent of a desegregation policy. This research indicated
that the effect of desegregation is negative for black students who formerly attended
segregated schools, again indicating that black students have higher levels of self-
esteem in schools with more racial consonance (Stephan and Rosenfield 1978).

This pattern of lower self-esteem in desegregated schools is likely attributable to
the latent consequences of desegregation. After desegregation, Black students often
entered hostile environments in which they were subjected to harassment, taunting
and even violence (K’Meyer 2013; Bell-Tolliver 2018). Further, desegregation led to
the firing of thousands of black school personnel which reduced the probability that
black students would be educated by black teachers who emphasized the humanity
and potential of black children (Fultz 2004). Indeed, it appears that formany students,
DuBois’s (1935, 331) concerns proved prescient when he remarked: “We shall get
a finer, better balance of spirit; an infinitely more capable and rounded personality
by putting children in schools where they are wanted, and where they are happy and
inspired, than in thrusting them into hells where they are ridiculed and hated.”

This early evidence suggesting higher self-esteem in racially consonant environ-
ments has been consistently affirmed in more recent research. In a recent meta-
analysis, researchers combined information from 90 studies which had information
about the racial composition of the school respondents attended. They found a rela-
tively strong effect of racial consonance for both black and white students. Specifi-
cally, they found that the black-white gap in self-esteem, a gap which favors black
students, would increase by 0.19 standard deviations when comparing a school that
is 80% compared to 20% black. In other words, they show that the advantage in
self-esteem that black students generally enjoy is greater in schools with more black
students and smaller in schools with fewer black students (Gray-Little and Hafdahl
2000).

In an even more recent study, researchers report on a 3-year longitudinal (6–8
grade) study of 1804 students from 23 schools in Illinois and examine the effects of
a variety of individual and school level covariates on self-esteem change over time
(Rhodes et al. 2004). Using a growth curve modelling approach, the researchers find
that low income African American students in lower SES schools experience less
decline in their self-esteem across this important developmental stage relative to their
peers from higher SES schools. The researchers also find that lower-income white
students in low SES schools (schools that presumably were mostly black) saw the
most substantial declines in self-esteem. These disparate patterns for black compared
to white students are attributed to racial differences in school context. The authors
conclude that “congruence with the racial and socioeconomic environment of their
schools” plays an important role in shaping students’ self-esteem (Rhodes et al. 2004,
256).

Most of these studies have been conducted in K-12 educational settings. One of
the few studies to investigate this association among college students uses data from
the NLS72/. It shows a positive effect of racial consonance on post-college self-
esteem for black respondents (Oates 2004). The author suggests that one potential
mechanism for this association could be that improved “relations with peers”, and
“treatment by faculty,” could lead to “healthier reflected appraisals” (Oates 2004, 29).
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However, as is common in the research literature on racial consonance and self-
esteem, the author is unable to model this presumed process. The current study
aims to build on this research that has documented the association between racial
consonance and self-esteem by empirically determining whether satisfying social
relationships, positive reflected appraisals, and positive views of self in a student
role serve as mechanisms linking university racial consonance to higher self-esteem
among minority students.

4 Data and Methods

4.1 Sample

We draw data for this project from The Science Study, a national panel study of
students enrolled in National Institute of Health funded minority training programs
fromcolleges anduniversities across theUnitedStates.Directors of trainingprograms
recruited participants into the The Science Study during the 2005–2006 academic
year. For this research, we use data from the third wave of data collection, which was
the first wave that included all of the relevant identity theory measures and retains
the largest possible sample size; this wave of data was collected in the winter 2007
semester. Overall, 1332 students were asked to participate in Wave 3, of which we
use 863 black, Hispanic and Asian students with valid data who attended a post-
secondary institution included in the Integrated Postsecondary Educational Data
System (IPEDS). These students attended 107 different universities, for an average
of just under 55 students per university.We use full-informationmaximum likelihood
to account for item-level missing data.3

There are several important considerations regarding the current sample that
deserve mention. First, the sample consists primarily of women in natural science
fields. Given the difficulties that women can encounter in STEM fields (Ong et al.
2011), the role of social relationships could be even more relevant for this specific
sample. Additionally, nearly 60% of the black students in the sample attendedHistor-
ically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs), yielding a sample of students who
attend universities that are somewhat more racially consonant for black students than
are universities as a whole. Multi-group analyses (not shown) indicated that although
HBCUs are more racially consonant than non HBCUs for black students, the effects
of racial consonance were consistent across both types of institutions, among each
racial group, and for male and female students. Thus, while part of the association
of racial consonance with self-esteem could be related to different aspects of HBCU
campuses not measured here (e.g., lower enrollment, smaller courses), we maintain
that the evidence from both this chapter and past research indicates that racial conso-
nance is not merely redundant with differences between HBCU and majority white
institutions.
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4.2 Measures

Table 1 presents descriptive statistics for all variables. The most distal dependent
variable for this research is self-esteem, measured using the Rosenberg self-esteem
scale. The variable is the mean across 10 items designed to reflect the evaluative
dimension of the self-concept, with responses on a standard Likert-type scale of
1 “Strongly Disagree” to 4 “Strongly Agree.” The self-esteem scale has an alpha
reliability of 0.895. Overall, students in the sample had high levels of self-esteem
with a sample mean of 3.38, with black (3.43) and Latino (3.36) students having
higher levels than their Asian (3.18) counterparts.

The main independent variables are two measures that index the racial composi-
tion of students’ universities. These variables are drawn from the IPEDS and linked
to each student’s university. Because we are interested in the impact of racial con-
sonance on students’ self-esteem, we create variables that measure the proportion of
faculty that are the same race as the student and the proportion of students who are the
same race as the student. This procedure yields two measures: faculty racial conso-
nance and student racial consonance. Given that the sample consists mainly of black
and Hispanic students, it is unsurprising that the average student attends a univer-
sity that is 52% racially consonant for students, but only 27% racially consonant for
faculty. In addition, underscoring the segregated nature of US universities, the cor-
relation between these two measures of racial consonance is 0.769. Moreover, black
(faculty 40%; students 62%) students attended universities that were more racially
consonant compared to Hispanic (17%; 48%) and Asian students (13%; 16%).4

Table 1 Descriptive statistics for all variables

Min Max Mean Std

Self-esteem 1.50 4.00 3.38 0.51

Faculty racial consonance 0.00 0.74 0.27 0.23

Student racial consonance 0.00 0.99 0.52 0.33

Commitment to faculty −2.89 3.11 0.00 1.00

Commitment to students −3.41 2.33 0.00 1.00

Self-views 0 10.00 7.52 1.77

Reflected appraisals 1.75 10.00 8.54 1.46

Black 0 1 0.47 –

Hispanic 0 1 0.46 –

Asian 0 1 0.07 –

GPA 0 4 3.31 0.46

Graduate student 0 1 0.21 –

Male 0 1 0.26 –

Note N = 863; Source The Science Study
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The identity theory model outlined above indicates a serial mediation model in
which racial consonance operates through threemediating factors. Thefirstmediating
variable is commitment.5 We employ two measure of commitment, one for faculty
commitment, and one for student commitment. Commitment is assessed by items
asking students how much they would miss other science students/faculty if they
were no longer in contact (0 = not at all to 10 = a great deal), how close they are to
other science students (0 = not close at all to 10 = very close), how important other
science students/faculty are to them (0 = not at all to 10 = very important). Students
were also asked to report how often they socialize with other science students/faculty
(1= daily to 7 = never), how many hours a week they spend with other science
students/faculty, and how much money they spend socializing with other science
students/faculty (1= almost all to 7 = almost none). Each item was standardized
to a mean of 0 and a standard deviation of 1 before being combined into a single
commitment variable. Alpha reliabilities are 0.815 for student commitment and 0.732
for faculty commitment.

The second mediating variable is reflected appraisals. Reflected Appraisals are
measured as the sum of five items asking students how others view them as stu-
dents. Specifically, students rated how their family, co-workers, friends and girl-
friend/boyfriend rated them as a student on a scale from 0 = “not at all good” to 10
= “very good.” The alpha reliability for reflected appraisals is 0.887.

The final mediating variable is the student’s self-view of their ability as a student.
This variable is a single item asking each student how they viewed themselves as a
student on a scale of 0 = “not at all good” to 10 = “very good.” The means for both
reflected appraisals (8.55) and self-views (7.53) are quite high, indicating students
both see themselves and believe other perceive them as good students.

Models presented below include several control variables. We use two dummy
variables,Hispanic, and Asian, to account for racial differences among the students,
with black students serving as the reference category.Male comparesmale students to
their female counterparts.Graduate student compares students in graduate programs
to undergraduate students. Among undergraduate students, 76%were upper division
students. Finally, GPA accounts for differences among students in academic success
in their collegiate careers.

5 Results

Table 2 presents bivariate associations among all of the focal variables in the model.
Most importantly, Table 2 shows that both faculty racial consonance (r = 0.132) and
student racial consonance (r = 0.122) are significantly associated with self-esteem.
This pattern is consistent with past research and represents the association that this
chapter seeks to explain. Additional patterns in Table 2 aremainly consistent with the
model described above. Racial consonance for faculty is related to commitment to
faculty (r= 0.136) and student racial consonance is related to commitment to students
(r = 0.115). Further, commitment to faculty (r = 0.251) and students (r = 0.313)
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Table 2 Zero-order correlations among focal variables

1 2 3 4 5 6 7

Self-esteem (1) 1

Faculty racial consonance (2) 0.132 1

Student racial consonance (3) 0.122 0.874 1

Commitment to faculty (4) 0.188 0.136 0.109 1

Commitment to students (5) 0.236 0.121 0.115 0.853 1

Reflected appraisals (6) 0.442 0.053 0.070 0.251 0.313 1

Self-views (7) 0.496 0.060 0.092 0.312 0.312 0.658 1

Note N = 863; Source The Science Study
Critical value for r = 0.067 (p < 0.05); non-significant correlations in bold

are related to reflected appraisals. Reflected appraisals are strongly associated with
self-views (r = 0.658), and self-views are associated with self-esteem (r = 0.496).

To test the serial mediationmodels outlined above, we useMPLUS 7 (Muthén and
Muthén 2012). We use MPLUS because it can estimate the serial mediation models
proposed here and provide bias-corrected standard errors due to the clustering of
respondents in universities. All models estimated are just identified, meaning that
all possible regression paths are included, even those not explicitly specified in the
theoretical model.6

Figure 2 shows the main results for the model for faculty racial consonance.
The solid lines in Fig. 2 indicate statistically significant paths, whereas the dotted
lines indicate non-significant paths (full model results are presented in Appendix 1).
The results reported in Fig. 2 largely support the proposed model. Namely, Fig. 2
indicates that students in universities with higher levels of faculty racial consonance
have higher levels of commitment to faculty (b = 0.462, p < 0.05). Commitment to
faculty (b = 0.301, p < 0.001) in turn is a significant predictor of positive reflected
appraisals. Reflected appraisals lead to more positive views of the self as a student
(b = 0.718, p > 0.001). Finally, self-views are positively related to self-esteem (b =
0.105, p < 0.000). After the mediation model is specified, the association between
faculty racial consonance and self-esteem is no longer statistically significant (b =
0.136, p = 0.077). Overall, the model explains 35.2% of the association between
faculty racial consonance and self-esteem.

In addition to the direct effects, results indicate three statistically significant
indirect paths linking faculty racial consonance to self-esteem, each consistent
with the theoretical model suggesting that higher levels of commitment, and
more positive reflected appraisals and self-views link racial consonance and self-
esteem. First, there was a significant path from faculty racial consonance → fac-
ulty commitment → reflected appraisals → self-esteem (ab = 0.011, p < 0.05).
Further, there was a significant path linking racial consonance → faculty com-
mitment → self-views → self-esteem (ab = 0.012, p < 0.05), and for the full
mediation path faculty racial consonance → faculty commitment → reflected
appraisals → self-views → self-esteem (ab = 0.017, p < 0.05).
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Figure 3 shows themain results for student racial consonance and student commit-
ment (full model results are presented inAppendix 2). The results in Fig. 3 essentially
mirror those in Fig. 2. Students in universities with more students who share their
racial background evince more commitment to other students (b = 0.328, p < 0.01).
This higher level of commitment to other students leads to more positive views of the
self as a student (b = 0.349, p < 0.001). More positive reflected appraisals of the self
as a student lead to more positive self-views (b = 0.721, p > 0.001) and self-views
are positively related to self-esteem (b = 0.103, p < 0.001). Finally, the direct asso-
ciation between student racial consonance and self-esteem is non-significant (b =
0.050, p > 0.05). Overall the model explains 54.3% of the association between racial
consonance and self-esteem.

Similar to the models using faculty racial consonance, three indirect paths link
student racial consonance and self-esteem, each of which is consistent with the
theoretical model. First, there is a significant indirect effect from student racial
consonance → student commitment → reflected appraisals → self-esteem (ab
= 0.008, p < 0.05). Second, there is a significant path from student racial con-
sonance → student commitment → self-views → self-esteem (ab = 0.005, p <
0.05). Finally, there is a significant indirect effect associated with the complete
mediation path from faculty racial consonance → faculty commitment → reflected
appraisals → self-views → self-esteem (ab = 0.008, p < 0.01).

Results in Appendices 1 and 2 show two additional relevant patterns that were not
part of the hypothesizedmodel. In each case, these associations are related to the close
relationship between reflected appraisals and self-views. First, commitment to both
faculty (0.249, p < 0.001) and students (b = 0.161, p < 0.001) have significant direct
associations with self-views, beyond their significant indirect associations through
reflected appraisals. Second, reflected appraisals have a significant association with
self-esteem in both models (b = 0.076, p < 0.001; b = 0.073, p < 0.001 for fac-
ulty and student models respectively). Another notable pattern from these models is
that racial consonance is not directly associated with reflected appraisals, self-views
or self-esteem. Instead, this factor operates exclusively via indirect paths through
commitment.

6 Discussion

Theaimof this chapterwas to investigatewhether identity theory can explain thewell-
established positive association between the racial consonance of educational settings
and self-esteem of minority college students. This research generally supported our
proposed model. Specifically, we show that racial consonance is associated with
increased levels of commitment to both faculty and students. This increased com-
mitment to both faculty and students leads students to have more positive reflected
appraisals and self-views in their role as students. The combined impact of commit-
ment, self-views and reflected appraisals in turn, explains the association between
racial consonance and self-esteem. This research builds directly on previous research
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by providing empirical support for the idea that the relationship between racial con-
sonance and self-esteem is driven by better social relationships and more positive
reflected appraisals and self-views (Oates 2004; Rhodes et al. 2004). However, it
is also notable that we did not observe a direct association between racial conso-
nance and reflected appraisals or self-views. Instead, racial consonance was linked
to self-esteem exclusively through its association with commitment. This pattern
underscores the importance of social relationships in shaping reflected appraisals
and self-views.

This research reflects an important step forward in specifying how social structural
organization shapes identity processes. Identity theory views society as a patchwork
of relatively durable social relationships that aggregate to different levels of social
structural organization based on the number of individuals that are brought together.
Each level of social structural organization provides the context in which smaller
levels of social structure develop. For instance, in the current context, large social
structural arrangements, such as racial and geographic segregation channel students
into different universities, which represent an intermediate level of social structure.
The characteristics of these intermediate social structures in turn, shape the proba-
bilities that students will find valuable social relationships with other students and
faculty. Research to date using this model has shown how smaller scale proximate
social structures shape role-related behaviors and behavioral intentions (Merolla et al.
2012; Merolla and Serpe 2013). This chapter extends the model in two ways. First,
we show that intermediate social structures also serve as precursors to identity pro-
cesses. Second, we show that that intermediate social structures likewise serve as
precursors of self-evaluation, by shaping the probabilities that individuals will find
interactional partners in the context of a specific role identity. In this way, the chapter
contributes to identity theory research more generally by continuing to bridge the
gap between the two main branches of identity theory (Stryker and Burke 2000).

This research also underscores the prevalence of racial segregation in higher edu-
cational contexts. In contrast to the plethora of research on school segregation at
both the elementary and secondary school level (Reardon and Owens 2014), there is
a dearth of research on segregation at US colleges and universities (cf. Carnevale and
Strohl 2013; Hinrichs 2015). This lack of attention is unfortunate given the growing
number of US students who attend college and the increasing importance of four
year degrees for adult well-being. The research that does exist shows that the higher
education system in the United States mirrors elementary and secondary levels in
that it is characterized by significant segregation. When this pattern is combined
with the fact that most college students are white, the result is that white students
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attend universities that are far more racially consonant than their black counterparts.
For example Hinrichs (2015) shows that in 2011, the average white student attends a
university that is 88.2%white, whereas the average black student attends a university
that is 52.3% black. Additionally, there are concerning trends in which black and
Hispanic students are increasingly becoming concentrated in less resourced, open
admission institutions (Carnevale and Strohl 2013). These patterns combined with
the results presented here suggest that the students who may face the most challeng-
ing campus environments are the relatively small number of minority students who
attend majority white universities. Administrators and student service professionals
at such institutions should be keenly aware of the potential challenges that students
in these situations may face. Moreover, given the reality of racial homophily, admis-
sions policies could potentially be designed to ensure a “critical mass” of minority
students in order to promote strong social relationships among students.

The findings presented here are generally consistent with and extend research on
self-esteem among racialminorities. Namely, research has shown that the self-esteem
of racialminoritiesmaybe protected from the general negative stigma associatedwith
being a minority in America and instead be based on the reflected appraisals of other
members of their racial and ethnic group. The results here are consistent with this
pattern. Although we lacked data on the racial makeup of students’ proximate social
networks, it is a relatively safe assumption that students primarily associate with
other students of their own racial background (Duster 1991; McPherson et al. 2001).
This research also suggests then that the general identity theory model outlined here
could be applied more broadly to other important intermediate and proximate social
structures such as workplaces and occupations (Forman 2003). Again, it is important
to note that the implications of this research are not that increased segregation would
enhance the experiences of minorities in such contexts. Instead, the goal should be
to end the pattern in which white Americans can simply assume that they will have
access to other white Americans in nearly any context, whereas Americans of color
may feel forced to choose between high status educational or occupational opportu-
nities and the ability to have satisfying social relationships. Moreover, there could
be a complex interplay within these relationships, in which the social psychologi-
cal benefit from increased racial consonance is offset because contexts with more
racial minorities often represent lower status occupational and educational environ-
ments (Forman 2003; Carnevale and Strohl 2013). In any event, the current research
shows the relevance of examining how the racial composition of intermediate social
structures shapes the opportunities for social interaction and in turn self-evaluation.

6.1 Limitations

The results presentedhere shouldbe considered in light of several relevant limitations.
First, the results are based on cross-sectional data. Given this limitation, the findings
here cannot establish causal relationships among the key study variables. Particularly
important in this regard are the associations among reflected appraisals, self-views
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and self-esteem, which could feasibly operate in either direction. Future research
should assess these relationships using longitudinal data.7 Second, the results pre-
sented here are from a non-probability sample of high achieving minority students
from universities that are somewhat more racially diverse that typical universities. As
such, caution iswarranted in generalizing to larger populations of university students.

7 Conclusion

Sheldon Stryker was truly a pioneer in sociological social psychology. His work
provided an elegant framework for understanding the structural bases of symbolic
interactionism. This chapter continues in this tradition by demonstrating the enduring
relevance of identity theory for understanding the links between social organization
and individual subjectivity.

Endnotes

1. The terms college and university are used interchangeably in this chapter.
2. However, researchers have recently noted that this approach can yield incon-

clusive findings because the interpretation of the polynomial effect is somewhat
ambiguous (Kalkhoff et al. 2016).

3. Of the 1332 respondents surveyed for this wave, 293 did not respond, 125 were
either not enrolled in college or attended universities not included in the IPEDS,
and 51 were white, giving a total sample of 863. Estimates using listwise deletion
were substantively similar to those reported here.

4. Given the segregation patterns observed between black and Hispanic students,
racial consonance is closely related to the relative distribution of non-white fac-
ulty and students. For example, the averageHispanic student attended a university
that had only 5% black faculty, and 9% black students, and the average black
student attended a University that had only 4.6% Hispanic faculty and 8.7%
Hispanic students.

5. Some research using identity theory separates two components of commitment
(interactional commitment and affective commitment). However, in the current
data the association between these two types of commitment indicates that these
constructs are essentially redundant; as such, we use a combined measure of
commitment.

6. The data structure has students clustered in the 107 universities; however, the data
are not suitable for multi-level models. This is because the university level
variables (faculty and student racial consonance) are different for Asian, black
and Hispanic students and vary within universities, such that they cannot be
considered university level variables for statistical modelling purposes.

7. Although the current data is from a panel study, due to students switching uni-
versities at a relatively high rate between data waves, it is difficult to use compo-
sitional information from a time point prior to the other study variables, because
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many students may no longer attend the same university. For example, even using
waves 3 and 4, the sample size drops to only 564.

Appendix 1: Metric Coefficients for Mediation Model
for Faculty Racial Consonance and Self Esteem

DV: commitment DV: reflected
appraisals

DV: self views DV: self-esteem

Faculty racial
consonance

0.462*
(0.217)

0.230
(0.292)

0.028
(0.256)

0.136
(0.077)

Faculty
commitment

0.301***
(0.038)

0.249***
(0.050)

0.007
(0.18)

Reflected
appraisals

0.718***
(0.035)

0.076***
(0.015)

Self views 0.105***
(0.015)

Black 0.111
(0.131)

0.026
(0.173)

0.101
(0.135)

0.144*
(0.063)

Hispanic −0.044
(0.129)

0.137
(0.113)

0.105
(0.118)

0.098
(0.053)

GPA 0.330***
(0.079)

0.904***
(0.112)

0.518***
(0.112)

−0.043
(0.035)

Graduate student −0.013
(0.090)

0.904**
(0.109)

−0.170
(0.118)

−0.002
(0.041)

Male 0.096
(0.070)

−0.375***
(0.112)

0.225*
(0.106)

0.031
(0.040)

R2 0.047 0.176 0.476 0.289

Notes Numbers in parentheses are standard errors
*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001
N = 863; Source The Science Study
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Appendix 2: Metric Coefficients for Mediation Model
for Student Racial Consonance and Self Esteem

DV: commitment DV: reflected
appraisals

DV: self views DV: self-esteem

Student racial
consonance

0.328**
(0.127)

0.117
(0.162)

0.175
(0.157)

0.053
(0.049)

Student
commitment

0.349***
(0.037)

0.161***
(0.046)

0.027
(0.016)

Reflected
appraisals

0.721***
(0.032)

0.073***
(0.015)

Self views 0.103***
(0.015)

Black 0.069
(0.149)

−0.033
(0.174)

0.061
(0.150)

0.152*
(0.058)

Hispanic −0.072
(0.146)

0.084
(0.127)

0.043
(0.145)

0.089
(0.068)

GPA 0.409***
(0.090)

0.861***
(0.108)

0.522***
(0.114)

−0.044
(0.036)

Graduate student −0.011
(0.102)

0.264*
(0.090)

−0.153
(0.124)

−0.001
(0.044)

Male 0.066
(0.072)

−0.373**
(0.108)

0.235
(0.108)

0.027
(0.040)

R2 0.047 0.200 0.467 0.290

Notes Numbers in parentheses are standard errors
*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001
N = 863; Source The Science Study
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argues that priorities for future research include addressing explicitly the question of
where identity standards come from, the causes and consequences of commitment,
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neuroscience · Rational choice · Role-taking · Social movements

1 Introduction

Following an introductory chapter reviewing the fifty-year history of the development
of identity theory and its meta-theoretical home within the symbolic interactionist
paradigm, this book provided a series of chapters further advancing structural sym-
bolic interaction and identity theory. Chapters present the theory-driven empirical
research of identity scholars working on a wide variety of substantive topics, from
health, education, and immigration, to politics and policies, crime and law. Each
of the book’s chapters offers unique research findings and/or a unique set of more
general theoretical and methodological insights.

At the same time—and consistent with Sheldon Stryker’s (2008) own reflections
on identity theory’s development and his priorities for its future development—the
book as a whole adheres to a core thematic. All chapters work together to advance
the foundations of identity theory and structural symbolic interactionism, while also
continuing to bridge to other theories and paradigms within social psychology, soci-
ology, and the social and behavioral sciences more broadly. By highlighting identity
theory’s topical reach and the range of scholarly and practical questions that it can
help answer, we hope to persuade sociologists that identity theory has broad utility
not only for social psychologists but also for a great many areas of macro-sociology.

In the remainder of this chapter, we reprise key theoretical and empirical con-
tributions made in preceding chapters, while also highlighting how these contribu-
tions inter-relate to enhance substance andmethod in structural symbolic interaction,
identity theory and beyond. We likewise build on these contributions and our core
thematic to identify promising avenues and priorities for future theorizing and empir-
ical research. The following subsections elucidate contributions made in this book
and provide some general observations intended to promote further development,
application of, and scholarly engagement with identity theory.

2 Broadening and Deepening the Theoretical Core

Chapters in this book advance identity theory and/or structural symbolic interac-
tionism in numerous ways. In her chapter titled “The Relationship Between Identity
Importance and Identity Salience: Context Matters,” Thoits tackles the relationship
between two fundamental concepts in identity theory—that of identity salience, con-
tributed by Stryker (1968), and that of identity prominence, contributed by McCall
and Simmons (1978). Although both these concepts have spurred substantial addi-
tional research, it has not been clear how, and the degree to which, the two concepts
are related empirically.
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Two recent articles by Brenner et al. (2014, 2018) explore the nature of the causal
relationship between identity prominence and identity salience. Thoits’ chapter in
this volume helps answer the question of why the extent of empirical association
between measures of the two concepts in prior quantitative research has varied from
one study to another, and one identity to another. Using qualitative, interpretive
analysis of interview data, Thoits finds that differing norms of conversation and
situational appropriateness across contexts help account for variability in the likeli-
hood that a subjectively important identity—one that is high in prominence—will be
expressed behaviorally—that is, will exhibit salience. These findings in turn under-
gird a series of well-taken suggestions by Thoits that will serve to avoid measure-
ment pitfalls exhibited by some prior research, while improving the measurement of
identity salience in future research.

Chapters in this volume titled “Cognitive and Behavioral Responses to the Iden-
tity Verification Process,” “Identity Dispersion: Flexibility, Uncertainty, or Incon-
sistency?,” and “Competing Identity Standards and Managing Identity Verification”
likewise contribute to the cumulative deepening of identity theory’s foundations by
engaging with central questions opened up by prior theory and research. As indi-
cated in this book’s introductory chapter, we know that identity verification tends
to maintain the meanings that self associates with an identity. As well, it long has
been clear that identity non-verification may result in multiple types of responses.
These include attempting to change the non-verifying reflected appraisal by altering
behavior to conform more to the identity standard one was trying to verify, altering
behavior to match the reflected appraisals that failed to verify that prior standard,
and/or altering the prior identity standard itself. However, our knowledge about fac-
tors that may condition responses to identity non-verification are underdeveloped,
making this a priority for future research, helping us understand, explain and predict
better both identity maintenance and identity change.

One important line of research has shown that those in lower (vs. higher) sta-
tus positions are more likely to respond to non-verifying feedback by cognitively
aligning their self-image to that feedback (e.g., Asensio and Burke 2011; Cast 2003;
Stets 2003). In their chapter titled “Cognitive and Behavioral Responses to the
Identity Verification Process”, Stets, Savage, Burke, and Fares extend this line of
work using a laboratory experiment conducted with participants all of whom occupy
structurally powerless positions in negotiated exchange. Employing a 2× 2 between-
subjects research design that contrasts participants with dominant vs. non-dominant
person identities, and who receive identity verifying vs. non-verifying feedback,
Stets et al. find empirical support for their theorization of a dual response to identity
non-verification. Both participants with dominant and non-dominant person iden-
tities pushed back against non-verifying feedback, while also slowly altering their
self-view to align with that feedback. In short, at least under conditions of structural
powerlessness, it does not seem to be a question of identity pushback or identity
realignment in response to identity non-verification. Instead, behavioral push back
against the non-verifying feedback occurs alongwith identity adjustment in the direc-
tion of the non-verifying feedback. Future research should continue to theorize and
examine themultiplicity of factors potentially conditioning emotional, cognitive, and
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behavioral responses to non-verifying feedback. Given chapters in this volume by
Thoits and by Robinson, Smith-Lovin and Zhao, emphasizing the need to consider
variability in others who constitute the audience for identity performance and/or
source of the reflected appraisals, future research on the consequences of identity
verification could examine whether and how it matters whether the non-verification
comes, for example, fromotherswho are respected or trusted orwould be presumed to
have relevant evaluative expertise by the focal actors, vs. others who are not respected
or trusted or would not be presumed to have the necessary evaluative expertise.

In his chapter titled “Identity Dispersion: Flexibility, Uncertainty, or Inconsis-
tency?,” Burke deepens our understanding of the conceptual nature, role, and mea-
surement of identity dispersion, helping us understand and explain patterns in situa-
tionally rooted social behavior.Where prior research on identity standards used point
estimates on semantic dimensions to define identities, the idea of identity dispersion
presumes that people hold distributions of meanings around a point that represents
the central tendency of the identity standard distribution. People then vary in the
extent to which their meanings are dispersed around this central tendency. Based on
prior scholarship, it has been unclear whether identity dispersion reflected flexibility
in the identity or whether it reflected uncertainty in the identity. As Burke points out,
the two interpretations have profoundly different implications for the emotional and
cognitive responses that in turn shape behavior.

Conducting two studies that examine survey data on six different identities, Burke
finds that dispersion stems neither from flexibility nor from uncertainty per se, but
rather from inconsistencies in identity meanings. These inconsistencies cause cogni-
tive dissonance that, in turn, leads to negative emotion. However, these same incon-
sistencies also reduce the negative emotion stemming from failure to confirm the
identity, precisely because they provide a wider range of available meanings for the
identity.

In their chapter titled “Competing Identity Standards andManaging Identity Veri-
fication,” Finch and Stryker provide contributions to identity theory that dovetail with
those of Stets et al. andBurke, in tackling issues pertaining to the perceptual control of
identities. Like Stets et al., Finch and Stryker are interested in identity maintenance
and change. Like Burke, they are interested in how individuals manage cognitive
and emotional consequences of identity non-verification under varying conditions.
Where Burke focuses on variable identity dispersion, Finch and Stryker focus on
the variable identity challenges created, and identity control strategies employed, by
lawyers with different combinations of race/ethnic and professional role identities,
all of whom work in the specific immigration law setting of Operation Streamline.
The latter is a program that subjects undocumented border crossers to en masse
criminal prosecutions.

Within their sample of Operation Streamline defense attorneys, Finch and Stryker
find almost universal role strain occasioned by these lawyers’ incapacity to satisfy
the key role identity-related values of formal legality and substantive justice simulta-
neously. However, defense attorneys also see these two values as providing positive,
culturally available and competing identity standards that they can use as resources to
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push back against potential non-verification of their role identity. Latinx lawyers, rel-
ative to white lawyers, experience greater role strain. Latinx lawyers also experience
conflict between a central role identity standard on the one hand, and the meanings
and expectations associated with their racial/ethnic identity on the other. Dealing
with identity challenges on both fronts, Latinx lawyers resist role and race/ethnic
identity standards that, if adopted, would lead to non-verification of their profes-
sional and race/ethnic identities. Latinx lawyers instead adopt available competing
role and social identity standards that enable identity verification.

By conducting interpretive analyses of data gathered through in-depth interviews
and observational research in a real-world setting, and by theoretically framing their
analyses in terms of identity theory’s perceptual control processes, Finch and Stryker
also make two general contributions. First, they show that the perceptual control
model within identity theory has utility for understanding and explaining real-world
processes beyond the laboratory. Second, they show that field research can ground
new general theoretical propositions that identity researchers engaged in theory-
testing research then can test. Taking into account the specific identity challenges
faced, and options open to attorneys with different combinations of role, and social or
group identities, Finch and Stryker propose three new general propositions pertain-
ing to responses to identity non-verification that are more or less likely under various
other conditions. Because Finch and Stryker consider the interplay ofmultiple identi-
ties rather than one identity alone, they likewise can explore how identity salience and
identity prominence hierarchies may shift in response to identity non-verification.
This, too, is a worthy issue for additional research.

Together, chapters by Thoits and by Finch and Stryker highlight the importance of
retaining a central place for qualitative, aswell as quantitative and experimentalmeth-
ods, in research programs in identity theory. They also highlight synergies among
these diverse methods, and show how ensuring close contact among researchers rely-
ing on different methods tomake their own contributions would facilitate advances in
identity theory and research. Juxtaposing the Finch and Stryker chapter with chapters
by Stets et al. and by Burke also makes clear the need to continue to specify theoret-
ically and examine empirically the factors that shape variable cognitive, emotional,
and behavioral responses to identity non-verification.

It likewise makes sense for future research to re-examine whether strongly institu-
tionalized yet competing professional values for lawyering—formal vs. substantive
justice—are best thought of as two separate and competing role identity standards,
or whether such value competition is best thought of as a special case of dispersion
around a single identity standard—that of good lawyering. This becomes especially
important if other professional roles—medical doctor, teacher, accountant, etc.—also
are found to incorporate strongly competing professional values into the identity stan-
dards to which incumbents of these professional roles are socialized in their training
and on-the-job experiences.

In their chapters titled “Racial Identity Among White Americans: Structure,
Antecedents, andConsequences” and “Mathematics Identity, Self-efficacy, and Inter-
est and Their Relationships toMathematics Achievement: A Longitudinal Analysis,”
Hunt, and Bohrnstedt, Zhang, Park, Ikoma, Broer, and Ogut, respectively, return the
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focus from the perceptual control to the structural research agenda within identity
theory. These chapters contribute advances that are especially noteworthy for their
practical implications in areas of concern both within and beyond the academy. Hunt
uses new items in the 2014 General Social Survey to advance empirical knowl-
edge about the structure of white racial identity. Using factor analysis and reliability
analysis to examine five separate aspects of racial identity—salience, prominence,
verification, public self-regard and private self-regard—Hunt finds sufficient inter-
item consistency to create a new measure, the five-item identity intensity index (see
also Hunt and Reichelmann 2019). He then uses the new measure as an indepen-
dent and dependent variable in separate regression analyses and finds that white
racial identity intensity is shaped by variability in socio-demographic characteris-
tics. In turn, variable white racial identity intensity helps explain variability in the
racial policy attitudes held by whites. Focusing on a particular identity that had been
under-researched by identity scholars, Hunt’s research cross-fertilizes usefully with
macro-social science research on race, inequality and the racialized politics and cul-
ture of contemporary American society (e.g., Giles and Hertz 1994; Lamont 2000;
Quadagno 1994; Fox 2012).

TheBohrnstedt et al. chapter titled “Mathematics Identity, Self-efficacy, and Inter-
est and Their Relationships to Mathematics Achievement: A Longitudinal Analysis”
uses identity theory to consider the worrisome problem of lack of mathematics com-
petence among United States youth. The authors employ a large sample of students
participating in two studies assessing mathematics achievement among high school
students, and they examine the relationship among interest in mathematics, mathe-
matics efficacy, mathematics identity, and mathematics achievement in high school.
Using structural equation modeling, and controlling for a wide array of other rel-
evant factors, Bohrnstedt et al. find that having an identity as a math person and a
self-perception of math efficacy in grades 9 and 11 have positive effects on math
achievement at grade 12. Indeed, having a math identity in grade 11 has a positive
direct effect on math achievement in grade 12, and having self-perceived math effi-
cacy in grade 9 has a positive direct effect on having a math identity in grade 11.
Thus, self-perceived math efficacy in grade 9 has its positive indirect impact on math
achievement in grade 12 through its positive direct effect on math identity in grade
11. This means that educators must develop effective strategies to increase and then
maintain students’ self-perceived math efficacy early in high school and they must
work with students—and have students work with each other—inways that reinforce
and enhance the resulting identity of “being a math person.”

The chapters by Hunt and by Bohrnstedt et al. also address foundational issues
pertaining to, on the one hand, the relationship between identity salience and identity
prominence, and, on the other hand, the relationship between identity theory and self-
esteem theory. It is from the latter that the concept of role-specific self-efficacy is
drawn (Brenner et al. 2018; Markowski and Serpe 2018).

Where Hunt finds that identity prominence and identity salience hang together
sufficiently to become part of a five-item identity intensity index for white racial
identity, Thoits’ chapter reminds us that the empirical relationship between identity
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salience and identity prominence varies by type of identity and by situational con-
text. Again, this points to the need for additional research empirically specifying the
salience-prominence relationship across different identities and contexts. In a recent
study focused on partisan political identities, Stryker et al. (2019) find that political
identity salience and prominence operate differently in shaping partisan-based moti-
vated reasoning in perceptions of incivility of the same uncivil political speech by
fellow partisans and political opponents. In short, accumulated knowledge about the
identity prominence-identity salience relationship—knowledge to which this book
has contributed—opens new questions, such that much work remains to be done.

We would be remiss if we left the contributions in Part I without discussing the
relationship between the structural and perceptual control research agendas within
identity theory.On the one hand, this book furthers the argument that these are not two
different theories, but rather are complementary parts of one identity theory (Burke
and Stryker 2016; Stets and Serpe 2013; Stets et al. forthcoming). For example,
Hunt’s chapter creates a new measure combining concepts such as identity salience,
a core concept in identity theory’s structural research agenda, with the idea of identity
verification, a core concept in identity theory’s perceptual control research agenda.
Finch and Stryker’s chapter likewise points to how changes in hierarchies of identity
salience and identity prominence (both core concepts in the structural research agenda
within identity theory) may be impacted by identity non-verification (a core concept
in the perceptual control model) under particular sets of conditions.

Other recent research beyond this book likewise combines concepts stemming
from both structural and perceptual control research agendas to help explain variation
in diverse identity-related outcomes. For example, Stets et al. (2017) use longitudinal
data to investigate howmeasures of both the prominence and verification of a science
identity impact entering into a science occupation.Markowski and Serpe (2018) look
at how identity salience, prominence and verification shape role-specific self-worth,
efficacy, and authenticity for individuals with parent, childless, married and spousal
identities.

More generally, Stryker’s (1968, 2002 [1980]) structural theory involves the orga-
nization of identities internal to the person as well as the structural antecedents and
consequences of this internal organization of identities. Burke’s (1991) and Stets
and Burke’s (2014) perceptual control model operates based on externalized social
interaction and feeds back to externalized social interaction that, in turn, maintains
or reshapes social structure. We look forward to additional future research that spec-
ifies and tests models of identity-related phenomena combining measures of core
concepts from both the structural and perceptual control research agendas in identity
theory. As well, we look forward to future research specifying and testing additional
phenomena at the interface of these two research agendas. Here, two topics especially
suggest themselves as priorities: first, the question of where identity standards come
from, and second, the causes and consequences of commitment.

With respect to the first question, predominantly experimental research on pro-
cesses and consequences of identity verification and non-verification takes identity
standards as given, and collects data on them prior to the start of the experiment.
DrawingonMead and the structural symbolic interactionist tradition generally (Mead
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1934; Stryker 2002 [1980]), we can surmise that the identity standards in play for any
given person or population of persons at any given time result from prior role-taking
in interaction. Beyond this, studies of various types of socialization, and cultural and
organizational research would seem promising places fromwhich to begin a research
program theorizing and empirically examining the genesis of role, group, and person
identities of various sorts under varying conditions.

In this regard, there is ample research to mine on early childhood socialization,
professional training and socialization, organization and network structures and cul-
tures, peer cultures, gender and race/ethnic cultures, and deviant subcultures. For
example, with respect to identity standards for lawyers, Finch and Stryker’s chapter
engages literature pertaining to law school and on-the-job socialization to show
how values of formal legality and substantive justice enter identity standards for
good lawyering (see also Robertson 2009, 2011). We can tap analogous research
on other professions to explore the origins of identity standards pertaining to other
professional roles. Affect control scholars signal the relationship between broader
cultural schema and culture-specific cognitive and emotional repertoires in their
cross-cultural explorations (Robinson et al. this volume). Classic studies of deviant
sub-cultures and their influence on delinquency likewise implicitly recognize how
repeated interactions within networks and groups promoting delinquent sub-cultures
shape members’ identity standards—which standards than are influential in shaping
behavior tending to verify those standards, including those of being a risk-taker and
rule violator (Matsueda et al. this volume).

As well, and although scholarship on state policies may seem a more surprising
place to look as a source for identity standards, this literature too provides some
promising leads. For example, Levitsky’s (2014) exploration of why, in the face of
acute need, the ideology of family responsibility for caregiving prevents Americans
from clamoring for state provision of long term care for the ill elderly provides
detailed information on how, and with what content, a caregiver identity is forged
during social worker-facilitated support group discussions. Because many of the Los
Angeles-based support groups for those caring for family members with demen-
tia were affiliated with the national non-profit Alzheimer’s Association, facilitators
received training in the need to avoid political discussion and in techniques to avoid
politics. Thus, the support groups Levitsky (2014) researched typically focused atten-
tion on individual coping strategies, while also promoting individuals’ adoption of
a caregiver identity entailing identity standards including emphasizing that a good
caregiver engages in substantial self-care, different from and beyond those associated
with the daughter or son or spouse identity.

Similarly, Haney’s (2002) research on the post-World War II Hungarian welfare
state illuminates how, in the course of elaborating onmotherhood as the primary basis
of eligibility for state support between 1968 and the mid-1980s in Hungary, Hun-
garian caseworkers effectively constructed elaborate normative standards for good
mothering that permeated the entire culture. At the same time, the Hungarian state’s
targeting of resources to mothering, as well as its regulation of mothering, reached
broad and deep, likely promoting aggregate levels of salience and prominence for
the mother identity in Hungarian society.
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Overall, then, the origin of identity standards seems a ripe question for further
research forging newmacro-micro links and bringingmacro andmeso-level research
on groups, organizations, culture, and the state into engagement with identity the-
ory. Ironically, and despite their frequent invocation of the term “identity,” cultural
sociologists themselves have mostly bypassed structural symbolic interaction and
identity theory in their own quest to understand the nature of culture and how cul-
ture shapes social action (see Stryker and Stryker 2016 for an elaboration of, and
evidence for this argument). We think that social psychologists of identity and cul-
tural sociologists alike would benefit from more mutual engagement. Theory and
research pertaining to where identity standards come from would provide a useful
complement to recent efforts by cultural sociologists such as Miles (2014, 210) to
formulate “an identity-based model of culture in action.”

With respect to commitment, identity theory currently contains two separate sets
of definitions, one structural (Stryker 1968, 1980; Stryker and Serpe 1982, 1994)
and one perceptual (Burke and Reitzes 1991). In the structural research agenda
within identity theory, commitment is conceived of as having two aspects; extensive
(alternately known as interactional commitment) and intensive (alternatively known
as affective commitment).Whereas extensive commitment is a functionof the number
of direct connections one has to others in the social structure because of one’s identity,
intensive commitment is the importance or strength of those direct connections.

In the perceptual control research agenda, commitment is conceived as “the sumof
the forces, pressures, or drives that influence people to maintain congruity between
their identity setting and the input of reflected appraisals from the social setting”
(Burke and Reitzes 1991, 243). The two definitions would seem highly comple-
mentary, because higher extensive and intensive commitment in Stryker’s (Stryker
1968, 1980) terms are factors that indeed should drive individuals to seek to main-
tain congruity between reflected appraisals and the identity settings in which these
appraisals arise. Nevertheless, the basic definitions remain different, such that fur-
ther theorization that reconciles them and formulates propositions about their inter-
relationship would be welcome. Burke and Reitzes’ (1991) ground-breaking article
began this process, but further synthetic work remains to be done (see also Stets et al.
forthcoming).

Aswell, further exploration of commitment necessarily entailsmore consideration
of networks, and the relationship between structural symbolic interaction and identity
theory, on the one hand, and network theories and perspectives on the other. Stryker’s
(2002 [1980], 81) discussion of the concept of commitment explicitly linked it to
networks as follows:

Commitment, as a particularized translation of ‘society,’ focuses on social networks: the num-
ber of others to whom one relates through occupancy of a given position; the ‘importance’
of others to whom one relates through occupancy of a given position; and the multiplexity of
linkages, that is, the number of distinctive kinds of activities attached to a particular linkage
to another or others. The concept of commitment can lead as deeply into social networks as
a theorist is prepared to go.
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At this point, the bridge between identity theory and symbolic interactionism and
network theories and perspectives remains underdeveloped (Stets et al. forthcoming).
We discuss the utility of furthering this bridge and specific opportunities for moving
forward at the end of the next subsection of this chapter.

3 Bridging to Other Theories and Perspectives

Our introductory chapter emphasized the importance of bridges already built between
identity theory and its close cousins within the symbolic interactionist paradigm,
including identity accumulation theory and affect control theory, andbetween identity
theory and structural symbolic interactionism and other theories and perspectives
within and beyond sociology. Chapters in Part II of this book all contribute to further
bridging.

Where the chapter titled “The Role of the Other: How Interaction Partners Influ-
ence Identity Maintenance in Four Cultures,” by Robinson, Smith-Lovin, and Zhao,
constructs further bridges between identity theory and affect control theory, the
chapter titled “Embeddedness, Reflected Appraisals, and Deterrence: A Symbolic
Interactionist Theory of Adolescent Theft” by Matsueda, O’Neill, and Kreager,
bridges between structural symbolic interaction and rational choice. The chapter
“Immigration and Identity Theory: What Can They Gain from Each Other?,” by Kay
Deaux, bridges between identity theory and social identity theory (as did the earlier
chapter by Finch and Stryker), and the chapter “Identity Meaning Discrepancies and
Psychological Distress: A Partial Test of Incorporating Identity Theory and Self-
-definitions into the Stress Process Model,” by Adams and Serpe, bridges between
identity theory and stress process perspectives on mental and physical health. The
chapter “Society in Peril? How Distance Media Communication Could Be Under-
mining Symbolic Interaction,” by Kalkhoff, Dipong, Gibson, and Gregory, bridges
between symbolic interaction and theories of group solidarity, ritual chains, and
bodily co-presence, while also promoting bridging between symbolic interaction
and social neuroscience. The chapter “University Racial Composition and Self-es-
teem of Minority Students: Commitment, Self Views and Reflected Appraisals,” by
Merolla and Baker, bridges between research programs in identity theory and those
on self-esteem, as does the earlier chapter by Bohrnstedt et al.

Bridging chapters in this book contribute both theoretical and methodological
insights. The Robinson et al. chapter highlights the methodological utility of sim-
ulations, while illustrating the different ways that interaction partners shape iden-
tity maintenance in four different cultures: the United States, China, Morocco, and
Egypt. Emphasizing parallels between perceptual control and affect control pro-
cesses, Robinson et al. show how the latter processes further specify the percep-
tual control processes theorized in identity theory to elaborate on how interaction
partners influence perceptual control. This provides a basis for impression change
in situations, while also providing resources for identity maintenance.
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Perceptual control theorists recently have devoted considerable attention to theo-
rizing and empirically testing the role of emotions in the perceptual control of identity
(e.g., Stets and Burke 2014). Meanwhile, affect control scholars, for whom emotions
are a subset of the more general concept of affect, incorporate identity meanings in
the form of affectivemeanings as a key feature of their control processes (Heise 1979;
Robinson et al. 2008). Thus, it would seem timely to build on both these lines of work
to consider further how affect control simultaneously impacts perceptual control and
vice versa, and the ways and degree to which identity control and affect control pro-
cesses combine in situ to shape attitudes and behavior. Such a research program could
help provide answers to substantive questions about topics such as social movement
participation, obedience or disobedience to law, and the formation, maintenance of,
and change in political preferences and policies. At the least, the perceptual control
of identity should be investigated further cross-nationally, as has been affect control,
and future research on identity verification/non-verification usefully could include
conditions varying the identity of the source of verification/non-verification.

In their chapter titled “Embeddedness, Reflected Appraisals, and Deterrence: A
Symbolic Interactionist Theory of Adolescent Theft,” Matsueda et al. show that
the symbolic interactionist paradigm is consistent with a redefined rational choice
concept of decision-making rooted in social interaction. A key contribution of this
chapter is to show how Mead’s (1934) perspective on role-taking and self provides
the intellectual resources to specify such a redefinition of rational choice, inwhich the
attribution of meaning becomes central. Choice is viewed as relationally embedded
and incorporates responses to situational elements, as well as reflected appraisals
that envision variable types of imagined consequences for choice behavior.Matsueda
et al. use their symbolic-interaction-infused reorientation to rational choice to specify
a series of testable hypotheses that predict variation in delinquency. They then test
their hypotheses using longitudinal survey data and random-effects negative binomial
models predicting self-reported engagement in theft. They find that variability in
reflected appraisals of self as a rule violator strongly influences variability in theft
behavior. As well, youth who perceive themselves as rule violators are deterred less
by the threat of arrest than are youth who do not perceive themselves as rule violators.

In addition to forging an important bridge between symbolic interaction and ratio-
nal choice—two paradigms that on the surface might be regarded as antithetical—
Matsueda et al.’s chapter implicitly highlights the utility of applying perceptual
control processes to crime and deviance. For example, that the deterrent threat of
arrest is less for self-perceived rule violators testifies to the importance of iden-
tity maintenance as a motivator for behavior. The Matsueda et al. chapter opens,
without resolving, a key question for further theorization by identity scholars who
are mathematically inclined. Clearly, the theoretical model proposed by Matsueda
et al. differs from that proposed by Akerloff and Kranton (2000, 2010). The latter
incorporates the concept of social identity into standard economic models of utility
maximization. However, it remains for future research to try to specify mathemati-
cally a model of decision-making grounded in role taking, reflected appraisals, and
meanings attributed to one’s own identity.
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In her chapter titled “Immigration and Identity Theory: What Can They Gain
from Each Other?,” Deaux bridges between identity theory in sociology and social
identity theory in psychology. She also shows that identity theory helps generate
new insights pertaining to variability in immigrants’ experiences. This is an empiri-
cal issue that like that of obedience or disobedience to law, has been of great historical
concern and clearly is of contemporary interest not only to scholars but also more
generally within American society. Deaux argues persuasively that immigration the-
ories and identity theory are especially mutually informative concerning issues of
identity flexibility and identity change, and the relationship among multiple identi-
ties. As indicated inmultiple other chapters of this book, these issues are foundational
within identity theory and they are issues that preoccupy those researching topic areas
other than immigration as well.

With respect to the topic of immigration itself, Deaux shows how she has used
identity theory to help answer questions pertaining to stability and change in ethnic
identification. She also sketches how identity theory could help explain a key finding
in immigration research with enormous practical consequences: that there is variable
compatibility between immigrants’ new national identity and their ethnic identity
of origin. Given current debates about immigration’s consequences for immigrants
and host countries alike, we urge further research bringing together identity and
immigration scholars and scholarship.

Many symbolic interactionists and identity scholars have worked within health
scholarship (e.g., Simon 1995; Simon and Marcussen 1999; Thoits 1992, 2003,
2013). However, it has not always been clear how identity theory plays into stress
processes and, more specifically, the stress process model used widely in health
research (see McLeod 2012). In their chapter “Identity Meaning Discrepancies and
Psychological Distress: A Partial Test of Incorporating Identity Theory and Self-def-
initions into the Stress Process Model,” Adams and Serpe build on an earlier partial
integration of identity theory and the stress processmodel to compare stress responses
to identity-discrepantmeanings of counter-normative relative to normative identities.
Adams and Serpe use data from a web-based survey, and conduct structural equa-
tion modeling to test their hypothesis that identity-discrepant meanings attributed to
work and parent identities by self and the general public are more stressful for those
who work outside the home and for parents (the normative identities) than for those
who are unemployed or childless (the counter-normative identities). They find that
identity-discrepant meanings influence stress differently depending upon whether
the discrepancies pertain to normative or counter-normative identities.

Where variability in identity-discrepant meanings does help account for variabil-
ity in identity-specific self-esteem, sense of mastery, and psychological well-being
for the normative identities examined, identity-discrepant meanings have minimal
influence on the same set of outcomes for counter-normative identities. As Adams
and Serpe note, most research in identity theory has examined the implications of
identity disconfirmation for normative, rather than non-normative identities. Their
findings of different implications of identity disconfirmation for normative relative
to non-normative identities suggest that future research should examine perceptual
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control processes among other types of non-normative relative to normative identi-
ties. For example, non-normative vs. normative identities in the spheres of education
and religion could be examined. At the same time, the distinction between normative
and non-normative identities reminds us of the profound role of culture and his-
tory and of cultural and historical variability in constructing what is a normative vs.
non-normative identity in the first place.

In their chapter titled “Society in Peril? How Distance Media Communication
Could Be Undermining Symbolic Interaction,” Kalkhoff et al. attend to a question
with profound scholarly and practical significance for contemporary society. They
ask how electronically mediated communication shapes symbolic interaction and
its outcomes and test the hypothesis that electronically mediated communication
undermines the production of social solidarity. Based on evidence from a laboratory
experiment using a new, real-time, and non-consciously controlled measure of per-
sonal closeness, they find that participating in face-to-face communication promotes
greater group solidarity than does interaction through electronically mediated for-
mats. However—especially because hypotheses about expected differences between
electronically mediated formats that are audio alone relative to those that are both
audio and visual are not supported—there remain theoretical puzzles to solve per-
taining to how electronic communication of various sorts shapes social solidarity.
Similarly, future research should examine how the consequences of electronic com-
munication for social solidarity may differ depending upon whether that commu-
nication is supposed to maintain solidarity initially forged face-to-face, or whether
electronic communication represents an attempt to forge solidarity in the first place.

Kalkhoff et al.’s new measure of personal closeness also may have applicabil-
ity as both an independent variable and a dependent variable for issues beyond the
relationship between electronically mediated communication and social solidarity.
Above all, Kalkhoff et al.’s chapter shows that a more general research agenda bridg-
ing between neurology and symbolic interaction to construct a neuro-interactionist
explanation of how change in communication media shapes interaction, including
but not restricted to providing opportunities for and constraints on social solidarity,
has great promise.

Kalkhoff et al. underscore similarities between the concept of role-taking in sym-
bolic interaction and the concept of theory of mind in social-neuroscience, with
theory of mind referring to the capacity to understand mental states of the other.
As the authors explain, neuroscientists have found brain substrates for the theory of
mind, and these include the operation of mirror neurons. Mirror neurons are dispro-
portionately present in particular brain regions and are relevant to our capacity to
empathize and perspective take. Dysfunction in mirror neurons is associated with
autism, a condition in which persons are unable or less able to empathize and per-
spective take to facilitate social interaction. As Kalkhoff et al. highlight, there are
reasons to believe that over-reliance on electronic communication likewise might
link to disruption of mirror neuron function, as well as to diminishing capacity to
make eye contact and to increasing social isolation. It therefore could be that that
over-reliance on electronic communication will undermine the capacity of all of us
to become effective role-takers.
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If this is so, it would be an unwelcome societal game-changer indeed, and bodes
ill for a society of the future in which the young may be ever more reliant on elec-
tronic communication in place of, rather than in addition to the face-to-face com-
munication that promotes more empathy and solidarity, as well as more effective
role-taking. Future research bearing on these issues is important to undertake and
suggests the desirability of research teams composed of both social neuroscien-
tists and identity scholars. Indeed, one such team involving Kalkhoff et al. (2016)
used electroencephalography to suggest that, although identity verification activates
brain structures involved in unconscious processing that is automatic and ongoing,
non-verification activates a region of the brain known to be associated with effortful,
conscious processing.Wemay thus be on the way to discovering key brain substrates
implicated in responses to identity verification and non-verification.

Finally, the chapter titled “University Racial Composition and Self-esteem of
Minority Students: Commitment, Self Views and Reflected Appraisals,” by Merolla
and Baker uses identity theory and a sample of minority students from universities
throughout the United States to explain a well-established research finding: the self-
esteem of minority students is higher when they are in schools with more, rather
than fewer other students with whom they share racial and ethnic background. The
authors develop and test a social mediation model of self-esteem, hypothesizing
that students in schools with more others with whom they share racial and ethnic
background will have more satisfying relationships with other students and with
faculty. More satisfying relationships should lead to enhanced reflected appraisals
of student capacities, and this should enhance self-esteem.

Not only do Merolla and Baker contribute to integrating key concepts from iden-
tity theory and self-esteem theory, but they also provide purchase on a fundamental
issue at the forefront of higher education. Administrators and faculty in U.S. col-
leges and universities are concerned about, and developing programs to try to ensure
that students of color and others including those who are LGBTQ, or disabled, or
international students who are minorities within their college and university environ-
ments, thrive and graduate. The goal is for minority students to be poised for both
academic achievement and career success. Though the maintenance of self-esteem
alone is not sufficient to ensure these positive outcomes, it may well be necessary. In
addition, the maintenance of satisfying relationships with students and faculty that
enhance minority student self-esteem should contribute to academic achievement
and career success through routes that implicate both extensive (interactional) and
intensive (affective) commitment. Likewise, these routes to success should implicate
the inter-relationship between increased commitment and increased salience of the
identity of being a successful student (see Stets et al. forthcoming).

Beyond the bridges developed in this volume, there are other useful bridges to
be built. We refer interested readers to Stryker (2008) for discussion of bridging
between identity theory and exchange theory (see also the introductory chapter in this
volume), and for how the concept of identity has been applied and elaborated, and
with what implications, within organizational sociology. Stryker and Stryker (2016)
discuss bridging between identity theory and cultural sociology. Here we note some
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inter-related opportunities for applying and elaborating identity theory in empirical
research on social networks and social movements.

As pointed out above, Stryker’s (2002 [1980]) discussion of the concept of com-
mitment linked commitment explicitly to the concept of social networks. However,
whereas network researchers presume that social networks consist of indirect as well
as direct ties, Stryker’s (2002 [1980]) discussion of commitment and use of the term
“commitment network” focused on direct ties only (Stets et al. forthcoming). Stets
et al. (forthcoming, 12) elaborate Stryker’s (2002 [1980]) definition as follows: “A
social network is a set of connections between a person with an identity and other
persons to whom they are directly connected because of the identity.”

Given that the concept of social network differs in network and identity theories,
identity researchers usefully could consider whether and how their understanding of
commitment and the relationships between commitment on the one hand, and identity
salience and identity prominence on the other, would change if networks of commit-
ment were defined to encompass indirect as well as direct ties. For example—and
as in Granovetter’s (1973) discussion of the strength of weak ties—weak direct ties
may link individuals indirectly to others with whom they are not directly connected
but who can open opportunities for them to assume new roles and consequently new
identities. More generally, consideration by identity theorists of the potential iden-
tity implications of indirect ties and of varying types of network structures would
seem useful, given that some sociologists already are trying to tie together ideas
about network structures, cultural meanings and discourses, individual and collec-
tive identities, and recruitment to, and the quality and quantity of participation in
social movements.

For example, in their broader discussion of different ways that theory and research
on social networks conceive of inter-relationships among social structure, culture,
and human agency, Emirbayer and Goodwin (1994) draw both inspiration and grist
for critique from various studies linking networks to social movement activism. In
turn, the linkage between such activism and social networks is often by way of
considerations pertaining to identity.

Explaining the difference between applicants for Freedom Summer who partici-
pated in the movement and those who withdrew from participation, McAdam (1988)
highlights the role of networks. As Emirbayer and Goodwin (1994, 1420) note, par-
ticipants in Freedom Summer “belonged to a greater number of organizations and to
more explicitly political organizations than did withdrawals, participants had higher
levels of involvement in prior civil rights activities than didwithdrawals, and […] par-
ticipants had more ties, especially “strong” friendship ties to other Freedom Summer
applicants than did withdrawals.” At root, McAdam (1988) suggests an over time
process of identity conversion in which Freedom Summer activists’ prior ties to both
friendship and civil rights networks promoted their choice of risky Freedom Summer
activism by having enabled them to take prior smaller and safer steps within civil
rights activism earlier in time. In this way, participating in Freedom Summer culmi-
nated a longer process involving role-playing, experimentation with, and increased
comfort levels with the identity of civil rights activist, until that identity was strong
enough to motivate participation in Freedom Summer.
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In the specific terms of identity theory, prior network commitments maywell have
increased both the prominence and salience of the identity of civil rights activist;
higher civil rights activist prominence and salience then motivated the choice to
participate in Freedom Summer. As Friedman and McAdam (1992, 169–70) point
out: “One of themost powerfulmotivators of individual action is the desire to confirm
through behavior a cherished identity […] Integration into [activist] networks makes
it more likely that the individual will value the identity of ‘activist’ and choose to act
in accordance with it.” McAdam and Paulson (1993) explicitly suggest that identity
salience is the mechanism linking network ties to social movement participation.

Similarly, Gould’s (1991, 1992) research on the Paris Commune emphasizes the
importance of network ties as well as the degree of overlap among multiple networks
in recruitment to social movement participation. Neighborhood-based recruitment
to National Guard battalions meant that neighborhood friendships helped undergird
Guard defense of the Commune. In identity terms, participating in the resistance
verified neighbor and friend identities at the same time as it verified identity as a
Guard battalion member.

However, according to Gould (1991), it was not only overlapping commitments
and identities expressed through direct ties that promoted defense of the Paris Com-
mune. Multiplex networks involving both direct and indirect ties strongly influenced
aggregate levels of solidarity and resistance:

Despite the general policy of residential recruitment, a substantial number of Guardsmen
were enlisted in battalions outside their own neighborhoods. Thus, they were linked by the
insurgent organization to people who were not tied to them as neighbors; conversely, they
were linked as neighbors to other insurgents with whom they did not have organizational ties.
In other words, these insurgents constituted organizational links across neighborhoods and
neighborhood links across organizations […] the network of social ties created by overlap-
ping enlistments had important consequences for the insurgent effort. These overlaps made
levels of commitment to the insurrection interdependent across residential areas: the degree
to which each neighborhood was successful in mounting resistance to the Versailles army
depended on levels of resistance in the other neighborhoods to which it was linked (Gould
1991, 721).

Considering the implications of Gould’s (1991, 1992) and McAdam’s (1988; see
also Friedman and McAdam 1992; McAdam and Paulsen 1993) analyses in tandem
with core identity theory concepts including commitment, identity salience, iden-
tity prominence, and identity standards suggests that additional bridging research
would be fruitful. Such research should attend both to the theoretical and empiri-
cal nuance of various network perspectives and paradigms within social movement
research, as well as to concepts and mechanisms specified within identity theory and
research. It must attend particularly to similarities and differences in core concepts—
including identity, network, and commitment—typically used in these diverse and
often separate scholarly literatures. Just as research outside identity theory examines
how variable network structures shape construction and diffusion of cultural mean-
ings more generally (see Emirbayer and Goodwin 1994; Cameron 2016), identity
theorists may wish to consider more systematically how variable network structures
may shapemeanings attributed to various role-based, group-based, and person-based
identities and their further implications for behavior.
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Where research such as Gould’s (1991, 1992) focuses especially on conditions
under which network structures facilitate recruitment to and participation in highly
risky social movements, Stryker (2000) explicitly theorizes how one type of variabil-
ity in the structure of individuals’ direct ties—its degree of multiplexity or overlap—
shapes variability among individuals in social movement participation. As Stryker
(2000) points out, social movement participation itself shapes many other social
movement-related phenomena, including the internal organization and dynamics of
movements, howmovements change over time, andmovements’ success in achieving
their goals.

Stryker (2000) proposes that network ties external to movements can either facil-
itate or inhibit movement participation. When social movement networks overlap to
a great degree with non-movement networks, say those formed by friendship or fam-
ily, then social movement participation is more likely. However, when there is little
to no overlap in movement and non-movement networks, social movement partici-
pation becomes less likely because of time and energy constraints and the inability
to express multiple competing identities simultaneously through social movement
participation.

Identity competition thus is grounded in the linkage between hierarchies of iden-
tity salience and identity prominence in the mind and the externalized relational
networks through which identities are expressed behaviorally. Although competi-
tion for identity expression is not zero-sum, to the extent that the meanings of mul-
tiple identities do not overlap, but rather are independent, behavior reflecting one
necessarily will not reflect the other (Stryker 2000). At the same time, individuals
are likely to choose to express a more vs. less salient identity because the need to
express it is greater, and its expression will likely result in a greater increase in
self-esteem than would expression of a less salient identity. Thus, when identities
verified through social movement participation compete with those verified by other
behavioral choices, the more salient identity is more likely to be expressed as long
as situational pressures are equal.

However, Stryker (2000) also proposes that individuals may choose to enact a less
salient relative to a more salient identity if they have recently enacted a more salient
identity. The key idea here, drawn from Horencyzk (1989) and worthy of testing in
future research, is that individuals negotiate behavioral expression of identities by
banking and drawing on credits for such expression over time. They can verify the
less salient identity without losing their sense of having verified the more salient
identity by drawing on credits they have stored for prior performance of the more
salient identity.

4 Conclusion

As appropriate, we have closed this book with a chapter summarizing and drawing
further implications from the rest of the chapters in Parts I and II of this volume. These
chapters offered specific new theoretical, methodological and empirical insights that
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broaden and deepen the foundations of structural symbolic interactionism and iden-
tity theory, laid out in our introductory chapter, and also deepen and extend bridges
to other theories and perspectives in social psychology, sociology, and the social and
behavioral sciences more generally. We are mindful of the need to theorize precisely
and to test empirically core theoretical foundations before engaging in substantial
bridging work, and we have suggested promising avenues to deepen identity the-
ory’s foundations further. At the same time, we believe that identity theory now has
sufficient elaboration and sufficient theoretical support to warrant an acceleration of
bridging efforts.

In particular, we urge more engagement between social psychologists elaborating
and empirically examining identity theory itself and macro-sociologists focused on
a wide variety of topical phenomena including inequality, crime, law and deviance,
immigration, health, the state and politics, networks, organizations, culture, religion,
education,work and family, and socialmovements. By focusing on some of these top-
ics in this book, and by suggesting promising avenues of approach for others of these
topics, we hope our book will stimulate additional bridging work. Although mecha-
nisms grounded in identity are but one set of micro-mechanisms shaping aggregate,
macro-level social patterns and processes, they are an important one.

Likewise, we hope that the chapters in this book, along with this chapter’s sug-
gested priority list of questions for further deepening identity theory’s foundational
core, will stimulate further work developing that core. This includes further theory
and research at the interface between the structural and perceptual control research
agendas of identity theory, and on the concepts and mechanisms through which
the two research agendas inter-relate. This, in turn, involves conducting research
addressing explicitly the question of where identity standards come from, as well as
research addressing the question of what are the causes and consequences of com-
mitment. We hope we have shown that elaborating identity theory’s core to answer
these foundational questions fully also requires moving beyond social psychology to
research on macro-sociological topics. It may also require bridging to other theories
and paradigms, including rational choice theory and perspectives formulated for the
study of social networks.

In the end, success in each enterprise—elaborating the core and bridging to other
theories and perspectives—probably requires engaging with both. It also requires
appreciating that an array of methodological strategies can be used to advance iden-
tity theory and research. We hope for additional cross-fertilization of quantitative,
qualitative, experimental, network, historical, simulation, and social-neuroscience
strategies for empirical research in future efforts to broaden and deepen identity the-
ory’s foundations while bridging to other theories and perspectives and topic areas
beyond social psychology. The more we are able to deepen and inter-relate identity
theory’s structural and perceptual control aspects, and the more we are able to mine
identity theory to help us understand and explain macro-societal phenomena, the
better we will correct the errors, fill in the gaps, and fulfill the promise of Mead’s
(1934) symbolic interactionist approach to mind, self and society.
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Table 4 Respondents’ replies to open-ended visitor salience questions, telephone subsample only
(N = 78)

%

8 I am very likely to mention my visitor identity 19.2

%

7 I am likely to mention my visitor identity if I’m asked what I do 29.5

6 I am likely to mention my visitor identity if health topics come up 5.1

5 It depends (on other factors); sometimes I will mention it 19.2

4 I am unlikely to mention my visitor identity unless I’m asked what I do 5.1

3 I am unlikely to mention my visitor identity unless health topics come up 14.1

%

2 I am unlikely to mention my visitor identity 6.4

1 I am very unlikely to mention my visitor identity 1.3

100.0
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