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Abstract The Identity Issues Inventory (I3) uses an

Eriksonian framework to assess identity stage resolution

among those experiencing a prolonged transition to adult-

hood in terms of the developmental tasks of self-identity

formation (integration and differentiation) and societal-

identity formation (work roles and worldview). For this

first analysis of this new measure, data were collected from

two samples: (1) 196 people between the ages of 18 and 48

and (2) 1,489 participants between the ages of 18 and 41.

Overall, the I3 yields good factorial validity and reliability,

and scores increase with age toward the ‘‘ceiling’’ of each

task subscale, which represent anchors of a stable adult

identity. Structural equation modeling assessed the rela-

tionships between these prominent identity issues and

psychological health, revealing a positive relationship

between the two constructs, providing evidence for pre-

dictive validity. An analysis of the second sample of 1,498

people confirmed these findings. The I3 promises to be a

useful tool in future investigations of identity stage reso-

lutions for those aged 18 and above experiencing a pro-

longed transition to adulthood.

Keywords Identity formation � Transition to adulthood �
Psychological health � Instrument development

Introduction

There is a broad consensus among social scientists that the

transition to adulthood has become increasingly prolonged

in developed societies over the last half century, extending

it into the early- to late-20s for most young people, and

beyond for others. Although a variety of causes for this

change to the life course have been postulated and debated

(e.g., Arnett et al. 2011; Côté and Bynner 2008), there has

been little empirical attention on the consequences of this

prolonged transition in terms of establishing a functional

adult identity (Côté 2006a). In this paper, we propose a

theoretical model that seeks to characterize the essential

issues associated with prolonged identity formation, and

based on this model, we develop and test a new opera-

tionalization of identity formation that is suitable for those

in their 20s, 30s, and beyond in societies characterized by

this prolonged transition to adulthood. This operational-

ization is based on a neo-Eriksonian model, updated to

account for identity formation beyond adolescence in terms

of the key identity issues now found in early adulthood in

many Western countries.

Two issues are paramount in determining whether a new

model and operationalization contribute to the field of

identity studies: the content of the measures and their age

appropriateness.

With respect to content, although a number of opera-

tionalizations are available in the literature, many were

devised in the 1960s and 1970s (e.g., Constantinople 1969;

Rasmussen 1964; Simmons 1973), so the content of these

measures focused on some issues that may not be as rele-

vant for current cohorts. For example, questions about

religion and politics formed the original basis of the

identity status assessment of respondents’ ideological val-

ues and beliefs (Marcia 1964, 1980). However, in contrast
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to adolescents of the mid-twentieth century, it is possible

that religious and political issues have taken on an entirely

different relevance for more recent cohorts (cf. Schwartz

et al. 2013). In many countries, current cohorts are at

historical low levels of involvement in organized religion

and the mainstream political process (e.g., Gidengil et al.

2003); although many of those young people take an

interest in these traditional institutions, involvements tend

to be more individualized, based on a cafeteria-style,

picking-and-choosing of various elements that they find

personally appealing (Côté 2000).

For example, in Canada, only 12 % of young people

attended services regularly in the 1990s, down dramatically

from mid-century (e.g., Clark 1998). According to Statis-

tics Canada, the percentage of Canadians reporting ‘‘no

religion’’ on their census forms increased from less than

1 % prior to 1971 to 16 % in 2001, and 40 % of those

reporting no religion were 24 or younger (Statistics Canada

2003). As of 2004, over half of young Canadians (aged

15–29) reported either no religious affiliation or not

attending any religious services (Clark and Schellenberg

2006). Given the growing ambivalence toward and the

consequent low level of community pressure to explore

these issues in secularized countries like Canada, we

should no longer expect these belief systems to be a source

of normative explorations that are pivotal in terms of for-

mulating a worldview upon which to base a sense of adult

identity. Accordingly, we may now need to consider that

there are new sources of identity content focused on dif-

ferent issues and belief systems, especially among those in

their 20s and 30s, and that content-specific measures are

becoming less useful. These developments suggest that it is

possible that developing a coherent worldview in contem-

porary (individualized, late-modern) societies has become

a significant impediment for many people in terms of

developing an adult identity, so a measure that assesses this

possibility would be useful.

In terms of age appropriateness, it is unclear how ade-

quate these older measures are for assessing prolonged

forms of identity development beyond the adolescent years.

As Arnett (2000) and others (Schwartz et al. 2013) have

stated, the issues faced by those in their 20s are often

different than those faced in their teens, especially given

the greater independence from parents of the older age-

group in conjunction with their necessity of finding long-

term employment and financial independence of some

form. We would add that those in their 30s face additional

and different issues, and so forth through the life course.

In looking at the identity literature on older age-groups,

there is little available literature independent of university

student samples upon which to assess how the prolonged

transition to adulthood is affecting identity formation

(Schwartz et al. 2013). And even among post-secondary

students, the empirical literature has uncovered little

identity development that is attributable to educational

experiences at that age. For example, Pascarella and Ter-

enzini (1991, 2005) report that there is little demonstrable

effect of college attendance net of maturational effects (i.e.,

changes in these variables might take place without

someone attending college).

Moreover, even in the sparse literature on identity for-

mation among those who do not attend post-secondary

institutions, the findings suggest that the existing measures

fail to capture the essential issues driving whatever identity

development might be taking place. For example, one

landmark study using the identity status paradigm casts

doubt of the appropriateness of that paradigm in studying

identity formation among older age-groups. In this study,

Fadjukoff and Pulkkinen (2005) followed over 200 Finnish

adults from ages 27 to 36, and again to 42. They report that

because of the piecemeal approach to the identity status

domains taken by most adults in their sample, they had a

difficult time determining an overall identity status for

most adults. Less than 10 % of those studied shared all five

domains in the same status at any of the three data col-

lection points (politics, religion, occupation, relationships,

and lifestyle). Overall, only one half of the sample had the

same global identity status at all three points, even on three

out of five criteria.

With respect to identity formation involving developing

coherent religious and political commitments, Côté

(2006b) found little activity beyond adolescence in a

10-year longitudinal study of Canadian university students

first tested in their frosh year. Using Adams’ (Bennion and

Adams 1986) paper-and-pencil operationalization of iden-

tity status, little activity was evident in religious and

political identity formation during the 20s, especially after

graduation, suggesting that most young people make up

their minds in their teens, or avoid the issues entirely and

then stick with that position.

Côté’s (2006b) longitudinal study also introduced a new

measure based on a continuum approach to measuring

identity formation processes—the Identity Stage Resolu-

tion Index (ISRI). In contrast to the lack of identity for-

mation detected by the identity status measure, Côté

(2006b) found that the ISRI detected evidence of progress

in the early-20s in terms of forming a sense of Adult

Identity, as well as in the late-20s in terms of forming a

sense of Societal Identity. However, most of the progress

of this sample in resolving the identity stage was made

between the early- and late-20s, not between the late-teens

and early-twenties, suggesting that some sort of develop-

mental delay took place for this sample in the formation of

adult and societal identities. Such a delay is understandable

in the context of the research, indicating that the devel-

opmental milestones of adulthood are now delayed by
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some 5 years. Ample empirical evidence supports this

consensus.

For example, in Canada, Clark (2007) provided census

data showing that, since 1971, five key milestones have

been delayed by between 3 and 5 years: leaving school,

leaving their parents’ home, having full-year full-time

work, entering conjugal relationships, and having children.

Noting a continual decade-by-decade extension of the

transition to adulthood, Clark concluded that the typical

Canadian 25-year-old of 2001 had made the same number

of milestone transitions as a 22-year-old of 1971, while the

contemporary 30-year-old had progressed about as far as

the 25-year-old of the early-1970s (women make the

transitions earlier than men, with convergence at age 30).

Identity Stage Resolution Revisited: The Identity Tasks

of Early Adulthood

Based on experience with the ISRI measure and the results

that suggest important aspects of identity formation are

delayed and/or prolonged because a number of important

identity-related issues need to be resolved, the ISRI was

elaborated into a multidimensional measure of identity

formation, using items deemed appropriate to the life cir-

cumstances of those in their 20s, 30s, and beyond in some

cases. This multidimensional measure strives to provide a

more adequate construct representation (Cook and Camp-

bell 1979) of identity formation during early adulthood

than is available in existing measures designed to capture

adolescent identity, mapping four interrelated tasks of

adult-identity formation while building on three underlying

and interrelated levels of identity. This instrument, the

Identity Issues Inventory (I3) is based on Erikson’s writings

about psychosocial identity formation in the areas of (1)

self-identity, along with some recent elaborations of his

work in terms of self-integration and self-differentiation,

and (2) societal identity, as represented in the assumption

of work roles and the acceptance of a functional world-

view. This measure adopts the continuum approach to the

measurement of identity formation, assuming that the same

processes are potentially at work for everyone, but that

individual differences exist in terms of how the issues

underlying these processes are dealt with, including the rate

of progress in resolving them. This measure also opera-

tionalizes the positive and negative aspects of identity

formation, or what Erikson (1968) called ego syntonic and

dystonic identity elements. (Erikson was critical of ‘‘the

frequency with which not only the term identity, but also

the other syntonic psycho-social qualities ascribed by me to

various stages, were widely accepted as conscious devel-

opmental ‘achievements’, while certain dystonic states

(such as identity confusion) were to be totally ‘overcome’

like symptoms of failure. Thus, my emphasis in each stage

on a built-in and lifelong antithesis (‘identity’ v. ‘identity

confusion’) was given a kind of modern Calvinist empha-

sis.’’ (1979, p. 24).)

Mapping the Constructs: Dimensions of Identity Issues

and Tasks of Identity Formation

Dimensions Côté and Levine’s (2002) social-psychological

approach to identity formation identifies three interrelated

dimensions or levels of identity: (1) the subjective/experi-

ential sense of the mental activities (ego identity), (2) the

realm of the day-to-day interpersonal activities with others

(personal identity), and (3) the social roles a person plays

in a society and the relative status of these roles (social

identity). This approach assumes that certain issues or

challenges need to be addressed by the developing person

for each identity-related task at each of these three levels.

These levels are likely interrelated and mutually support-

ive. For example, progress at the level of the ego requires

progress to be made at the personal and social levels, and

progress at the social level needs to be sustained by

development at the personal and ego levels. At the same

time, each dimension has syntonic and dystonic aspects

that need to find some sort of balance for effective func-

tioning in terms of mastering the tasks of identity forma-

tion. Because these levels are conceptually interrelated at a

moderate to high level, they are treated as different aspects

of the construct represented by the identity-related task,

thereby fulfilling Cook and Campbell’s (1979) requirement

of construct representation. (None of the existing measures

in the literature attempt this form of multidimensional

representation of the identity construct.) Consequently, the

three levels of identity are predicted to constitute single

factors within each of the four tasks, with the total I3

comprising four task factors.

Tasks In place of culturally specific domains like

political and religious experimentation and commitment,

two sets of psychosocial tasks, each with subtasks, were

identified in this model to represent four aspects of identity

development that are less content specific than the domains

identified in existing measures and which require ‘‘identity

work’’ at each of the three dimensions of identity (ego-,

personal-, and social identity).

The relevance of the first set of tasks—the formation of

self-identity—is implicit in Erikson’s work, and indeed in

much of the human development literature. Logically and

in its essence, ‘‘identity’’ involves both sameness and dif-

ference. Even following dictionary definitions of identity,

any entity needs to have sameness over time, but it also

needs to have some sort of difference from other entities.

(A table needs to maintain its structure to remain a table,

and it must be sufficiently different from a chair to be

recognized as a table.) Adams and Marshall (1996)
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elaborated these tasks in terms of ‘‘integration’’ and ‘‘dif-

ferentiation’’ (noting similarities with concepts like com-

munion and agency or relatedness and individuality). They

argue that maintaining a balance of these two attributes is

the key for optimal identity formation:

Balance between the processes of interpersonal dif-

ferentiation and integration is critical for healthy

human development (Erikson 1968; Grotevant and

Cooper 1986; Papini 1994). A high degree of dif-

ferentiation which results in extreme uniqueness of an

individual is likely to be met with a lack of accep-

tance by, and communion with, others. Low inter-

personal integration of an individual can lead to

marginalization, or a drifting to the periphery of a life

system. Some individuals will find community with

other marginalized persons and build or join another

life system that meets their need for communion.

However, low integration into a life system(s) will

diminish individuals’ sense of mattering to others and

to commitments to particular social roles (Schloss-

berg 1989). Conversely, extreme connectedness and

low interpersonal differentiation within a life system

can curtail individuals’ sense of uniqueness and

agency. This can leave individuals prone to difficul-

ties in adapting to new circumstances … (Adams and

Marshall 1996, pp. 431–432).

The identification of the second set of tasks—the formation

of a societal identity—derives more directly from Erikson’

psychosocial stage formulations. In terms of Erikson’s overall

stage hierarchy, the identity stage is preceded by the industry

stage and followed by the intimacy stage. There are no clear

boundaries between these stages and considerable overlap

may exist. In fact, according to Erikson, ‘‘nobody… in life is

neatly located in one stage; rather persons can be seen to

oscillate between at least two stages and move more definitely

into a higher one only when an even higher one begins to

determine the interplay’’ (1978, p. 28). For the young adult,

resolving the identity stage requires a sufficiently adequate

resolution of the (preceding) industry stage, and while this

might be resolved substantially for someone at the ego level

with a sense of competence, at the social level, work roles that

allow for the exercise of the sense of industry can be elusive in

contemporary Western societies. Indeed, it is the extra time

required to assume full-time work roles that now seem to delay

the transition to adulthood for a substantial proportion of the

population (e.g., Côté and Allahar 2006).

At the same time, Erikson saw the development of a

sense of fidelity, or commitment to a worldview, to be an

essential anchor for an adult identity. A coherent world-

view that is shared with others provides a sense of purpose

and direction as well as a justification for the adult roles

assumed.

Viewed in terms of the challenges posed by Western

secularized societies that require people to undergo a cer-

tain amount of ‘‘individualization’’ during the transition to

adulthood to compensate for destructured social markers

(e.g., the transition to adulthood), disjunctive transitions

(e.g., education to work), and deconstructed ideologies

(e.g., gender and marriage norms) (cf. Côté 2002), the

specific nature of the developmental tasks can be specified

as follows, taking into account the three levels of analysis

for each:

Self-Identity Tasks

Integration Integration generally refers to the sense of

wholeness, where the various spheres of experience are

brought together in some unified way. Applied to self-

identity, this sense of unity can be found, variously, in the

inner mental world of the person, the immediate world of

day-to-day behavior, and the more abstract arena of social

functioning in (concrete, remote, and imagined) commu-

nities, as per the three levels of analysis, respectively.

Thus, to lack this sense of unity—the dystonic experi-

ence—is to feel (a) mentally confused in term of temporal-

spatial continuity, (b) fragmented in terms of one’s day-to-

day activities and relationships, and (c) alienated from

organized community involvements.

Differentiation The process of differentiation begins

with the individuation process of childhood where the

infant develops a sense of self as distinct from caregivers

and significant others (i.e., basic ego boundaries). The

individuation process now likely morphs into the individ-

ualization process during the transition to adulthood in

secularized societies to the extent that the young must

make decisions independent of social norms and guidance

from significant others (i.e., they individualize), particu-

larly in terms of their behavioral repertoire (Côté 2002). At

the same time, contemporary Western societies also require

‘‘economic individualism’’ (Côté 2000): adult citizens are

expected to function as self-sufficient economic units, or

partners in one, in their social roles. Hence, syntonically, at

the subjective level, (a) individuated people feel a sense of

being their own person in terms of differentiating them-

selves from others in their lives; (b) at the behavioral level,

individualized people have a sense that their life has a

uniqueness that is of their own choosing; and (c) at the

social role level, self-sufficient individuals feel that they

have found a unique, self-sustaining niche in their com-

munity. To lack these senses of differentiation is to expe-

rience the dystonic senses of (a) an overwhelming

engulfment by certain others in one’s immediate life, (b) a

lack of behavioral control over, and uniqueness of, one’s

life, and (c) an excessive sense of dependency on one’s

family, community, or society.
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123



Social-Identity Tasks

Work Roles The ‘‘work task’’ of the transition to adulthood

involves an investment of self in acquiring and exercising

skills in order to participate in productive activities that

contribute to a wider community in some way. In Erikso-

nian terms, people’s (stage four) sense of industry merges

with their (stage five) sense of identity, such that they come

to define themselves in part in terms of their productive

contributions (which can include parenting and home-

making roles). In terms of dystonic elements, those without

this task completion experience (a) lack a sense of com-

petence associated with productive skills, (b) will not feel

recognized by others as possessing significant work skills,

and (c) will not have productive work roles in their society.

Worldview The development of a worldview is a cen-

tral task of identity formation as identified by Erikson

(1968). A worldview provides people with a source from

which to derive a sense of meaning and purpose in life in

terms of some ‘‘thing’’ larger than themselves. This

‘‘thing’’ could be an organized religion, a political party,

or a wider, diffuse ideology like humanism, technologism,

or scientism. Dystonically, the person without this sense

(a) lacks a sense of purpose rooted in a system of beliefs,

(b) does not have articulated positions on relevant issues,

and (c) does not adhere to an informal or formal belief

system in religion, politics, science, humanism, and the

like.

Table 1 presents the four tasks, with each of the three

underlying levels defined, and representative items in each

of the 12 cells that map the constructs. The actual scale

items are presented in ‘‘Appendix.’’

Research Questions

Using these four identity tasks, and the three underlying,

interrelated dimensions, as a guide, we began the task of

creating a measure of identity formation suitable to con-

ditions of a prolonged transition to adulthood in secularized

societies wherein people must resolve numerous issues for

themselves in the absence of clear societal norms. Several

research questions were developed to help assess the

validity of the measure of identity issues.

First, does the instrument demonstrate sufficient facto-

rial validity and internal consistency?

Second, does the instrument have predictive validity, in

this case, showing a relationship with an important area of

functioning: mental health. Previous research indicates that

the transition to adulthood is associated with increases in

well-being (e.g., Aseltine and Gore 1993; Schulenberg and

Zarrett 2004; Gore et al. 1997; Schulenberg et al. 2004a, b).

Schulenberg et al. (2004a, b) found overall increases in

mental health as age increased but with a variety of indi-

vidualized trends for different groups. Specifically, they

found that youth—longitudinally measured at three ages

(18, 22 and 26)—who had consistently high scores of well-

being at all three ages, scored highly on developmental

tasks associated with (the main effects of) education, work,

and citizenship. Those who scored consistently lower on

measures of well-being at all three ages had lower than

Table 1 Identity formation tasks during the transition to adulthood

Level of

analysis

Self-identity tasks Social-identity tasks

1. Integration 2. Differentiation 3. Work roles 4. Worldview

(A) Subjective

Experience:

Ego Identity

Temporal-spatial continuity,

e.g., I feel like I have grown

into a ‘‘whole’’ person

Self-boundaries and

individuation,

e.g., I feel like I have

fully matured into

being my own person

Sense of work/role

competence,

e.g., I have certain abilities

that make it possible for

me to be effective in the

work I choose to

undertake

Sense of meaning and purpose,

e.g., My beliefs and values relate to

something that is much more

important than my own individual

needs

(B) Behavioral

Repertoire:

Personal

Identity

Behavioral stability in

interpersonal relations,

e.g., My friends think I

behave maturely

Individualized style in

self-presentation,

e.g., Most of the time, I

dress and act in ways

that reflect the kind of

person that I really am

Recognized deployment of

skill sets or talents,

e.g., People in my life think

that I have some useful

talents or skills

Publicly articulated position on

beliefs,

e.g., I often speak up about what I

believe in

(C) Social

Roles and

Statuses:

Social

Identity

Validated niche and place in

a community,

e.g., I belong to a community

of like-minded people with

whom I will be happy to

closely associate

indefinitely

Special/unique niche or

place in a community,

e.g., I have found my

niche (unique place of

belonging) in life

Acquired credentials and/or

work/role statuses,

e.g., I have as much formal

education as I ever

wanted to get

Socially recognized allegiances,

e.g., I live my life in way that is

consistent with a firm set of values

and beliefs (religious, political,

secular or otherwise) associated

with some organized groups
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average (deviation) scores on education, work, romantic

involvement, peer involvement, and citizenship. Overall,

they found that the dimensions of work, romantic

involvement, and citizenship were particularly important

for psychological health. When they tested for threshold

effects for general achievement (work and education) and

affiliation (romantic and peer involvement), they found

both were necessary to maintain a solid sense of well-being

during the transition to adulthood. Thus, the research of

Schulenberg et al. (2004a, b) indicates that there are fun-

damental tasks to be achieved during the transition to

adulthood that are associated with well-being. Therefore, in

testing the predictive validity of the I3, it was hypothesized

that higher scores of identity resolution would be associ-

ated with better mental well-being outcomes.

And, third, are there age-based threshold points at which

problematic, adequate, and optimal resolutions of identity

issues can be identified; for example, do those who expe-

rience delayed identity formation show evidence of psy-

chological difficulties?

Methods

Sample 1

Convenience sampling was combined with snowball sam-

pling to include participants beyond the university-attend-

ing age range. For example, stock cards describing the

study were passed out randomly in public places and retail

establishments in a mid-sized Canadian city to people

roughly aged 18–40. The stock cards contained a URL for

the online survey and a pass code to obtain access. Par-

ticipants were also recruited via email, asked to fill out the

survey, and then to forward through e-mail the URL and

the pass code to others whom they thought might partici-

pate. The final sample comprised 196 participants (131

females, 2 not specifying) ranging in age from 18 to 48

(M = 29.6, SD = 5.8). About two-thirds of the sample

were in the labor force, 3 % were unemployed, about one

quarter were in school, and a minority were involved in

other activities (e.g., travel, homemaker, illness/temporary

leave). Participants, on average, had spent 4.8 years in

post-secondary education (SD = 2.8). The majority of

participants (80.5 %) reported making less than $60,000.

Sample 2

We collected a second sample using a crowdsourcing

company called Mechanical Turk. Participants were

directed to an online survey and were paid $.50 for com-

pleting the survey. The final sample comprised 1,489 par-

ticipants (49 % females, 51 % males, three not specifying)

ranging in age from 18 to 41 (M = 25.4, SD = 5.6). About

two-thirds of the sample were in the labor force (check all

that apply format allowed for multiple responses), 31 %

were in school fulltime, 18 % unemployed and looking for

work, and a minority were involved in other activities (e.g.,

travel, homemaker, illness/temporary leave). Participants,

on average, had spent 3.5 years in post-secondary educa-

tion (SD = 2.3). The majority of participants (90.1 %)

reported making $60,000 or less.

Measures and Procedure

Ethics approval was obtained for sample 1 from the

Research Ethics Board for Non-Medical Research Involv-

ing Human Subjects at the University of Western Ontario.

Ethics approval for sample 2 was obtained from the

Research Ethics Board for Non-Medical Research Involv-

ing Human Subjects at the University of Waterloo. The

surveys took approximately 30–45 min to complete.

Variables

The Identity Issues Inventory (I3) The items making up the

Identity Issues Inventory are provided in ‘‘Appendix.’’ The

I3 was developed based on the assumption that researchers

would assess identity formation in terms of four tasks

(integration, differentiation, work, and worldview). An

original pool of 96 items was created for the I3. The

societal-identity tasks were based on Adams and Marshall

(1996), and the self-identity tasks were based on Arnett’s

(2004) theoretical formulations on emerging adulthood,

which is rooted in Erikson’s epigenetic model of psycho-

social development. Both Adams and Arnett examined our

original items for face validity and contributed to the

overall continuity in phrasing.

Age and Gender Age was treated as a continuous vari-

able and was normally distributed in both samples [skew-

edness and kurtosis results were satisfactory; (±2)].

Gender was coded as 1 = female and 0 = male.

Psychological Health Variables (Somatic and Emotional

Indicators) For sample 1, we created a two-factor latent

variable that represented psychological health in the ana-

lysis. Somatic indicators captured the physical manifesta-

tion of psychological health, while the emotional indicators

captured the emotive manifestations of psychological

health. These measures were derived from the World

Health Organization’s Composite International Diagnostic

Interview (e.g., Kessler et al. 1998). The items utilized a

five-point scale. A series of exploratory and confirmatory

factor analyses were performed to select the items in the

scales that were used in the structural equation modeling

(SEM); in this process, a number of factorially complex

items were eliminated. One latent psychological health
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variable was created and represented by two subscales

reflecting emotional (worthless, sad, depressed, and anx-

ious) and somatic indicators (restless, back pain, trouble

sleeping, and being overly tired). Both indicators had

adequate internal consistency (emotional health, a = .79;

somatic health, a = .69), and both were within an

acceptable range for skewedness and kurtosis (±2), so no

transformations were performed.

Both somatic and emotional measures were used to

represent two dimensions of the latent variable Psycho-

logical Health in the SEM analysis. However, in the

additional analysis, where a single dependent psychologi-

cal health variable was assessed (no latent variable), only

the emotional measure of psychological health is presented

to avoid repetition (note: the analysis of the physical

indicators of mental health for the most part yield the same

general trends).

For sample 2, due to the need for brevity in the survey,

we used two continuous items to measure health (scored

1 = poor to 10 = excellent), worded as follows: in gen-

eral, how would you rate your overall physical health, and

in general, how would you rate your overall mental health.

Both items were normally distributed (M = 7.1, SD = 1.9

and M = 7.2, SD = 2.2, respectively).

Results

Factorial Validity

From the original pool of 96 items, we reduced the number

of items in the final version of the inventory to 48 items—

12 items for each of the four primary subscales, with these

subscales represented by an equal number of items from

each of the three levels of identity (ego, personal, and

social). Using sample 1, we reduced the items in the I3

based on a combination of confirmatory factor analyses

(using modification indices in AMOS 21), skewedness

tests, and kurtosis tests.

Table 2 presents the Cronbach’s alphas reliability coef-

ficients, means, standard deviations, confirmatory factor

analysis information (RMSEA, CFI), and number of items

for the subscales. All of the alphas were acceptable (.77–

.85). When all of the subscales were analyzed (12 items per

subscales) in SPSS, using ML estimation, non-orthogonal

rotation, the scree plots (Preacher and MacCallum 2003)

indicated that single dimensions for each of these scales

were satisfactory. The bivariate correlations (r) among the

four subscales ranged from .44 to .83, indicating that the

tasks are moderately to strongly correlated. The I3 (summing

the four primary subscales) represents a global measure of

identity stage resolution and has a potential range from 48 to

288, with each primary subscale potentially ranging from 12

to 72 (integration, differentiation, work, worldview). The

participants’ scores in sample 1 ranged from 129 to 285

(M = 219.1, SD = 32.0). In sample 2, the I3 ranged from 87

to 275 (M = 192.8, SD = 29.4).

A traditional, second-order confirmatory factor analysis

was completed on sample 2 that took into account all of the

cross-factor loading of the items across the measures,

which was stable (RMSEA = .05, GFI = .91; CFI = .90).

Due to the complex pattern, we opted to test the predictive

ability of a simpler model, where each of the 12 items from

each subscale was aggregated into a single score. We

examined these constructed scales using both factor-

weighted scores and unweighted scores. No significant

differences were found in any of these tests, so we con-

tinued analyses with the unweighted subscales. Thus, an

overall measure with the stable, aggregated subscales was

tested in a confirmatory factor analysis. The structure was

stable in both samples (RMSEA .05; CFI .99).

Predictive Validity: Identity Issues Inventory

and Psychological Health

Using sample 1, SEM was used to assess the ability of the

I3 to predict psychological health, taking into account

gender and age. Modification indices were used to adjust

the model. Figure 1 presents this model, which has an

excellent fit (v2 = 15.61, df = 17, ns; RMSEA = .00;

CFI = 1.00).

The SEM model shows that a one standardized unit

increase in identity issues resolution (the total I3 score)

predicted a b = .61 standardized unit increase in psycho-

logical health (p \ .001). These results also indicate that

psychological health is represented by more variance in the

emotional (r2 = .81) than the somatic measure (r2 = .62).

As one would expect with a developmental measure, age

significantly predicted higher scores in identity issues res-

olution, where a one standardized unit increase in age

predicted a b = .40 standardized increase in identity res-

olution (p \ .001).

The effect of gender was also explored in this model,

with the finding that there were no gender differences in

identity issues resolution. However, gender significantly

predicted psychological health, with females scoring lower

(a b = -.19 standardized difference). These results were

then replicated in sample 2 (RMSEA = .07; CFI = .97)

where all of the factor loads remained strong and direc-

tionally identical (integration r2 = .89; differentiation

r2 = .91; work r2 = .72; worldview r2 = .63) for the

subscales associated with the I3. Age predicted identity

(b = .24) and work (b = .09), and identity predicted the

latent health variable (b = .59) as did sex (b = -.20), and

health was represented by both physical (r2 = .51) and

mental health (r2 = .94) indicators.
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Age Thresholds in Identity Development

To examine the relationships between age and identity

issues resolution, the sample was divided into three cate-

gories representing age spans that have been associated

with specific developmental periods: 18–25 (n = 53; 863),

26–29 (n = 57; 289), 30? (n = 86; 337) in samples 1 and

2, respectively. Bivariate analyses were undertaken in these

age comparisons.

First, a series of one-way analyses of variance show

that there are significant increases in the scores of

identity issues resolution across age for each of the tasks

(Table 3). These trends are consistent in both samples 1

and 2. In addition, the post hoc tests suggest the fol-

lowing regarding developmental thresholds: integration

differentiation, work, and worldview tend to show

developmental increases across the age categories. The

directional trends found in sample 1 are replicated in

sample 2. The overall I3 score, too, shows significant

increases with each age-grouping. These findings were

also replicated in sample 2.

Second, optimal and problematic developmental

thresholds were further explored with the aid of the emo-

tional psychological health measure, based on the logic that

significant delays in resolving identity issues have certain

causes or consequences in terms of psychological func-

tioning. The samples were split into tertiles to represent

high (n = 66; 504), medium (n = 65; 484), and low

(n = 65; 500; in samples 1 and 2, respectively) overall

identity issues resolution to investigate ‘‘on time’’ and

‘‘delayed’’ identity formation. A univariate general linear

model was used to assess the relationship between three

levels of identity (low, mid, and high tertiles) and age

(categories: 18–25, 26–29, 30?), and the interaction

between identity level and age category on psychological

health.

Table 2 Means, standard deviations, RMSEA, CFI, and alpha scores for the Identity Issues Inventory and its subscales

Mean SD RMSEA CFI Cronbach’s alpha Number of items Range of scores

Sample 1 (n = 196)

Integration 56.2 9.3 .07 .94 .84 12 12–72

Differentiation 54.9 9.6 .08 .89 .84 12 12–72

Work 56.4 9.8 .08 .93 .85 12 12–72

Worldview 51.6 10.0 .09 .91 .84 12 12–72

Total identity score 219.1 32.0 .00 1.00 .95 48 48–288

Sample 2 (n = 1,489)

Integration 49.1 9.1 .08 .94 .83 12 12–72

Differentiation 48.8 8.8 .08 .92 .82 12 12–72

Work 47.9 8.7 .08 .92 .79 12 12–72

Worldview 47.1 8.2 .08 .91 .77 12 12–72

Total identity score 192.8 29.4 .04 .99 .93 48 48–288

Fig. 1 SEM using identity

tasks subscales to predict

psychological health:

standardized coefficients
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Table 4 shows the means and standard deviations of this

analysis from the two samples. In sample 1, significant

main effects were found in overall psychological health for

the three levels of identity, F(2,187) = 11.17, p \ .001.

Age had no significant impact on emotional psychological

health, F(2,187) = .46, ns. However, the interaction term

(age and identity) was significant, F(4,187) = 2.99,

p \ .05.

Figure 2 displays the interaction between identity and

age as they relate to emotional health: Those who are over

30 with the lowest level of identity issue resolution have

the poorest emotional health (significantly different from

the medium and high levels of identity resolution in the

30? age category). Tukey’s post hoc tests found no sig-

nificant differences in emotional psychological health

among the high-, medium-, and low levels of identity for

either of the 18–25 and 26–29 age categories.

These findings were partially replicated by sample 2. It

is clear that those aged 30? in the lowest identity tertile

had overall the lowest scores of mental well-being. How-

ever, the interaction between age and identity was not

significant. While there were no significant differences

between the age-groups in the low and high identity

groups, significant differences were found those who were

in the mid level of identity where those who were 30? had

significantly lower levels of mental health. It should be

noted that we were unable to have identical dependent

variable measures for this particular test, and this may have

impacted the results. Regardless, the trends provided in

sample 2 indicate that those who are no longer in their

early-20s and are not resolving their adult identities in a

timely fashion tend to have lower scores on mental health

measures.

Discussion

The SEM reveals that the four-indicator identity model has a

stable structural fit, providing evidence of validity for the

Identity Issues Inventory (I3; confirmatory factor model). In

terms of the I3’s developmental sensitivity in assessing

identity issues resolution beyond adolescence, there is a

steady and significant increase in scores through the twenties

and into the thirties, providing verification that identity for-

mation continues beyond adolescence in the (now) pro-

longed transition to adulthood. At the same time, the

variation suggests that a significant proportion of respon-

dents may be stalled or delayed on key identity issues asso-

ciated with the assumption of an adult identity, and this delay

may have mental health causes or consequences (these cross-

sectional data sets do not allow us to determine causality).

Thus, it appears that these types of identity formation (now)

continue into the late-twenties and thirties and beyond for a

significant proportion of the population.

Several observations can be made about the potential of

the I3 to help sort out some of the competing interpretations

regarding the significance of the prolonged transition to

adulthood.

Table 3 Developmental thresholds: Identity Issues Inventory and age categories

Identity task Age category Post hoc tests of difference F value

Sample 1 18–25 (n = 53) 26–29 (n = 57) 30? (n = 86) 1–2 1–3 2–3

Integration 51.74 55.58 59.37 ns ** * 12.53

Differentiation 49.72 54.46 58.45 * ** * 15.89

Work roles 50.28 56.82 59.81 ** ** ns 18.56

Worldview 48.19 50.75 54.33 ns ns ** 6.87

Total 199.93 217.61 231.97 ** ** ** 19.67

Sample 2 18–25 (n = 863) 26–29 (n = 289) 30? (n = 337) 1–2 1–3 2–3

Integration 47.70 50.39 51.51 ** ** ns 25.65

Differentiation 47.11 49.77 52.22 ** ** ** 45.27

Work roles 46.02 49.02 51.77 ** ** ** 60.86

Worldview 46.02 47.65 49.13 ** ** ns 18.98

Total 186.85 196.82 204.62 ** ** ** 50.81

Tukey’s post hoc tests of difference: * p \ .05; ** p \ .01

Differences in mean scores between samples 1 and 2 may be a result of significantly different rates of unemployment (3.1 % sample 1; 17.9 %

sample 2). In sample 2, there was a significant difference in identity scores for those unemployed and looking for work compared with those who

were not, t(1,429) = 5.23, p \ .001
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First, these findings support the widely held view that

identity formation is now more prolonged and individual-

ized than in the past (e.g., Côté and Roberts 2005), but

identity formation itself does not appear to be as highly

fragmented as some postmodernists claim (e.g., Gergen

1991; Rattansi and Phoenix 2005). To the contrary, the four

tasks of identity formation are moderately to highly cor-

related, even for those in their early-20s, suggesting that

most people are able to develop a unified sense of identity.

What will be of interest in future investigations is a closer

examination of those people for whom the tasks are not

unified. This analysis awaits the collection of data with

additional samples and targeted groups for whom identity

formation may be particularly problematic (e.g., those

seeking mental health or career counseling or who continue

to engage in high-risk behaviors beyond adolescence). This

assessment of postmodernist claims can also be adjudicated

with information on the rate and timing of identity devel-

opment in different cultural contexts. If the postmodernist

claims are valid, then most people should not be devel-

oping mature identities, but instead be arrested at lower

levels of self-identity (e.g., poor integration) and societal

identity (e.g., an absence of coherent worldview), and they

should not show integrated resolutions (i.e., the levels and

domains should not be even moderately correlated). The

data from the current studies tentatively suggest that this is

not the case.

Second, the measure appears to be well suited to

assessing other claims about identity formation in the

prolonged transition to adulthood, such as the positive

benefits of emerging adulthood as postulated by Arnett

(2000). When norms are developed based on larger popu-

lation surveys, various aspects of the now prolonged period

of identity formation can be empirically assessed in terms

of how identity formation proceeds during this period, on

average and for various subgroups. For example, the I3 can

detect various patterns of identity formation, including

delays and plateaus in certain types of identity develop-

ment, and these modest studies found evidence of arrest

and plateauing among subsamples that need to be further

investigated with longitudinal studies. These patterns can

then be more closely examined, especially delays in iden-

tity formation that might be associated with mental

health problems, and the extent to which delayed identity

Table 4 The impact of developmental delays: Identity Issues

Inventory, age, and psychological health

Identity resolution level Age category M SD N

Sample 1

Lowa 18–25 3.85 .63 30

26–29 3.77 .70 18

30? 3.32b .80 5

All 3.69 .72 53

Mida 18–25 3.95 .67 18

26–29 4.02 .68 20

30? 4.11b .37 19

All 4.04 .56 57

Higha 18–25 3.98 .51 17

26–29 4.22 .44 27

30? 4.30b .37 42

All 4.25 .40 86

Sample 2

Low 18–25 6.11 2.33 353

26–29 5.75 2.29 79

30? 5.52 2.34 63

All 5.98 2.33 495

Midc 18–25 7.55 1.80 252

26–29 7.32 1.77 74

30? 6.73b 1.85 90

All 7.33 1.82 416

High 18–25 8.46 1.66 208

26–29 8.34 1.38 120

30? 8.06 1.60 165

All 8.30 1.58 493

Sample 1 was based on a composite with score range of 1–5

Sample 2 was based on a single indicator item scored 1–10
a Main effect found for identity where low identity is associated with

significantly lower psychological health than mid- or high-level

identity
b Those in the 30? age category who were also in the low-level

identity category had significantly lower scores of psychological well-

being than those in the mid- or high-level identity
c Main effect found for identity where those 30? have lower mental

health than other age categories

Fig. 2 Interaction term (identity and age) predicting psychological

health
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resolutions are either the cause or consequence of mental

health issues and developmental attributes like personal

agency (cf. Schwartz et al. 2005).

Future Research

Regardless of cause and effect issues, the Identity Issues

Inventory shows promise as a useful instrument in mapping

the effects of the increasingly prolonged transition to

adulthood in late-modern societies, where significant

individualized ‘‘identity work’’ is apparently necessary to

reach the levels of maturity in self-identity and societal

identity now required for resolution of the identity stage.

The evidence examined above shows that those who are

over 30 years of age and older are significantly more

developed in all domains of identity formation than both

younger age-groups and are closer to the ‘‘ceiling’’ of the

subscales in terms of task mastery. This is exactly what one

would expect of scales operationalizing resolution of the

issues associated with the identity stage and the acquisition

of a mature, integrated identity. In addition, it appears that

those who show less mastery of these tasks have challenges

related to psychological health.

Future research can also investigate the development

correlates of these types of identity formation. In fact,

while we were developing this instrument, we shared its

prototype with several researchers. Leslie (2011) reports

that the total I3 correlates positively with age and per-

spective taking and negatively with egocentrism and

‘‘personal fable’’ (a sense of invulnerability and special-

ness) in a sample of American 18–25 year olds. Erdogan

(2012), in a study comparing Burmese (Karen) refugees

relocated to Canada with a comparable group of native

born Canadians, found significant associations of the I3

with age and mental health, but also with other measures of

identity formation (temporal continuity, identity crisis

resolution, and lower levels of identity distress). And,

Schwartz et al. (2010) found significant associations

between two subscales of the I3 (subjective and behavioral

integration) with better avoidance of health-compromising

behaviors in a multisite sample of 1,546 American uni-

versity students, with invariance across gender, ethnicity,

socioeconomic status, and living arrangements (living with

parents, or not). The I3 is also being used as predictors of

body image and eating disorders (Roberts and Fuentes

2013), where greater resolution of the transition to adult-

hood, as measured by the I3, predicts less eating disordered

behavior and better body image. A study of the impact of

unemployment on the transition to adulthood has also

found that gaps in employment of 6 months predicted

lower scores on the I3 (Swinarton and Roberts 2013).

Finally, the I3 is being used to aid studies of the furry

fandom (e.g., Plante et al. 2012). The first-ever longitudinal

study of furries (Plante et al. 2014) employs the I3 to

predict outcomes related to being part of the furry fandom.

More generally, profiles of the rate of resolution of these

identity issues of diverse populations of groups and in

various countries will help us understand cross-cultural

differences in the role of identity formation in the transition

to adulthood [Erdogan (2012) successfully translated the I3

into the Karen language]. In addition, the I3 has now been

translated into Japanese, and cross-cultural identity com-

parisons are underway. It would be predicted that societies

that provide more normative structure for this transition

will produce different norms on the I3 that reflect a quicker

rate and earlier timing of identity formation than those that

are not as well structured or regulated (e.g., comparisons

with more ‘‘traditional’’ or collectivist societies or com-

munities should reveal significant contrasts with late-

modern ones). Thus, if identity formation is associated with

the transition to adulthood in the ways described above, the

I3 promises to be useful in making cross-cultural compar-

isons to determine whether the rate of progress through

these identity formation tasks differs according to (a) well-

structured cultural practices marking an earlier and more

concrete transition to adulthood as well as (b) State youth

policies directed at increasing individual autonomy and

effective entry into the labor force. This information should

also help to adjudicate debates, such as whether—and for

whom—the prolonged transition to adulthood is beneficial

as a preparation for adulthood, and when this delay can

constitute a developmental challenge with negative con-

sequences for the people affected.

Appendix: Items for the Identity Issues Inventory (V1)

Integration

1. I feel like I have grown into a ‘‘whole’’ person.

2. Whatever happens, I still have a secure sense of who I

am deep inside.

3. *I often feel confused about who I am deep inside.

4. *There is a struggle inside of me about who I really

am.

5. My friends think I behave maturely.

6. My friends and family see me as a responsible person.

7. *I act like a different person, depending on the social

situation.

8. *People who know me well often treat me like I’m

immature.

9. I belong to a community of like-minded people with

whom I will be happy to closely associate

indefinitely.
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10. I am recognized as an adult member of an established

social group.

11. *I have been unable to find a meaningful group of

like-minded people with which to affiliate on a more

or less permanent basis.

12. *I have not been able to become a member of a

‘‘community’’ that will support who I am.

Differentiation

13. I feel like I have fully matured into being my own

person.

14. I am in control of my own emotions.

15. *I have a difficult time thinking and acting decisively.

16. *Sometimes other people feel like I rely on them too

much emotionally.

17. Most of the time, I dress and act in ways that reflect

the kind of person that I really am.

18. My behaviour is generally consistent in all situations.

19. *I continually change the way I present myself to

others to get the best out of the situation I’m in.

20. *If I think someone won’t approve of me, I pretend to

have characteristics that I don’t really possess.

21. I have found my niche (unique place of belonging) in life.

22. Others would recognize me as a self-sufficient adult.

23. *I have not been able to achieve the type of self-

sufficiency expected of an adult.

24. *I’m still not sure where I fit in adult society.

Productive/Work Roles

25. I have certain abilities that make it possible for me to

be effective in the work I choose to undertake.

26. I think of myself as a competent person who makes

productive contributions to society.

27. *I really don’t know if I have the right talents to

maintain a good job.

28. *I do not feel like I have the necessary skills to get (or

keep) the kind of job I would really like to have.

29. People in my life think that I have some useful talents

or skills.

30. I have certain skills or talents that I use in my life.

31. People who know me recognize me in terms of certain

talents and skills.

32. *When people think of who I am, they do not

associate me with any specific talents or skills.

33. I have as much formal education as I ever wanted to

get.

34. I have a job (or homemaking role) that I am happy

keeping for the foreseeable future.

35. *I do not yet have the educational credentials

necessary to get the kind of job I would ultimately

like to have.

36. *I have yet to find a job (or homemaking role) that

would gain me the respect I deserve.

Worldview

37. My beliefs and values relate to something that is

much more important than my own individual needs.

38. My beliefs and values provide me with a firm sense of

purpose in life.

39. *My beliefs and values are mostly geared to satisfy-

ing my own immediate needs.

40. *My sense of purpose in life mainly involves

gratifying my own immediate, personal needs.

41. I often speak up about what I believe in.

42. People in my life know me as someone with firm

beliefs and values.

43. I make sure that my day-to-day behaviour reflects my

underlying beliefs and values.

44. *People in my life do not know me as someone with

consistent beliefs or values.

45. I live my life in way that is consistent with a firm set

of values and beliefs (religious, political, secular or

otherwise) associated with some organized groups.

46. Other people know me as a member of a social group

that espouses strong values and beliefs.

47. *The way that I live my life is not based on any

widely accepted religious or political beliefs.

48. *Others do not generally think of me as someone who

commits to any causes or organized beliefs systems.

Scales run from 1 to 6 (strongly disagree, disagree,

somewhat disagree, somewhat agree, agree, strongly

agree). Items with (*) need to be reverse coded. Items

should be scrambled.
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