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As social beings, we are born into groups; we exit some groups and aspire to, create or join others. Actors cobble self-categorizations from these diverse collectivities, rooting parts of their self-concept in characteristics reflecting group memberships. These facets of the self-concept, derived from belonging or aspiring to social groups, contribute to social identities, self-categorizations derived from social group memberships and one’s location in social structure. Depending on importance, we can create hierarchies of social identities related to primary groups (e.g., families), secondary groups (e.g., a neighborhood organization), and more peripheral groups (e.g., a specific online list_serv). Social identity theory also examines group behaviors and  the cross-group relationships that may result from inter-group categorizations as well as group status mobility.

Social identity theory


Social identity theory begins with an actor’s self-identification with their membership in—and possibly aspiring membership to—social groups. Nearly all children are socialized within several groups: familial; ethnic; religious; gender; national; regional (e.g., an American Southerner or Californian); or even local (a Londoner). Developmental studies indicate that at least by age five, children can describe many social categories as well as social roles within a social group (e.g., Boyd & Bee, 2014). For example, while interviewing on gender in a nursery school, Kagan and Moss (1962) reported that young children reported that girls “cry a lot” but boys “grow up to be boss.” Gender identity, in particular, appears established by age two.

Older children and youth become more aware of social status (e.g., middle class), school affiliations, political membership (Brewer, 2001), and sexual orientation. Thus, individuals learn relatively early to self-categorize themselves and others through group memberships. Even one’s generation, e.g., Babyboomer or Millennial can provide a basis for social identities.

As well as actual current (or future assured) membership groups, which social identity theory explicitly addresses, it is important to note that an individual is not always already a current group member: groups can be aspirational. Aspiration is probably most easily recognized in cases of educational or occupational groups, but it also occurs among religious converts, citizenship applicants, and even among fiancés planning to establish families. Aspirants may need to serve an internship, complete courses, undergo pre-marriage counseling, or even learn a new language to qualify for membership. In many cases the candidate must demonstrate that s/he, too, is incorporating group membership into self-categorizations prior to attaining full membership. Eager to belong, an aspirant could conceivably identify even more strongly with a potential group during an initiation, pledge or trial membership than full members do.

Some initial social identity concepts that Tajfel (e.g. Tajfel, 1974; Tajfel & Turner, 1986) addressed implied that individuals incorporate facets of self-categorization into self-descriptions, and subsequently, into self-esteem, i.e., one’s overall self-perceived sense of self worth. The self-esteem hypothesis suggested that preserving or raising one’s self-esteem through group identification can spur behavioral motivation, especially in terms of in-group versus out-group relations.


Membership groups co-exist in social space with other collectivities. Inter-group relations are distinct from self-categorization: they can be cooperative; for example, a corporation may donate to a university—or even a local community center, which provides it in turn with employees and customers. But intergroup relations instead may be competitive; either for the same members (e.g., two churches affiliated with the same Christian denomination vying for parishioners in a small city), or where a newer group supercedes an earlier one, as when one company develops a superior technology to another and acquires many new customers from its prior rivals.

Group members may estimate the status hierarchies of competitive groups (e.g., when organizations rank universities by student selectivity); consequently, they can engage in social comparison processes focused on their own membership group and its corresponding social identities relative to those of others. Some scholars believe that social comparison processes underlie at least some facets of intergroup rivalry and hostility.

For example, through cognitive simplifications and social comparison, self and other group categorizations contribute to creating and maintaining stereotypes, i.e., categorical beliefs about individuals in specific social groups, whether applied to members of other groups or even to oneself. Stereotypes typically compress the variability of group members, whether in-group or out-group members, and exaggerate differences across groups. According to some theorists, group members seeking to elevate or preserve their self-esteem can undertake actions to raise the status of their own group(s) and lower the status of other, often competing groups (Rubin & Hewstone, 1998). However, the evidence on self-esteem and behavioral motivations in cross-group competitive relations is mixed.

Social identities, social groups, role identities, and self identities 

Other work, e.g., Stets and Burke (2000), recognizes the intersections of social identity theory with identity theory more generally. Other conceptual approaches delineate role identities and situated identities. Social identity theory emphasizes membership in informal and formal groups, the self-categorizations resulting from such memberships, and the potential consequences of these memberships and social self-categorizations. Thus, groups play a major part in the self-perceptions of who one is. For example, a female college student may view herself as a Roman Catholic, an undergraduate biology major, aspiring physician, a Democrat, and a member of her on-campus sorority. Consequently, she may join a “Future Physicians” club, participate in a traditional campus sorority Homecoming rivalry, and attend Daily Mass to express these social identities.

As they become larger and more intricate, the groups that promote social identities simultaneously often create a more complex division of labor. Even small groups (e.g., modern nuclear families) that possess a long traditional history may create a specialized division of labor. In turn, a division of labor generates specific group tasks that are enacted by particular designated personnel, i.e., social roles. In this way, groups not only create social identities but very often role identities for role occupants as well.
Thus, social roles, i.e., specific social positions with accompanying benefits and responsibilities, typically derive from groups. Enacting a social role, such as parent, employee, or basketball center, entails the enactment of role behavior, coordinating behavior with other, related roles, and usually garnering performance acceptance and/or approval from others.

Identity theory focuses more directly on one’s social roles (within groups) and the role behaviors the actor actually performs, i.e., what one does (Stets & Burke, 2000). Our example college woman identifies herself as a student (attending classes), a political volunteer (canvassing for election votes), a sorority “Big Sister” (who mentors new pledges), and a lay leader at her congregation (who helps plan services.) Both the groups that the actor belongs to and the roles s/he assumes within those groups contribute to one’s self-identity and behavior.

An individual’s self-concept, their social groups, and their social role-identities intertwine. Social groups create and determine social roles, and both affect the self-concept (Stets & Burke, 2000). Callero (1985) proposed that roles transition into identities when individuals use them as behavioral blueprints and self-defining mechanisms. For example, aspiring physicians may take “pre-med” courses and volunteer at a health clinic to gain experience and rehearse “being a doctor.” Identities are the differentiated parts that comprise the “self”; each part becomes representative of the individual and one’s self-concept. The “self” or self-concept, i.e., an individual’s perception of him or herself (e.g., Stryker, 1968), enables individuals to comprehend themselves as unique beings.

As individuals interact with their environment, they create and respond to social behavior (Hogg, et al., 1995), which helps them further develop the self-concept as an overall identity. A related construct is a self-schema (sometimes called an identity-schema), consisting of cognitively structured frameworks of information that act as internal representations of self-related experiences and information (Stryker & Serpe, 1994).
Some scholars assert that the “self” has as many identities as the individual has membership groups and social roles (Hogg, Terry & White, 1995; Stryker, 1968). Individuals can assume ownership of a role-identity through enacting role-behaviors (Hogg et al., 1995; McCall & Simmons, 1978; Thoits, 1983). When an individual performs role-behaviors, and assumes or occupies a role-identity, they convey information about the social roles with which they identify. By assuming or occupying a role-identity and performing role-behaviors consistent with others’ expectations, the individual expresses how they would like to be regarded by others. As Kuhn and McPartland (1954) found in their classic “twenty statements test” study of self-perception, people often describe themselves in terms of their group memberships, groups they aspire to, and the social roles they assume within a group. Performing role expectant behaviors is often a consequence of the salience, appropriateness, or importance of that role-identity to an individual (Hogg et al., 1995; Thoits, 1983).

Stryker (1968) originally addressed commitment to role-identities, which he labeled interactional and affective commitments based on interpersonal relationships. He suggested that the number of interpersonal relationships based upon an individual simply assuming a role-identity was an “interactional commitment”, and interpersonal relationships of personal and affective importance were described as “affective commitment”. The more commitment an individual has to a role-identity in terms of interactional and affective relationships, the more salient that role-identity should be to the individual. Thus, more central groups appear more likely to create commitments to a social role. Stryker’s conceptualization of role-identity examined individuals’ behaviors as being highly determined by the relative salience of their role-identities.  

Issues of salience

The strength and hierarchical positions of self-identities may vary according to the importance of the group to the individual and the social roles that actors play within a group. Based in part on the social positions that we occupy (e.g., parent or corporation leader), role identities reflect social positions within one’s specific groups, as opposed to the more general social identities from group self-categorizations (Serpe & Stryker, 1987; Stryker & Serpe, 1994). Over time, we may join further groups or occupy new roles within the same groups to continue creating and expressing our highly personal self-identities.

  Social groups that are more central to the self may generate role identities that are more salient. For example, an individual who highly values their nationality might acquire political roles emphasizing national origin identity (as many Cuban-Americans do in South Florida), volunteer to teach language classes, or even cook national delicacies for a special event. Serpe and Stryker (1987) found that undergraduates planned to participate in college organizations that aligned with salient role-identities they held prior to college.  Acceptance into these organizations helped stabilize their self-concept; non-acceptance resulted in changes in how important they rated role-identities associated with that particular organization.

In turn, individuals can identify with new or current groups and roles that they perceive to be consistent with their self-concept (Stets & Burke, 2000). Referencing the self-concept, an individual can decide which social units, activities and goals are suitable and/or feasible. Thus, for example, one’s self-conception can become integral to career decision-making in that (if possible) people gravitate toward occupations they believe correspond to their self-concept.

The importance of groups in one’s personal hierarchy can shift over time and the relative importance of both social groups and role-identities can change from one life stage to another. For example, as undergraduates transition toward careers, role-identities that inform characteristics associated with their desired careers will become more evident. A business major striving to enter “Corporate America” may place greater value on role-identities that promote professionalism and potential networking groups. Groups and role-identities that do not promote professionalism and networking characteristics may become less salient or even discarded.

McCall and Simmons’ (1978) described role-identity salience as a hierarchy of social role-identities, i.e., their positioning within the self-concept, guided by five important features: the (1) importance and (2) value of the role-identity; (3) the need for support of the role-identity; (4) the intrinsic or extrinsic gratifications associated with assuming the role-identity; and (5) perceived opportunities to successfully enact specific role-behaviors, presumably within a specific group. They argue that the salience of role-identities is primarily determined by the role’s associated intrinsic and extrinsic gratifications. In part, we also can understand social role identities by the time and commitment an actor dedicates to the behaviors and characteristics associated with a specific role (Hogg, et al., 1995; Stryker & Serpe, 1994; Thoits, 1983). 

Just as an individual prioritizes his or her social groups as more or less central, in identity theory the discrete role-identities that comprise the self-concept also relate hierarchically, with those strongly valued situated highest and less valued identities situated lower. The salience of both social groups and role-identities influences the perception that a given situation can be viewed as an opportunity to enact behaviors associated with highly salient role-identities in specific groups (Callero, 1985; McCall and Simmons, 1978), thus furthering possible contributions to one’s self-definition. Role-identity salience also can relate to whether an individual will actually aspire to a role and perform specific anticipatory role-behaviors.

The number of social roles that we assume and potentially identify with is sizable, encompassing diverse groups, from a small informal neighborhood circle of friends to a large formal organization, e.g., a corporation. Through role-identity salience, individuals not only actively assume social roles that are important to them and which activate associated role behaviors, but the identification with these roles and their associated groups becomes prominent within the self-concept. Thoits (1983) proposed that aligning an individual’s internal perception of a role-identity with societies’ expectations of that role-identity helps give purpose, meaning, guidance, and direction to an individual’s life. Because people have limited time and energy, one consequence of a hierarchy of groups, and roles within groups, is that an increase in time and energy invested in one group or social role will likely decrease the time and energy invested in alternate identities (e.g., Thoits, 1983). The more an individual identifies with particular social groups and roles within them, the more motivated they should be to maintain group membership, persist in related role behaviors, and exert greater discretionary time, effort and persistence.

Commitment to role-identities also can be expressed through one’s dependence on related interpersonal relationships, often rooted in social groups, and the costs of losing these relationships. Studies of role-salience sometimes have defined commitment to role-identities as the social and personal sacrifices entailed in discarding a specific role-identity (Callero, 1985; Stryker & Burke, 2000). Hogg et al. (1995) proposed that commitment to a particular role-identity is high if individuals perceive that many of their important social and group relationships are predicated on occupying that identity; the consequence of no longer occupying that role-identity can result in losing a social network and affiliated groups of personal importance.  

Group and role salience can become apparent when others refer to an individual by the same identifying categories that an individual uses to define her/himself. Individuals receive support for their role behaviors through the evaluations and appraisals of important others (McCall and Simmons, 1978). In this sense role-identity salience depends on the expectations that others have of the individual, and the perceptions that actors have of those others’ expectations and judgments. Given that roles are typically enacted in social groups, role identity salience and social identity salience are expected to be parallel and complementary processes.

 One empirical example of role identity salience is Callero’s (1985) study of blood donors, which combined Stryker’s identity theory with McCall and Simmons’ concept of role-identity salience. His findings suggest that self-identity definition, how actors define others, their interpersonal relationships, anticipated and associated future role behaviors, and the perceived expectations that others held about an individual’s identities influence role-identity salience. 

Situated identities

Through internalization, identifications form with role identities. Both social groups and role identities are often situated, e.g., they exist within a specific work organization or a geographic region. Situated identities activate in context when an individual’s behavior is oriented toward a particular group or social role—both groups and roles constitute importance hierarchies to individuals, becoming salient through social relations and role occupation.

Individuals learn group categorizations, acquire role behaviors, and shape identities through situated learning. They acquire knowledge and skills in situ, i.e., in the context of performing them in a precise, often localized, situation, typically within a particular social group. For example, in many occupations, interns become legitimate peripheral participants in a given community of practice in a process of identity development. Recognition by the occupational (or alternatively, for example, ethnic, religious, or political) community that one is progressing satisfactorily may help create and stabilize new, more general social identities.

To activate social, role, and situated identities, it is important to note that individuals must appear to be granted access to a particular social community. For example, many colleges are highly selective choosing among the students who apply. Despite equal access laws, many neighborhoods snub individuals from particular ethnic groups, religions, or nationalities. Individuals may be surreptitiously rejected for employment due to their gender, age, color, or nationality. The road to membership may involve considerable mental and physical obstacles, potentially dangerous hazing ceremonies, or learning a group language and culture. Thus, some groups may seem to be “off limits.” Identity changes caused by one’s social groups and roles may create role-conflict and strain as individuals struggle with conflicting demands from competing identities and behaviors, especially during transitional periods in the acquisition—or discarding—of groups and roles.    

Consequences of social identities in group life

The set of possible outcomes of social identities is lengthy and complex. Some of Tajfel’s original hypotheses (e.g. Tajfel, 1974; Tajfel & Turner, 1986) proposed that because individuals incorporate many social identities into their self-esteem, one result can be in-group favoritism versus negative out-group categorizations: stereotypes, prejudice and discrimination. One way these propositions have been generically tested is through experimentally creating minimal groups, which provide almost no specific group information (Rubin, Badea, & Jetten, 2014, do find some evidence for in-group favoritism among low status groups although the self-esteem linkage is unclear). Polarized intergroup relationships have been hypothesized to develop partially through in-group cohesion and cross group competition (Stets & Burke, 2000), which we shortly address. 

Group identification can relate to political participation, sometimes to exclude other groups viewed as competitors, or through in-group favoritism promoting the social mobility of one’s entire group (“Black is beautiful” in the United States is one common extension as a counterpoint to White beauty cultural stereotypes, e.g., Rubin, Badea, & Jetten, 2014.). However, as individuals internalize group identifications and label themselves with imputed group characteristics, they also may become vulnerable to “stereotype threat”, a tendency to under perform if specific characteristics of their group (e.g., math ability) are perceived as lower compared with those of other groups. 

Group identification, group cohesion, “groupthink”, and “we”-“they” relations 


Conceptually, self-categorization is expected to promote attraction among group members, presumably through assumed shared similar characteristics, e.g., religion or social class. Mutual attraction, in turn, should encourage group cohesion, a spirit of group unity among social group members. Although scholars have known better since the 1950s, researchers still tend to perceive group cohesion effects as largely positive. Why such a positive bias about cohesion occurs is unclear. Perhaps our personal experiences in cohesive groups blur our professional judgments. Perhaps when favorable effects occur, they are so positive that we overlook cohesion’s negative effects. 

Despite these blinkers, the effects of group cohesion are decidedly mixed. Furthermore, when negative effects occur, they can be spectacularly bad, e.g., as in disastrous group decision-making. Janis (1972; 1982) for example, describes the Kennedy Cabinet decision to invade Cuba in the 1960s and years later, U.S. officials ignoring information about faulty equipment that led to the Challenger rocket launch explosion.
Highly cohesive groups enforce group norms—whatever the content—more effectively than those less cohesive, thus creating internal pressures within members to conform. Cohesive groups also place greater conformity pressures on deviant members. Because typically individuals value their attachment to cohesive groups and derive social identities from them, they become willing to adjust their behavior to group norms.  The valences of cohesion outcomes strongly depend on group norm content. For example, highly cohesive work groups whose members strongly value social interaction may have lower task productivity than less cohesive work groups. Or consider some youth gangs, which may be highly internally cohesive but whose objectives may conflict with those of the larger society. Their goals may even prove deadly or injurious to individual members.

High group cohesion can be positive: when group goals align with those of the larger collectivity, group productivity usually exceeds that of less cohesive groups. Members are more satisfied; they less often report feeling lonely in cohesive groups and maintain longer membership in them. Group cohesion may provide a buffer against stress and thus improve individual mental and physical health. Given these advantages, we can understand why highly cohesive social groups should foster personal identification with them and the incorporation of such groups into one’s social identities..

Almost certainly the identical dynamics that produce "good" group cohesion effects can also produce "bad" outcomes. The major culprit remains the desire among group members who strongly identify with the group to preserve their membership and please each other, which gives cohesive groups an enhanced ability to influence members and enforce conformity. One negative consequence in cohesive groups may be stifling facets of individual self-identity. Because members are closer to each another, they can feel invested in how their fellows look, dress, talk, or otherwise express themselves. If a group member changes aspects of their personal identity—even positively, such as becoming more physically fit—other members may ignore, criticize or otherwise undermine attempts at individual improvement, a phenomenon therapists often observe in families, for example, when an obese family member loses considerable weight.

Another negative outcome of group cohesion may be a tendency toward a surface—sometimes-superficial—harmony. To avoid confrontation and other forms of ill will, members may publicly agree even when they privately disagree, creating group pluralistic ignorance. Even if a brave member speaks in opposition, cohesive groups can be very cruel toward deviants. When members know these sanctions, they may engage in self-censorship, either avoiding contentious topics or carefully monitoring their overt verbal responses. Classic research indicates that even if they remain in the group, deviants can become isolated and possibly even scapegoats. 

Although Tajfel has hypothesized social comparison, and the desire to elevate one’s own group in relation to others, as processes leading to out-group hostility, group cohesion with its strong social identity among members is clearly another mechanism contributing to a “we” versus “they” culture (also see Stets & Burke, 2000). While group members celebrate their presumed stereotyped superiority and invulnerability, out-group members become denigrated. Superficial group harmony combined with perceived group enemies can contribute to group insularity, the tendency of group members to interact primarily with each other and to avoid cross-group contacts. An imposed group homogeneity prevents cross-fertilization of ideas or corrective input for group mistakes from the outside environment, thus preserving perception of the in-group identification as “better.”

Given such self-protective strategies, members can propose extreme ideas and face neither challenges nor corrections from their fellows and certainly not from outsiders. Problems within the group may be ignored or glossed over, resulting in poor decision-making. Group failures become interpreted as enmity from the outside, intergroup conflict escalates, and the destructive cycle continues. 

Janis (1972; 1982) coined the term groupthink to describe this set of destructive processes within groups and its relationship to inter-group conflict, providing an alternative conceptual explanation for social identities and inter-group processes. For example, Turner and Pratkanis (1998) see groupthink as a collective attempt to maintain one’s social identity by bolstering a positive image of one’s membership group. Poor decisions occur because group members are primarily exposed to limited and asymmetric data, typically information supporting the group’s original decisions. Opposition from within is effectively stifled. Opposition from without is unknown, ignored, or interpreted as antagonism. The rigidity and parochialism involved with groupthink may ultimately damage membership levels and productivity, but meanwhile the remaining group members often refuse to even acknowledge that there are any problems.  Given the “we” versus “they” groupthink perspective, the solutions may become insulting, silencing, impoverishing or otherwise vanquishing other groups. Such processes directly relate to Tajfel’s linkage of social identity theory with intergroup competition, conflict and prejudice, providing the mechanisms to explain these phenomena.

No pain, but maybe no gain: Some individual consequences of social identification


Even if the group itself is physically absent, making a social identity salient can have consequences for individual member functioning. One area with considerable recent research is pain perception and tolerance, for example, from experimental electric shock. In a University of Oxford study, religious Catholics (compared with unobservant Catholics or volunteers espousing no religious affiliation) had higher shock tolerance when presented with Catholic sacred imagery (Wiech, Farias, Kahane, Shackel, Tiede, & Tracey, 2008). In a The Psychologist review of several studies, Jarrett (2011) reported that gender, ethnic and cultural identification, and identification activation affected decreased perception of pain and an increased response to opiates, perhaps through neuro-psychological mechanisms (see also Callister, 2003).


A more negative outcome of social identity self-categorization is stereotype threat (e.g., Inzlicht, & Schmader, 2012; Koch, Muller, & Sieverding, 2008; Steele & Aronson, 1995). Both social groups and the specific characteristics attributed to particular groups often follow a status hierarchy. When individuals engage in group self-categorization, some stereotypic traits attributed to one’s group may be perceived as lower in status compared with the identical characteristics among other groups. If group, characteristic, or status factors are experimentally activated, stereotype threat has been found to produce lower levels of certain achievements. 

For example, in the United States, Asian males are stereotyped as better mathematicians than other ethnic-gender group combinations. Students completing math assessments (including White males) tend to perform worse if Asian males are mentioned as a comparison group prior to testing. Students from lower socioeconomic status families tend to under perform academically if social class membership is activated (Croizet & Claire, 1998.) Some scholars indict stereotype threat as a mechanism influencing the relatively low numbers of women, Latino/as, and African Americans in several branches of American science and technology.

Further directions


More research appears warranted on how individual performance (e.g., pain tolerance) explicitly links to one’s social identities. For example, more detailed study on stereotype threat and social identities may assist under represented groups in science and technology to consider these relatively prestigious, well-paid careers. Further experimental research may elaborate possible connections—or contradictions—between the self-esteem hypothesis versus group cohesion and groupthink mechanisms on inter-group relations, thus explicitly linking one field of cross group processes with another. The explicit connections between social identity and group cohesion also deserve further study, given cohesion effects on group productivity and conformity. Social identity theory holds considerable explanatory promise for both group outcomes and individual performances.
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