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A Sociological Approach to Self and Identity
Thoughts on Social Structure
A sociological approach to self and identity begins with the assumption that there is a reciprocal
relationship between the self and society (Stryker, 1980). The self influences society through the actions
of individuals thereby creating groups, organizations, networks, and institutions. And, reciprocally,
society influences the self through its shared language and meanings that enable a person to take the role
of the other, engage in social interaction, and reflect upon oneself as an object. The latter process of
reflexivity constitutes the core of selfhood (McCall & Simmons, 1978; Mead, 1934). Because the self
emerges in and is reflective of society, the sociological approach to understanding the self and its parts
(identities) means that we must also understand the society in which the self is acting, and keep in mind
that the self is always acting in a social context in which other selves exist (Stryker, 1980). This chapter
focuses primarily on the nature of self and identity from a sociological perspective, thus some discussion
of society is warranted. The nature of the self and what individuals do depends to a large extent on the
society within which they live.
In general, sociologists are interested in understanding the nature of society or social structure: its
forms and patterns, the ways in which it develops and is transformed. The traditional symbolic
interactionist perspective known as the situational approach to self and society, sees society as always in
the process of being created through the interpretations and definitions of actors in situations (Blumer,
1969). Actors identify the things that need to be taken into account for themselves, act on the basis of
those identifications, and attempt to fit their lines of action with others in the situation to accomplish their
goals. From this perspective, the inference is made that individuals are free to define the situation in any
way they care to, with the consequence that society is always thought to be in a state of flux with no real
organization or structure. As Stryker (2000, p. 27) recently remarked on this perspective: “[It] tends to
dissolve structure in a solvent of subjective definitions, to view definitions as unanchored, open to any
possibility, failing to recognize that some possibilities are more probable than others. On the premise that
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self reflects society, this view leads to seeing self as undifferentiated, unorganized, unstable, and
ephemeral.”
Our view of self and society is rooted in the structural approach to the symbolic interactionist
perspective (Stryker, 1980). Within this perspective, we do not see society as tentatively shaped. Instead,
we assume that society is stable and durable as reflected in the “patterned regularities that characterize
most human action” (Stryker, 1980, p. 65). Patterns of behavior within and between individuals have
different levels of analysis, and this is key to understanding the link between self and society. At one
level, we can look at the patterns of behavior of one individual over time and come to know that
individual. By pooling several such patterns across similar individuals, we can come to know individuals
of a certain type. At still another level, we can look at the patterns of behavior across individuals to see
how these patterns fit with the patterns of others to create larger patterns of behavior. It is these larger,
inter-individual patterns that constitute social structure. We provide an illustration.
In this chapter, we will discuss how people act to verify their conceptions of who they are. A scientist,
for example, may act in ways that make it clear to herself, as well as to others, that she is careful,
analytical, logical, and experimentally inclined. She may engage in a variety of actions and interactions to
convey these images. These are individual patterns of behavior and help us understand the individual
scientist. These same patterns of behavior may be part of a larger social structure. We may find, for
example, that scientists who are careful, analytical, logical, and experimentally inclined, and who do these
things well, are elected to high positions in their scientific organizations. If we take a broader view, we
may see that there is a flow of such persons into positions of prominence within their scientific societies,
and into positions of eminence in policy and governmental circles. The result is that their pronouncements
about being scientists and their activities as scientists help to maintain boundaries between themselves
and non-scientists, as well as to keep resources flowing to the groups and organizations to which they
belong. The flow of persons into positions of importance through the mechanism of elections and
appointments is part of the social structure, as is the flows of resources they control, and the mechanisms
that support and sustain these flows.
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Individuals act, but those actions exist within the context of the full set of patterns of action,
interaction, and resource transfers among all persons all of which constitute the structure of society.
Social structures do emerge from individual actions, as those actions are patterned across individuals and
over time, but individual actions also occur in the context of the social structure within which the
individuals exist. In this way, social structure is a very abstract idea. It is not something we experience
directly. We are not directly tuned to these patterns as they occur across persons and over time.
Nevertheless, we can become aware of them and study them. Many of the patterns are well recognized,
named, and attended to. They enter our everyday language as things like General Motors, the New York
Yankees, the Brown family, Milwaukee. Some are recognized, but harder to point to, such as “the
working class” or “the country club set” that do not have a legal status and do not maintain offices or
locations. We can only point to individuals who may contribute to the patterns of behavior that constitute
the structure. Some structures we tend not to see at all (without special effort or thought) such as the
patterns of action that block access of African Americans to the education system or the patterns of
actions that create the “glass ceiling” in organizations preventing qualified women from rising to
positions of power and authority. Nevertheless, these too are parts of social structure and it is the job of
sociologists to discover, attend to, and understand these patterns.
The above implies that the basis for understanding social structure arises from the actions of
individuals’, keeping in mind that these agents (individuals) receive feedback from the structures they and
others create to change themselves and the way they operate. In this chapter, we direct our attention to
understanding selves that are producing actions, the patterns of which constitute social structure.
However, as sociological social psychologists, we want the reader to keep in mind that persons are always
embedded in the very social structure that is, at the same time, being created by those persons. It is this
social context, or societal context, that is central in distinguishing sociological approaches to the study of
the self.
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Self and Identity in Sociology
Self
The symbolic interactionist perspective in sociological social psychology sees the self as emerging
out of the mind, the mind as arising and developing out of social interaction, and patterned social
interaction as forming the basis of social structure (Mead, 1934). The mind is the thinking part of the self.
It is covert action in which the organism points out meanings to itself and to others. The ability to point
out meanings and to indicate them to others and to itself is made possible by language, which
encapsulates meanings in the form of symbols. When one’s self is encapsulated as a set of symbols to
which one may respond to itself as an object, as it responds to any other symbol, the self has emerged.
The hallmark of this process – of selfhood – is reflexivity. Humans have the ability to reflect back upon
themselves, taking themselves as objects. They are able to regard and evaluate themselves, to take
account of themselves and plan accordingly to bring about future states, to be self-aware or achieve
consciousness with respect to their own existence. In this way, humans are a processual entity. They
formulate and reflect, and this is ongoing.
To be clear, the responses of the self as an object to itself come from the point of view of others to
whom one interacts. By taking the role of the other and seeing ourselves for others’ perspectives, our
responses come to be like others’ responses, and the meaning of the self becomes a shared meaning. Thus,
paradoxically, as the self emerges as a distinct object, there is at the same time a merger of perspectives of
the self and others, and a becoming as one with the others with whom one interacts. This becoming as one
is possible through the shared meanings of the objects and symbols to which individuals respond in
interaction. In using language, individuals communicate the same meanings to themselves as to others.
The self is, thus, both individual and social in character. It works to control meanings to sustain itself, but
many of those meanings, including the meanings of the self, are shared and form the basis of interaction
with others and ultimately social structure.
Self-Concept. Over time, as humans point out who they are to themselves and to others, they come to
develop a concept/view of who they are. Here, humans are an entity that embodies content and a
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structure. Sociologists have spent considerable time in understanding the content and structure of the self:
one’s self-concept. Early views of the self-concept were concerned only with self-evaluation. Selfconcept often meant self-esteem (one’s evaluation of oneself in affective (negative or positive) terms))
(cf., Rosenberg, 1979). To broaden this view, Rosenberg (1979) suggested that there was more to the selfconcept than self-esteem. He defined the self-concept as the sum total of our thoughts, feelings, and
imaginations as to who we are. Later conceptions elaborated and refined this view suggesting that the
self-concept was made up of cognitive components (given the collection of identities) as well as affective
components or self-feelings including self-esteem (both worth-based and efficacy-based self-esteem)
(Franks & Marolla, 1976; Stryker, 1980).
In general, the self-concept is the set of meanings we hold for ourselves when we look at ourselves. It
is based on our observations of ourselves, our inferences about who we are, based on how others act
toward us, our wishes and desires, and our evaluations’ of ourselves. The self-concept includes not only
our idealized views of who we are that are relatively unchanging, but also our self-image or working copy
of our self-views that we import into situations and that is subject to constant change and revision based
on situational influences (Burke, 1980). It is this self-image that guides moment-to-moment interaction, is
changed in situated negotiation, and may act back on the more fundamental self-views.
For sociological social psychologists, the self-concept emerges out of the reflected appraisal process
(Gecas & Burke, 1995). Although some of our self-views are gained by direct experience with our
environment, most of what we know about ourselves is derived from others. According to the reflected
appraisal process, which is based on the “looking glass self” (Cooley, 1902),1 significant others
communicate their appraisals of us, and this influences the way we see ourselves. In a now classic review
of studies on the reflected appraisal process, Shrauger and Schoeneman (1979) found that rather than our
self-concepts resembling the way others actually see us, our self-concepts are filtered through our
perceptions and resemble how we think others see us.
Felson (1993) summarizes a program of research in which he has attempted to explain why
individuals’ are not very accurate in judging what others think of them. Among the causes of the
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discrepancy is the apprehension of others to reveal their views. At best they may reveal primarily
favorable views rather than both favorable and unfavorable views. Consistent with other research
(DePaulo, Kenny, Hoover, Webb, & Oliver, 1987; Kenney & Albright, 1987), Felson finds that
individuals have a better idea of how groups see them than how specific individuals see them.
Presumably, individuals’ learn the group standards and then apply those standards. In turn, when group
members judge individuals, they use the same standards that individuals originally applied to themselves.
Thus we find a correspondence in self-appraisals and others appraisals’ of the self.
In our investigation of the reflected appraisal process with newly married couples, we find that social
status derived from one’s position in the social structure also influences the appraisal process. The spouse
with the higher status (education, occupation, and income) in the marriage is more likely to not only
influence their partner’s self-views, but also their partner’s views of them (Cast, Stets, & Burke, 1999).
Spouses with a lower status in the marriage have less influence on the self-view of their higher status
counterparts or on how their higher-status counterparts view them.
Self-Evaluation. The aspect of the self-concept that has received a significant amount of attention in
sociological social psychology is the evaluative part of the self-concept, better known as self-esteem
(Rosenberg, 1979). Two dimensions of self-esteem have been identified: efficacy-based self-esteem
(seeing oneself as competent and capable) and worth-based self-esteem (feeling that one is accepted and
valued) (Gecas & Schwalbe, 1983). Others have labeled the distinction “inner self-esteem” (being
effective) and “outer self-esteem” (acceptance by others) (Franks & Marolla, 1976). As Gecas and Burke
(1995) point out, the significant interest in self-esteem is largely due to assuming that high self-esteem is
associated with good outcomes such as personal success while low self-esteem is associated with bad
outcomes such as deviance. While these associations are a bit misleading since research does not always
show such consistency in these outcomes, part of the inconsistency may be rooted, among other things, in
measuring self-esteem in global terms rather than more specific terms (Hoelter, 1986; Rosenberg,
Schooler, Schoenbach, & Rosenberg, 1995).2 Nevertheless, self-esteem remains a high profile topic of
investigation and has been examined from a variety of different viewpoints: as an outcome (Rosenberg,
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1979), as a buffer against stress (Longmore & DeMaris, 1997), and as a motive that directs behavior
(Kaplan, 1975; Tesser, 1988).
Cast and Burke (1999) use identity theory as a theoretical framework for the integration of these
different conceptualizations of self-esteem. They argue that self-esteem is intimately tied to the identity
verification process. 3 They point out that: 1) high self-esteem has been found as an outcome of the
identity verification process (Burke & Stets, 1999), 2) high self-esteem that is generated from the identity
verification process can act as a buffer or resource when the verification process fails, and 3) the desire
for self-esteem may be what motivates people to create and maintain situations or relationships that verify
one’s identity. They also argue that the two components of self-esteem (worth-based and efficacy-based)
are each rooted primarily in the different bases of identities. They argue that verification of group-based
identities has a stronger impact on worth-based self-esteem while verification of role-based identities has
a stronger impact on efficacy-based self-esteem. Analyzing data from a sample of newly married couples,
their results support the integration of the different viewpoints on self-esteem into identity theory.
If (worth-based) self-esteem is a source of motivation, so too is self-efficacy (Bandura, 1982). Selfefficacy is seeing oneself as a causal agent in one’s life. As Bandura (1995) points out, efficacy is a belief
about one’s causative capabilities. Whether one actually has control, objectively, is less relevant than
what one perceives to be the case. Like self-esteem, positive outcomes have been associated with high
self-efficacy such as effectively coping with life’s stresses and adopting good health habits (Bandura,
1995). Our own research finds that identity verification not only enhances feelings of self-worth as noted
above, but also feelings of control over one’s environment (Burke & Stets, 1999). Some have also
recently linked self-esteem with efficacy by arguing that people with high self-esteem should also tend to
perceive themselves as competent and, in turn, exhibit more involvement in social movements to try to
effect social change (Owens & Aronson, 2000).
Identity
Because the self emerges in social interaction within the context of a complex, organized,
differentiated society, it has been argued that the self must be complex, organized and differentiated as
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well, reflecting the dictum that the “self reflects society” (Stryker, 1980). This idea is rooted in James’
(1890) notion that there are as many different selves as there are different positions that one holds in
society and thus different groups who respond to the self. This is where identity enters into the overall
self. The overall self is organized into multiple parts (identities), each of which is tied to aspects of the
social structure. One has an identity, an “internalized positional designation” (Stryker, 1980, p. 60), for
each of the different positions or role relationships the person holds in society. Thus, self as father is an
identity, as is self as colleague, self as friend, and self as any of the other myriad of possibilities
corresponding to the various roles one may play. The identities are the meanings one has as a group
member, as a role-holder, or as a person. What does it mean to be a father, or a colleague, or a friend?
These meanings are the content of the identities.
Most interaction is between persons who occupy positions (statuses) in groups or organizations in
society. Interaction is thus not between whole persons, but between aspects of persons having to do with
their roles and memberships in particular groups or organizations: their identities. As a parent, we talk
with our children. As a spouse, we talk to our partner. As a member of an organization, we talk to our
employer. An assumption and implication of the above is that any identity is always related to a
corresponding counter-identity (Burke, 1980). When one claims an identity in an interaction with others,
there is an alternative identity claimed by another to which it is related. The husband identity is enacted as
it relates to the wife identity, the teacher identity is played out in relation to the student identity and so
forth. In each of these cases, there are things that are not talked about because they are not relevant to that
identity, and there are things that are more likely to be talked about given the identity that is currently
being claimed. There are various styles of interaction that are appropriate in each situation for each
identity. We move into and out of these modalities very easily, and generally with very little thought.
Often we operate in two or more identities at a time as in being both a friend and colleague.
In examining the nature of interaction between identities of different persons, we can take two
different perspectives: agency and social structure. In terms of social structure, we can focus on the
external and talk about actors taking a role or playing a role. Here, the social structure in which the
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identities are embedded is relatively fixed and people play out the roles that are given to them. Teachers
do the things that teachers are supposed to do. Variations across persons taking on the same identities are
viewed as relatively minor, except insofar as they impact the success (or failure) of a group or
organization. Essentially, the social structure persists and develops according to its own principles;
individuals are recruited into positions and individuals leave positions, but for the most part the positions
remain.
But there is also agency. As agents, individuals can make or create a role by making behavioral
choices and decisions and engaging in negotiation and compromise as well as conflict. Research finds that
making roles and accumulating role identities fosters greater psychological well-being (Thoits, 2001).
Furthermore, Thoits finds that the reverse is also true: greater psychological well-being allows individuals
to actively acquire multiple role identities over time, particularly voluntary role identities such as
neighbor and churchgoer. When individuals feel good about themselves they take on more identities. In
general, therefore, examining the nature of interaction between identities means addressing both social
structure and agency. We must go back and forth and understand how social structure is the
accomplishment of actors, but also how actors always act within the social structure they create.
Identity Theory
As Stryker (2000) points out, there are multiple views of identity within sociology. Some have a
cultural or collective view of identity in which the concept represent the ideas, belief, and practices of a
group or collective. This view of identity is often seen in work on ethnic identity, although identity is
often not defined, thus obscuring what is gained by using the concept (e.g., Nagel, 1995; Scheff, 1994).
This view lacks the ability to examine individual variability in behavior, motivation, and interaction.
Another view, growing out of the work of Tajfel (1981) and others (e.g., Turner, Hogg, Oakes, Reicher,
& Wetherell, 1987) on social identity theory, sees identity as embedded in a social group or category.
This view often collapses the group/category distinction and misses the importance of within group
behavior such as role relationships among group members. A third view of identities grows out of the
symbolic interactionist tradition, especially its structural variant (Stryker, 1980). This view takes into
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account individual role relationships and identity variability, motivation, and differentiation. It is this
work that we present and elaborate in this chapter. In addition, as we have argued elsewhere, social
identity theory may be seen as a special case of this variant of identity theory (Stets & Burke, 2000).
What the following views of identity theory have in common is a general set of principles that Stryker
(1980) has enumerated as underlying the structural symbolic interaction perspective. These include: 1)
that behavior is dependent upon a named or classified world and that these names carry meaning in the
form of shared responses and behavioral expectations that grow out of social interaction. 2) That among
the named classes are symbols that are used to designate positions in the social structure. 3) That persons
who act in the context of social structure name one another in the sense of recognizing one another as
occupants of positions and come to have expectations for those others. 4) That persons acting in the
context of social structure also name themselves and create internalized meanings and expectations with
regard to their own behavior. 5) That these expectations and meanings form the guiding basis for social
behavior and along with the probing interchanges among actors shape and reshape the content of
interaction, as well as the categories, names and meanings that are used. Negotiated meaning emerging
from social interaction is the shared component in these views of identity theory
Identity theory that grows out of structural symbolic interaction currently has two slightly different
emphases (Stryker & Burke, 2000). In the work of Stryker and his colleagues (Serpe & Stryker, 1987;
Stryker & Serpe, 1982, 1994), the focus is on how social structure influences one's identity, and in turn,
behavior. In the work of Burke and his associates (Burke & Cast, 1997, 1999; Burke & Reitzes, 1981,
1991; Burke & Stets, 1999; Riley & Burke, 1995; Stets & Burke, 1996, 2000; Tsushima & Burke, 1999),
the emphasis is on the internal dynamics within the self that influence behavior. Very similar to this
version of identity theory is affect control theory, developed by Heise and his colleagues (Heise, 1979;
MacKinnon, 1994; Smith-Lovin, 1987) that also focuses on the internal dynamics, but draws more
heavily on the shared cultural meanings of identities as opposed to individual, subcultural, or group
meanings. A third form of identity theory comes in the work of McCall and Simmons (1978). Though
there hasn’t been a clear program of research coming out of this version of identity theory, it does make
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some important theoretical contributions to understanding identities that are important to review. We shall
discuss all of these perspectives.
To begin, we emphasize that the core of an identity is the categorization of the self as an occupant of
a role, and incorporating, into the self, the meanings and expectations associated with the role and its
performance (Stets & Burke, 2000). Sociological social psychologists see persons as always acting within
the context of social structure in which others and themselves are labeled in that each recognizes the other
as an occupant of positions or roles in society (Stryker, 1980). Thus, one assumes a role identity, thereby
merging the role with the person (Turner, 1978).
McCall and Simmons
McCall and Simmons (1978, p. 65) define a role identity as “the character and the role [our emphasis]
that an individual devises for himself as an occupant of a particular social position.” This follows the
conception of Turner (1962) that criticizes the Lintonian (1936) role-theoretic character of social roles as
too rigid and not allowing for the individual variability and negotiation that exists. McCall and Simmons
(1978, p. 68) indicate that a role identity has a “conventional” dimension and an “idiosyncratic”
dimension. The former is the role of role identity that relates to the expectations tied to social positions
while the identity of role identity relates to the unique interpretations individuals bring to their roles.
McCall and Simmons point out that the proportion of conventional versus idiosyncratic behavior tied to
role identities varies across people and across identities for any one person.
Since the self typically has multiple role identities, McCall and Simmons see the many different role
identities as organized in a hierarchy of prominence. This organization reflects a person’s “ideal self”
(McCall & Simmons, 1978, p. 74). The prominence of an identity depends upon the degree to which one:
1) gets support from others for an identity, 2) is committed to the identity, and 3) receives extrinsic and
intrinsic rewards from the role identity. The more prominent the role identity, the more likely it will be
activated and performed in a situation.
For successful enactment of a role in a situation, McCall and Simmons highlight the importance of
negotiation with others in the situation. Enacting a role identity is always done in relation to a
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corresponding counter-identity in the interaction, for example, husband to wife. One’s expectations
associated with a role identity, whether they are conventional or personal, may differ from the
expectations others associate for that role identity in the situation. Each party is trying to enact a role that
meshes with the other; each has self-conceptions (their identity) as well as conceptions of the other (the
other’s identity). This implies some degree of coordination and compromise between individuals so that
smooth role performances can be achieved.
Research on the leadership role identity evidences this negotiation. When individuals cannot negotiate
leadership performances in a group that match their leadership identities, they become less satisfied with
their role and are less inclined to remain in the group (Riley & Burke, 1995). Alternatively, when they can
negotiate a leadership performance consistent with their identity, they become more satisfied and more
inclined to remain in the group. Other work shows that when different but interrelated and complementary
role behaviors are negotiated by role partners, a strong attachment to the group develops (Burke & Stets,
1999).
Stryker
Although developed independently, Stryker (1980) suggests a view of identities that is somewhat
similar to that of McCall and Simmons (1978). He sees the many role identities that a person may have as
organized in a hierarchy, but it is a salience hierarchy rather than a prominence hierarchy. A salient
identity is an identity that is likely to be played out (activated) frequently across different situations.
While the prominence hierarchy of McCall and Simmons addresses what an individual values, the
salience hierarchy focuses on how an individual will likely behave in a situation. What one values may or
may not be related to how one behaves in a situation although there is a significant relationship between
the two (Stryker and Serpe 1994). However, there may be times when what one values may not be able to
be expressed in a situation given situational constraints, so Stryker and Serpe argue that identity
prominence and identity salience should be kept as distinct concepts (Stryker & Serpe, 1994).
What importantly influences the salience of an identity is the degree of commitment one has to the
identity. Commitment has two dimensions: a quantitative and qualitative aspect (Stryker & Serpe, 1982,
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1994). In the former, reflecting the individual’s ties to the social structure, commitment reflects the
number of persons that one is tied to through an identity. The greater the number of persons to whom one
is connected through having a particular identity, the greater is the commitment to that identity. With
respect to the qualitative dimension of commitment, the stronger or the deeper the ties to others based on
a particular identity, the higher the commitment to that identity.4 Stryker (1968, 1980) suggests that the
greater the commitment to an identity, the higher will be the identity in the salience hierarchy. Once
again, the relevance of social structure in understanding the self is made clear. Because people live their
lives in social relationships, commitment takes these ties into account when explaining which identities
persons are likely to invoke in a situation. For example, if a man’s social network in terms of the number
of others and the importance of those others is largely based on him occupying a particular role, such as
father, then the father identity is likely to be invoked across various different situations.
Research strongly supports the link between commitment, identity salience, and behavior consistent
with salient identities. For example, Stryker and Serpe (1982) examine the religious role identity. Their
six-item commitment scale measures the extensiveness and intensiveness of relations with others in life
based on being in the religious role. For example, “In thinking of the people who are important to you,
how many would you lose contact with if you did not do the religious activities you do?” (Extensiveness),
or “Of the people you know through your religious activities, how many are close friends?”
(Intensiveness). The salience of the religious identity is measured by asking respondents to rank the
religious role in relation to other roles they may assume such as parent, spouse, and worker. Their
measure of behavior is time in the religious role. Respondents are asked how many hours in an average
week they spend doing things related to religious activities. Stryker and Serpe find that those committed
to relationships based on religion have more salient religious identities that are associated with more time
spent in religious activities.
In another study, Callero (1985) examines the blood-donor role identity. In separate measures of the
salience of the blood-donor role identity (in relation to other identities one might claim), commitment to
the blood-donor identity (borrowing Stryker and Serpe’s 1982 commitment scale), and behavioral
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measure of the identity (number of blood donations given in a six-month period), Callero reaches similar
conclusions to that of Stryker and Serpe. The more one has relationships premised on the blood-donor
identity, the higher the blood-donor role identity is in one’s identity salience hierarchy, and the more this
salient role identity is related to donating blood.
Multiple Identities. The image of a hierarchy of identities, used by both McCall and Simmons and
Stryker, highlights the fact that individuals have multiple role identities (which are ranked). And, this idea
of multiple identities highlights the fact that individuals are always acting in the context of a complex
social structure out of which these multiple identities emerge. Having multiple role identities may be good
for the self. Indeed, self-complexity theory shows that more complex selves are better buffered from
situational stresses (Linville 1985, 1987). Consistent with this, Thoits (1983, 1986) has shown that having
multiple role identities is more beneficial than harmful to individuals because it gives their lives meaning
and provides guides to behavior. Other studies have shown that the more one accumulates different role
identities, the more positive its effects on mental health (see Thoits 2001 for a review).
The positive effect of multiple identities on mental health may be contingent upon the kind of role
identities being invoked. Thoits (1992) finds that obligatory role identities such as the parent identity,
spouse identity, or worker identity are beneficial to mental health only when chronic strains in each role
are low. Alternatively, voluntary role identities such as friend or neighbor significantly reduce
psychological distress because they are less demanding physically and psychologically and they are easier
to exit when their costs exceed their rewards.
More attention is being given to understanding the development of multiple role identities and their
outcomes for individual behavior. Smith-Lovin (2001) generates a series of predictions, derived mostly
from social ecology and network theory, to explain why some individuals develop multiple identities and
thus more complex selves than others. For example, she argues that the larger one’s network of others,
and the less homophilous (similar) they are, the more complex the self. Higher status actors will also have
more complex selves than lower status actors because they are likely to have more diverse networks that
range further through the social system. In general, Smith-Lovin draws our attention to the social
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structures in which individuals are embedded because they influence the complexity of the self that is
formed.
Burke (2001) also examines how multiple identities are related to the social structure but in a slightly
different fashion. He examines how the same two identities play themselves out differently for persons
who are in two structurally different locations in a group. Specifically, he compares individuals who
occupy the coordinator role in a group with those who do not occupy this position. He finds that those
persons who hold the coordinator role in a group have task and social-emotional identity performances
that are highly and positively correlated while those who do not hold the position of coordinator have task
and social-emotional identity performances that are relatively independent. This suggests that the multiple
identities that one holds may come to share meanings in response to the structural conditions in which the
identities are played out – again emphasizing the effect of structural location on identity processes.
Burke
If the work of Stryker focuses on the arrangement of identities and how they relate to social structure,
Burke’s work has focused more on the internal dynamics that operate for any one identity. In early work
(Burke, 1980; Burke & Tully, 1977), it was argued that identity and behavior are linked through a
common system of meaning. In order to predict how one behaves, we have to identify the meanings of the
role identity for the individual. Drawing upon the conceptualization of meaning developed by Osgood,
Suci, and Tannenbaum (1957), Burke and Tully (1977) present a method for the measurement of the selfmeanings of a role identity. Burke (1980) suggests that a person learns the meanings of a role identity in
interaction with others in which others act toward the self as if the person had an identity appropriate to
their role behavior. Thus, one’s role identity acquires meaning through the reactions of others (Burke,
1980). This is not to say that persons do not import some of their own understandings into their role
identities that may be different from others’ understandings. These differences are worked out through the
negotiation process in interaction.
Role identities generally contain a set of multiple meanings (Burke and Tully 1977). For example, the
male role identity for John may mean being “independent,” “competitive,” and “self-confident.”
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Additionally, different individuals may have different meanings for the same role identity. For example, a
student may see him or herself as, and be seen by others as “academic,” if he or she regularly attends
class, takes notes, passes exams, and finishes courses (Burke and Reitzes, 1981). Another student,
however, may see themselves as “sociable” rather than “academic” if he or she finds opportunities to have
fun with peers while at school: having friends over and going to parties. More generally, it is the
meanings of identities have implications for how one behaves (with respect to the meanings of the
behavior) and one's behavior confirms one's identity when they share meanings.
More recent conceptions of identity expand on the notion of a correspondence of meaning between
identity and behavior and incorporate the idea of a perceptual control system, a cybernetic model, based
on the work of Powers (1973). This is where the internal dynamics of identities are most clearly seen
(Burke, 1991, 1996; Burke & Reitzes, 1991; Riley & Burke, 1995). Since an identity is a set of meanings
attached to the self in a social role, this set of meanings serves as a standard or reference for a person.
When an identity is activated in a situation, a feedback loop is established. This loop has four
components: 1) the standard (the self-meanings), 2) a perceptual input of self-relevant meanings from the
situation including how one sees oneself (meaningful feedback in the form of reflected appraisals), 3) a
process that compares the perceptual input with the standard (the comparator), and 4) output to the
environment (meaningful behavior) that is a result of the comparison (difference) of perceptions of selfmeanings with actual self-meanings held in the standard. The system works by modifying outputs
(behavior) to the social situation in attempts to change the input to match the internal standard. In this
sense, the identity control system can be thought of as having a goal, that is, matching the situational
inputs (perceptions) to the internal standards. What this system attempts to control is the perceptual input
(to match the standard).
What is important about the cybernetic model of the identity process is that instead of seeing behavior
as strictly guided by the situation or strictly guided by internal self-meanings, behavior is seen to be the
result of the relation between the two. It is goal-directed in that there is an attempt to change the situation
in order to match perceived situational meanings with meanings held in the identity standard, that is, to
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bring about in the situation the meanings that are held in the standard. Thus the model has the interesting
implication of making different predictions about behavior from the same identity meanings depending
upon the (perceived) situation. When self-meanings in the situation match self-meanings in the identity,
the meanings of the behaviors correspond to these meanings. However, if the self-meanings perceived in
the situation fail to match, behavior is altered to counteract the situational meanings and restore
perceptions. Thus, for example, if one views herself as strong, and sees that others agree, she will
continue to act as she has (strongly). But, if she sees that others appear to view her as weak, she will
increase the “strength” of her performance in an effort to restore perceptions of herself as strong as
reflected in the reflected appraisals.5
Identities are tied to social structure in the sense that the meaningful behavior outputs of an identity
are role bahviors. Role behaviors are a means by which one strives to keep perceptions of self-relevant
meanings in the situation in line with the meanings held in the identity standard (in other words, one
strives for self-verification).6 Role behaviors are accomplished through interaction with others whose
behavior is an output of their own identity processes that also strive for self-verification (Riley & Burke,
1995). All participants in the interactive setting mutually accomplish their respective self-verifications (if
all goes well). Because each is motivated to match self-relevant meanings in the situation with selfmeanings in their respective identity standards, and because the actions of each change or disturb the
meanings in the situation, self-verification is only accomplished by the cooperative and mutually agreed
upon arrangement of role performances. However, this does not happen automatically. Performances are
stretched, identity standards are altered,7 and negotiations are conducted as the participants seek ways to
accomplish self-verification with at worst not disturbing the verification of others, and at best helping
them to verify themselves. When congruity between reflected appraisals and the identity standard occurs,
ties to role partners are strengthened. More recently, we have argued that commitment results from the
self-verifying aspect of the identity process (Burke & Stets, 1999). In studying married couples, we show
that the more the spousal roles of both partners are verified, the more it leads to the development of
committed relationships, high levels of trust, and a perceived collective (group).
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The cybernetic character of identity theory has led to a view of the nature of commitment that is
slightly different from the view outlined earlier by Stryker. In this slightly different view, commitment to
an identity is the sum total of the pressure to keep perceptions of self-relevant meanings in the situation in
line with the self-meanings held in the identity standard (Burke & Reitzes, 1991). One is more committed
to an identity when one strives harder to maintain a match between self-in-situation (perceptual input)
meaning and the meaning held in the identity standard. Commitment thus moderates the link between
identity and behavior making it stronger (high commitment) or weaker (low commitment). This does not
negate the importance of the structural side shown in ties to role partners (Stryker & Serpe, 1982, 1994),
but shows how those ties as well as other factors, such as rewards and praise one might receive for being
in the role, bring about commitment as defined by Burke and Reitzes (1991) in terms of the strength of
the self-verification response. The structural connection is maintained. For example, Burke and Reitzes
(1991) show that those who are highly committed to a student identity (by having more ties to others, as
well as receiving rewards for having the identity) have a stronger link between identity meanings (for
example “academic responsibility”) and behavior meanings (for example, time in the student role, or
grade point average) than those with lower levels of commitment.
An extension that has been made to the identity model in identity theory concerns the nature of the
meanings that are encapsulated in the identity standard. Originally thought of in terms of symbols in the
tradition of symbolic interaction (cf. Stryker, 1980), Freese and Burke (1994) extend the notion of
meaning to include not only symbols (shared meanings) but also signs, drawing from earlier work in
symbolic interaction that had not been fully developed (Lindesmith & Strauss, 1956). Signs are signals
(stimuli) that convey meanings through which individuals relate directly to their environment and all of
the “things” in the situation insofar as they are used, transferred, or transformed: clothing, food, objects,
air and so forth. There may be, in addition, symbolic meanings attached to the objects, for example a very
expensive fountain pen may convey wealth and prestige, but as a writing implement that is manipulated to
put ink on paper, it is also simply an object in the environment. In this way, Freese and Burke (1994)
introduce the idea of the control of resources (though sign meanings), an idea that is essential to sociology
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in understanding social structure. Thus, role performances are not just symbolic interactions, but also sign
interactions. Persons manipulate signs (resources) and symbols in the situation to bring sign and symbolic
meanings to match the sign and symbolic meanings held in their role-identities. By using this expanded
model of identities, Burke (1997) was able to simulate the exchange of resources studied in network
exchange theory to arrive at very close predictions to the final distribution of resources and power that
were observed in laboratory experiments.
The perceptual control system as it is applied to identities is a self-regulating system and is very
similar to Carver and Sheier’s (1981, 1998) theory of self-regulated behavior. In this way, sociologists
and psychologists are thinking along similar lines with respect to understanding the self. We see that
when the meanings of the self in the situation (based in part on feedback from others and in part on direct
perception of the environment) are congruent with the meanings held in the identity standard, selfverification has occurred (Burke & Stets, 1999). This is also very similar to Swann’s (1983, 1990)
formulation of self-verification. We agree with Swann that people seek to verify their self-views in
interaction, even if those self-views happen to be negative. Once again, sociologists and psychologists are
thinking along similar lines in explaining the self.
A Variant of Identity Theory: Affect Control Theory
Affect control theory independently developed by Heise and his colleagues (Heise, 1979;
MacKinnon, 1994; Smith-Lovin, 1987) is very similar to the cybernetic model of the identity process.
Affect control theory also views identities as containing self-meanings, with a focus on the fundamental
dimensions of meanings identified by Osgood, Suci, and Tannenbaum (1957) of evaluation, potency, and
activity (EPA). These self-views are the fundamental sentiments persons hold about themselves in a
social role (like the identity standard of Burke). When events in the situation disturb the perceived selfmeanings (called transients) so that they no longer match the fundamental sentiments, individuals act to
create new events that restore the transients toward the fundamental sentiments.
While these broad outlines show a high level of similarity between affect control theory and identity
theory, there are some differences, and the two theories have each pursued slightly different questions.
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One difference is that affect control theory uses culturally defined (shared) views of what an identity
means, while identity theory has not confined itself to necessarily shared meanings, but has focused on
the self-definition of self-meanings assessed along culturally chard dimensions (Burke and Tully, 1977).
Identity theorists recognize that persons’ meanings tied to a role may, in part, be idiosyncratic to those
persons. Another difference is that affect control theory has considered only the EPA dimensions of
meaning for defining all identities (as well as behaviors), thus allowing direct comparisons among
different identities. Identity theory, on the other hand, has tried to find the dimensions of meaning most
relevant to the occupants of the positions, though these may vary from one role identity to another making
direct comparisons more difficult.
Emotion in Identity Theory
In the identity cybernetic model, any discrepancy/incongruity between perceived self-in-situation
meanings and identity standard meanings is signaled in the comparator. This discrepancy reflects a
problem in verifying the self, and as a result of this the individual experiences negative emotional arousal
such as depression and distress (Burke, 1991; Burke & Stets, 1999), anger (Bartels, 1997), and hostility
(Cast & Burke, 1999). The absence of an error or discrepancy is self-verification and results in positive
emotional arousal such as high self-esteem and mastery (Burke & Stets, 1999; Cast & Burke, 1999).
The role of emotion in the identity control model is consistent with earlier arguments made by
identity theorists on the relationship between identity and emotion. For example, McCall and Simmons
(1978) argued that if a prominent identity has been threatened (by others not supporting one’s role
performance), an individual would experience a negative emotional response. Consistent with this,
Ellestad and Stets (1998) report that when nurturing behavior is linked to fathering rather than mothering,
women whose mother identity is prominent report the negative emotion of jealousy.
Stryker (1987) discusses how emotion and identities are related given the salience hierarchy. He
argues that identities that generate positive feelings should be played out more often and move up in the
salience hierarchy while identities that repeatedly cause negative feelings should be less likely to be
played out and move down in the salience hierarchy. He also argues that identities that are inadequately
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played out should generate negative feelings because poor role performance results in others not
supporting who one’s identity claims. Therefore, identity theorists (McCall and Simmons, Stryker, and
Burke) agree that negative emotion results from not meeting one’s identity expectations and positive
emotion results from meeting one’s identity expectations.
In a similar fashion, affect control theory (Heise, 1979; Smith-Lovin, 1995; Smith-Lovin & Heise,
1988) has posited emotional responses to the discrepancy between the self-meanings in the identity
standard (fundamentals) and perceptions of self-relevant meanings in the situation (transients). Not only
are particular emotions signaled in response to discrepancies of particular meanings, but the display of
emotion is itself an event that changes the meanings in the situation that can move transients back toward
the fundamental sentiments. For example, Heise (1989) suggests that the negative implications of a
deviant act can be forestalled by the appropriate display of shame by the perpetrator. One difference
between affect control theory and identity theory with respect to emotions is that affect control theorists
argue that a discrepancy can generate positive emotion when one exceeds the expectations tied to
identities in a situation (MacKinnon, 1994).
Feelings vary in terms of their strength or intensity. Stryker (1987) argues that the strength of the
emotional response to identity-related behaviors in situations should signal to individuals how important
an identity is in their salience hierarchy with more important identities producing a stronger emotion. This
parallels McCall and Simmons’ point as to the role of emotions in the prominence hierarchy. Burke
(1991, 1996) hypothesizes that repeated interruptions in the self-regulating identity process cause more
negative emotion than occasional or infrequent interruptions.
Stets (2001) examines more closely the identity assumptions that: 1) a discrepancy leads to negative
emotion, and 2) frequent interruptions in the identity process cause more intense or stronger negative
emotion. These two assumptions are actually similar to Higgins (1989) self-discrepancy theory. For
Higgins, negative emotion results from a discrepancy between one’s actual state and one’s ideal state. The
negative emotion becomes more intense and frequent as the magnitude of the discrepancy increases. Stets
examines the identity theory assumptions by studying the distributive justice process and individuals’
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emotional responses to injustice in a laboratory setting that simulates a work situation. If we translate the
idea of disruption of the self-verification process into being over-rewarded or under-rewarded in a justice
situation (in either case, one’s standard is not being met), negative emotion should result, and more
intense negative emotions should occur as the inequitable distributive process persists.
Stets’ findings show that an identity discrepancy does not always lead to negative emotion. When one
is over-rewarded, positive emotion results. Stets argues that when individuals receive rewards (goods)
rather than punishments (bads), their standard quickly adjusts in a positive direction to the new level if the
over-reward is relatively small. Making this adjustment has two consequences: the self is enhanced and
any discrepancy between one’s standard and one’s perceptions (reward) is removed. The degree of
exceeding the standard is important since an outcome that significantly exceeds one’s standard in a
positive direction may lead to negative emotion because the size of the discrepancy makes it too difficult
to self-verify.
This resolves the self-enhancement - self-verification debate in the literature in a different fashion
than that offered by Swann and his colleagues (Swann 1990; Swann, Griffin, Predmore, & Gaines 1987).
Swann and his associates argued that self-enhancement was dependent upon immediate affective
reactions to social feedback while self-verification was dependent upon less immediate cognitive
reactions to social feedback. Stets argues that what may be more important is the degree of disparity in
meanings held in the input and identity standard. Self-enhancement may be more highly activated when a
small discrepancy occurs in a positive direction. Self-verification may be more highly activated when a
large discrepancy exists in a positive direction. Thus, rather than assuming that any discrepancy produces
negative emotion because the information is not self-verifying as is assumed in identity theory, it may
depend upon the size of the error registered in the comparator.
Stets also finds that as the inequitable distributive process is repeatedly experienced by subjects, their
emotions become less, not more, intense. This pattern again suggests that individuals are changing their
standards, adjusting their standards to the level of rewards they received. Since a strong emotional
response would signal a discrepancy between input meanings and standard meanings, a weaker emotional
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response over time would suggest a closer correspondence between input and identity standard meanings.
In general, these unexpected findings have implications for modifying assumptions in identity theory
about the relationship between identity expectations, emotion, and the repetitiveness of disrupting the
identity process.
Another way in which the strength or intensity of an emotional response to identity disconfirmation
has been examined is in the recent work of Stets and Tsushima (2001). Using a national probability
sample, Stets and Tsushima find that more intense anger is associated with the lack of verification of
group-based identities that are intimate such as the family identity that meet our need to feel valuable,
worthy, and accepted. Less intense anger is associated with role-based identities that are less intimate
such as the worker identity that fulfills our need to feel competent and effective. Burke (1991) has argued
that greater distress will be felt by the individual when the self-verification process is interrupted by a
significant other than a casual acquaintance. The fact that Stets and Tsushima find intense angry feelings
in the family identity compared to the worker identity is consistent with this thesis. Group-based identities
that are socio-emotional have strong ties that make others’ views about the self important. If the self is not
verified, the emotional response can be powerful.
According to identity theory, when negative emotion is felt, actors may either change what they are
doing (the output end of the model), or they may think about the situation in a different way (the input
side) in order to achieve greater congruence (Burke, 1991). In later work, Burke (1996) refers to these
responses as different coping responses. One can modify the situation through some behavioral strategy
or modify the meaning of the problem through some cognitive strategy.8 Ellestad and Stets (1998) reveal
that the more salient the identity, the more likely it is that persons devise behavioral strategies to reassert
their identity role, thereby maintaining who they are to themselves and significant others. More recent
work finds that disruption of self-verification for group-based identities that are more intimate such as the
family identity leads to coping strategies that are cognitive (activity on the input side of the identity
model) while disruption of self-verification for role-based identities that are less intimate such as the
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worker identity leads to behavioral strategies of coping (activity on the output side of the identity model)
(Stets & Tsushima, 2001).
The Hierarchy of Identity Control Systems and Identity Change in Identity Theory
The identity control model has been further extended so that a particular identity standard is viewed
as the output of a higher-level perceptual control process, thus embedding the identity control process
within a hierarchical control structure (Burke, 1997; Burke & Cast, 1997; Powers 1973; Tsushima &
Burke, 1999). For example, recent research has discussed the relationship between principle-level identity
standards at a higher level of control and program-level identity standards at a lower level of control
(Tsushima & Burke, 1999). Principle-level standards are abstract goal states such as values, beliefs, and
ideals. Program-level standards are more concrete goals that are accomplished in situations. When the
distinction of these two levels is applied to the parent identity, evidence reveals that some parents are
more principle-oriented (e.g., desire their child to be a critical thinker, loving, autonomous) and some
parents are more program-oriented (e.g., are concerned that their child makes her bed and gets to school).
Those parents with more fully developed principle-level components of the parent identity are able to
relate the principle-level to the program-level to alter programs so that the programs not only accomplish
the mundane goals (getting the child to complete her homework) but also accomplish the higher-level
goals (being independent). As a consequence, these parents experience higher efficacy and lower stress
(Tsushima & Burke, 1999).
If we extend our analysis beyond one identity and consider multiple identities, the hierarchical model
is a useful way of understanding the relationship among multiple identities (Burke 2001). If we think of
an identity as the set of all meanings held for oneself in terms of, for example, a particular role, then an
identity standard might be thought of as a set or vector of meanings. Strictly, each meaning is part of a
separate control system, but conceptually it is easier to think of the set or vector of meanings of an
identity as part of a single control system. Thus, when multiple identities are enacted in a situation,
separate control systems have been activated, each of which is acting to control self-in-situation meanings
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to match an identity standard. Since control systems can be arranged hierarchically, higher, more abstract
identities as well as lower, less abstract identities may be activated in a situation.
This hierarchical model also helps us understand how identities change. Identity standards of lowerlevel control systems are the outputs of higher-level control systems. In other words, when a higher-level
control system behaves, it provides the reference standard to the control systems just below it. When a
higher-level system brings the higher-level perceptions into alignment with the higher-level standard, it
does so by changing its outputs – thereby changing lower-level standards. In this way the meanings
contained in lower-level standards are altered (Burke & Cast, 1997). Further, because the overall
perceptual control system is continuously operating to verify identity perceptions at all levels for
identities that are activated, identity change is always going on, though at a much slower pace than
behavior that alters the situation. Nevertheless, when actions cannot change the meanings in the situation
to verify an identity, the identity standard itself will change toward the meanings in the situation.9 For
example, Burke and Cast (1997) show that the birth of a child to a newly married couple provides a new
set of meanings in the situation that is difficult to change. The consequence of this is that the gender
identities of the husband and wife both change. Husbands become more masculine in their self-views
while their wives become more feminine.
Identity change has also been examined by Kiecolt (1994). She argues that a change occurs when a
stressor such as chronic role strain or a life event disrupts valued role-identities, and among other things,
people believe they can change, they see that the benefits of self-change outweigh the costs, and others
provide support for their self-change. More recently, Kiecolt (2000) argues that involvement in social
movements can result in change by changing one’s salience hierarchy of identities. This can be done in
three ways: 1) either adding or discarding an identity, 2) changing the importance of an identity without
changing the ranking of the identity (for example, the “activist” identity can become more important as
one becomes more involved in a social movement, but its importance relative to other identities does not
change), or 2) changing the importance and ranking of an identity. One could also change the meanings of
an identity. Consistent with the idea that higher levels of the perceptual control system change more
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slowly, Kiecolt indicates that if social movement participation results in self-concept change, the change
is gradual, not sudden.
Most recently, Burke (forthcoming) has added an additional twist to identity change. Examining the
spousal identities and behaviors of newly married couples over a three-year period, he shows how both
the spouse identity and the performance of the spouse role change in response to marital interaction. The
spousal identities were measured in terms of the extent to which persons thought they should do various
activities associated with the spousal role such as “cleaning the house,” “yard work,” and “maintaining
contact with parents and in-laws.” Role performance was measured by daily diary indication of the extent
to which they reported they did these things over a four-week period, collected at a later point. Burke
found that when the spouse identity was not verified (because their actual role performance was either
greater than or less than would be expected given their self-views), the actual role performance shifted
over time toward a closer correspondence with the standard contained in their spousal identity. At the
same time, however, the spousal identity standard changed (though more slowly) toward the levels
reflected in the actual performance in accordance with the theoretical expectations. Thus, we see that
behavior adjusts to conform to the meanings contained in the identity standard, while the identity standard
also slowly shifts over time to conform to the meanings of the behavior.
Identity Theory as a Theory
The predictive power of identity theory can be tested against alternative theories. In doing this, we are
in a better position to identify the scope of identity theory, that is, where it does and does not apply, and
the ways that the theory can be extended. For example, in a series of studies (Stets, 1997; Stets & Burke,
1996), we examine positive and negative emotion-based behavior among newly married couples. We
compare predictions derived from expectation states theory (Ridgeway & Walker, 1995; Webster &
Foschi, 1988) with those of identity theory.
According to expectation states theory, those with more power should use more negative behavior in
interaction as a way of maintaining the system of stratification (Ridgeway & Johnson, 1990). Higherstatus people such as men should use more negative behavior when they encounter challenges to their
26

position, particularly illegitimate opposition from lower-status people such as women. Alternatively,
according to identity theory, those with a more masculine gender identity should be more likely to use
negative behavior in interaction because the meaning of masculinity is related to dominance and
competition and this is more consistent with a negative style than positive style of interaction. In studying
newly married couples, we find that while the data are consistent with identity theory, they are
inconsistent with expectation states theory (Stets & Burke, 1996). Wives rather than husbands use more
negative behavior in conversation. While the expectation states predictions could be correct but not apply
to intimate interactions, it might also be true that the predictions are wrong.
The finding that women are more likely to use negative behavior in interaction could be a gender
specific finding, or it could be part of a more general pattern of how powerless persons act perhaps in
response to being discounted by others. To test this, Stets (1997) conducted a follow-up study to examine
whether the effects of negative behavior in marriage was confined to gender. Stets investigates
individuals in other powerless groups in our society such as the young, the less highly educated, and those
having a low occupation to investigate whether their status produced the same negative behavior.
Consistent with the results on gender, Stets finds that those with a low status on these other dimensions
(age, education, and socioeconomic status) are also more likely to use negative behavior in marriage.
Further, the identity effects (that is, that those with a more masculine identity are more negative) remain.
These results identify how one’s structural position and self-meanings combine to produce action that
maintains both the status hierarchy and the self. In general, the above results together with the earlier
results by Stets and Burke indicate that one's self-meaning tied to the identity may, in fact, be a better
predictor of behavior than predictions laid out from expectation states theory.
The above statement must be qualified. While expectation states theory may not predict emotionbased behavior, it may provide insight into cognitive-based behavior, particularly how individuals see
themselves. In yet another follow-up on the above research, we examine who is influential in how we see
ourselves by investigating spouses’ self-perceptions from their own viewpoint (self-views) as well as the
viewpoint of their spouse (Cast, Stets, & Burke, 1999). We find support for the expectation states theory
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prediction that the views of the spouse with higher status in the marriage about their lower status partner
influences how the lower status partner views himself or herself. Further, the higher status spouse
influences the lower status spouse's views of the higher status person. Thus, one’s social structural
position serves as a signal as to who is likely to have power in the interaction. In this way, one's position
in the macro social order generalizes to the micro social order. This important process again reflects the
social structurally contingent nature of identity processes that needs to be incorporated more fully into
identity theory.
Another way that the predictive power of identity theory has been tested against alternative theories is
through an analysis of trust and commitment in marriage. Research has examined trust and commitment
through the lens of exchange theory (Kollock, 1994; Lawler & Yoon, 1996). We argue that when a
person's identity is repeatedly verified in interaction, several consequences will emerge including positive
feelings, increased trust for the other, commitment to the other, and a perception that one is part of a
group (Burke & Stets, 1999). Exchange theory posits many of these same outcomes, but for different
reasons. In exchange theory, commitment is influenced not by repeated self-verification but by repeated
exchange agreements (Lawler & Yoon, 1996). Such agreements generate an emotional “buzz” between
actors in the form of satisfaction or excitement. These mild positive emotions lead to relational cohesion
or the perception that one is part of a group, and cohesion influences commitment.
On the one hand, there may be little difference between exchange theory and identity theory since
repeated exchange agreements may be viewed as self-verification. What is gained through the exchange is
a confirmation of the self as needing the thing gained. On the other hand, in exchange terms, value
preferences guide one's behavior whereas in identity terms, the identity standard sets the value. In
exchange terms, we seek out rewards and avoid punishment. In identity terms, we are motivated to seek
self-verification. We see identity theory as applying to a wider range of situations and relationships than
those examined by exchange theorists. For example, identity theory can apply to individuals who have a
history of interaction. Indeed, most of our daily interactions are characterized by such interactions. In
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general, we see that one of the ways of extending a theory is testing it with alternative theories. In doing
this, we may arrive at a better sense of the strengths as well as limitations of our own theory.
Integrating the Identity Theory Versions
The program of research of Stryker and his colleagues, that of Heise, Smith-Lovin and their
colleagues, as well as Burke’s program of research offer important theoretical assumptions as to the
nature of identities and how they operate. Stryker’s work highlights the fact that identities exist within
and reflect social structure. Identities are constrained by social structure, but they also maintain and
facilitate the further development of social structure. Burke’s work along with that of Heise and SmithLovin, highlight the dynamic process that emerges when an individual claims an identity in a situation
and what occurs when that claim is not verified. The ideas of the above researchers can be easily
integrated (Stryker & Burke, 2000). For example, in thinking about the identity standard in the identity
control model, we can conceptualize it as reflecting the role meanings of particular groups that one is
committed to in society. The more strongly a person is committed to one or more of these groups, the
greater the salience of that identity. The greater the commitment and salience to a particular identity, the
more likely those meanings will be perceived to be personally relevant in a situation, and the greater the
motivational force inherent in a discrepancy to bring the identity standard and self-perception in line. The
greater the difficulty in aligning the identity standard with self-in-situation meanings, the more likely it is
that the identity will decrease in salience and result in decreased commitment to the relationships in which
the identity is premised upon.
The integration of the above programs of research can be seen not only in the incorporation of
committed and salient identities (from the social structure) into the identity control model, but also how
functioning identities influence the social structure. For example, in some of our recent research, we find
that when individuals verify each other identities, commitment to each other increases, and there is a shift
in cognition such that the individuals’ come to see themselves as a collectivity or group, that is, a new
social structure (Burke & Stets, 1999). On the other hand, when the individuals have problems verifying
their identities, ties may be broken so the structure comes apart. Indeed, Cast and Burke (1999) evidence
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that husbands and wives whose spousal identities are not mutually verified in their marriages are more
likely to be divorced.

Integrating Sociological and Psychological Identity Theory:
Social, Role, and Personal Identities
Social and Role Identities
Identity theory in sociological social psychology has chiefly focused on role identities. However,
individuals not only occupy roles in society, but they are also members of some groups (and not others)
and therefore may take on particular social identities. Social identity theory in psychological social
psychology has been instrumental in informing us as to the processes involved in social identity
formation, activation, and motivation (Abrams & Hogg, 1990; Turner et al., 1987). Role identity theory
and social identity theory have developed as disparate lines of research. Unlike Hogg and his colleagues
(Hogg, Terry, & White, 1995), we see significant similarities between social identity theory and role
identity theory. We recently called for a merger of the two theories that would yield a stronger social
psychology, that is, a general theory of identity, since it would integrate the various bases by which
individuals are tied to society (Stets & Burke, 2000).
We have argued that the overlap between identity theory and social identity theory is striking. For
example, the process of self-categorization into groups in social identity theory (Turner et al., 1987) is
analogous to the process of identification into roles in identity theory (McCall & Simmons, 1978). In selfcategorization, people compare themselves to others, and those who are similar to the self are categorized
with the self and are labeled the in-group while those who are different from the self are categorized as
the out-group. In identification, persons identify themselves as an occupant of particular roles. Rather
than seeing others as similar to oneself in interaction, individuals see themselves as set apart from others
in the counter-roles others assume in the interaction. For example, sons and daughters are different from
the corresponding counter-roles of mothers and fathers. Students are different from the corresponding
counter-role of teachers. What theorists in both traditions share is the idea that when persons categorize
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themselves as a member of a group or role, they do so by seeing themselves as an embodiment of a
(group or role) prototype or standard. This prototype/standard contains the societal meanings and norms
about the social category or role, serving to guide behavior. Broadly speaking, then, theorists in both
traditions recognize that individuals view themselves in ways defined by the social structure. Therefore,
persons are born into a particular society with social categories pre-existent to the individual (Hogg &
Abrams, 1988; Stryker, 1980).
While identity theorists and social identity theorists see somewhat different consequences when
individuals take on an identity, these varying consequences are equally important in understanding the
self. According to social identity theory, when individuals take on a group-based identity, there is
uniformity of perception and action among group members (Haslam, Oakes, McGarty, Turner, Reynolds,
& Eggins, 1996; Oakes, Haslam, & Turner, 1994). According to role identity theorists, taking on a rolebased identity results in different perceptions and action between individuals, as roles interact with
counter-roles (Burke, 1980; Burke & Reitzes, 1981). As we point out, social identities and role identities
can simultaneously exist in a situation with the result that there are both similarities (social identities) and
differences (roles identities) with others (Stets & Burke, 2000). Within groups, individuals assume
different roles (intragroup relations), but persons will also categorize themselves as members of one
group (the in-group) and not another (the out-group) (intergroup relations). While inter-group relations
activate a sense of belongingness and self-worth for individuals (focusing on who one is), intragroup
relations activate a sense of self-efficacy (what one does). Both self-worth and self-efficacy are important
dimensions of self-esteem, and both appear to be fostered through their ties to social and role identities,
respectively (Cast & Burke, 1999).
Personal Identities
Social identity and identity theorists have both discussed personal identities, but they have remained
peripheral in both theories. As another basis of the self, we think more attention should be given to
personal identities, particularly as they relate to social and role identities. In social identity theory, the
personal identity is the lowest level of self-categorization (Brewer, 1991; Hogg & Abrams, 1988).
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Categorizing oneself in terms of the personal identity means seeing the self as distinct and different from
others. The person is guided by her own goals rather than the group’s goals. The activation of a social
identity rather than a personal identity in a situation is a product of accessibility and fit (Oakes, 1987).
This is the process of depersonalization, shifting the perception of the self from being unique toward the
perception of the self as a member of a social category (Hogg et al., 1995). The “Me” becomes a “We”
(Thoits & Virshup, 1997). The person sees herself as the embodiment of the in-group prototype rather
than as a unique individual. Depersonalization does not mean a loss of one’s personal identity but rather a
change in focus from the personal to the group basis of an identity. Since social identity theorists see the
personal and social identity as mutually exclusive bases of self-definition, one cannot be both at the same
time.
Deaux (1992) attempts to link the personal identity to the social identity. She indicates that while
social identities are expressed along normative lines, there is an aspect of social identities that may be
expressed along personal, idiosyncratic lines. Thus, personal identities may be linked to social identities
by creating new ways of expressing one’s membership in groups. Deaux also suggests that some personal
identities may represent a general view of the self, and therefore may pervade all the membership groups
to which one belongs.
Our own work has addressed personal identities (Stets, 1995; Stets & Burke, 1994). We see personal
identities as tied to an individual rather than being attached to a role in society. They operate across
various roles and situations. In this sense, our conceptualization is very close to that of Deaux. In the
same way that we regulate the meanings of our role identities and our social (group) identities, we also
regulate the meanings of our personal identities. Thus, personal identities are not dispositions to act in a
certain way, but rather, like role and group identities, a feedback control process maintains them. Like
role and group identities, perceptions of one’s personal identity in a situation are compared to one’s
meaning of the personal identity held in the standard. Any discrepancy between the two will register an
error and either behavior, perception, or the identity standard will be modified to resolve the discrepancy.
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Another way of looking at these three bases of identity – group, role, and person – is in terms of the
resources that are controlled by each (cf. Freese & Burke, 1994). Again, the distinction is analytic, being
difficult to sort out in any empirical situation, but one may think of group-based identities as controlling
resources that support the group, qua group, sustaining it, its patterns of interaction, its boundaries and so
forth. Role identities, on the other hand, control resources that sustain the role. Since most roles exist
within groups, such resources may also work ultimately to sustain the group. Finally, person identities
control the resources needed to sustain the individual as a biological being, maintaining food, clothing,
shelter, love and so forth.
In the same way that Deaux (1992) attempts to link personal identities to social identities, Stets
(1995) attempts to link personal identities to role identities. Stets argues that personal and role identities
may be related to each other through a common system of meanings. In other words, the meanings of role
identities may overlap with the meanings of personal identities. For example, Stets (1995) finds that the
masculine gender role identity is linked to the mastery personal identity through the shared meaning of
“control.” Stets observes that when the meanings of role identities conflict with the meanings of personal
identities, people may act without regard to their role identities in order to maintain their personal
identities.
In general, attempts are continuing to be made to integrate these different identity bases. Most
recently, Deaux and Martin (2001) offered a model that links social and role identities. They proposed
that each large-scale group identity is linked to an interpersonal network of others. These interpersonal
networks consist of people who share, to varying degrees, the category membership to which a person is a
member and who provide, also in varying degrees, support for the group identity. Support comes in
assuming reciprocal roles for the identity one claims, thereby producing role and counter-role identities.

Future Research
As we think about future research, a number of issues emerge: integrating the various bases of
identities (group, role, and person), understanding how the multiple identities a person has are
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interrelated, and developing better measures of both the meanings of identities and the identity
verification process. We briefly discuss each of these.
Integrating the Social, Role, and Personal Identities
We suggest that future research examine all three bases of identities: person, role, and social
identities. This would lead to a more integrated and a stronger theory of identity. Within groups there are
roles and persons playing out those roles. All are operating in a situation and we need to identify how they
are related in the setting. For example, it would be important to investigate how much group and role
identities are constrained by normative expectations. The less constrained the normative expectations, the
more it may be that personal identities can influence not only behaviors, but also the content of the role or
social (group) identities, creating unique patterns of interaction. Looked at another way, we could
examine the extent to which certain kinds of personal identities influence particular role identities and
group identities without disrupting smooth social relations and social order. Part of it may be due to how
much one’s role in the group carries with it greater power and thus increased freedom to express oneself
according to one’s personal identities. Alternatively, some groups may allow greater entrée of personal
identities into group interaction than other groups. Further, we might examine whether some identities are
more malleable than others. For example, people may be more likely to adjust their personal identities to
adapt to situations than to modify structurally constrained role or group identities.
Another concern is the conditions under which group, role, and person identities compete in a
situation, or alternatively, support one another. Are some personal identities an easier fit with some role
and social identities and not others? How much are individuals aware of this fit or lack of fit among
identities? Just as individuals have multiple role identities (Thoits, 1983), they also have multiple
personal identities (Deaux, 1992). Finally, there is the issue of the effect of these identities among
themselves over time. For example, personal identities may influence role and group identities when they
are first taken on. Once a role or group identity becomes established, however, personal identities may
have little impact (Stets, 1995).
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Integrating the various bases of the self is challenging given that there are multiple personal identities,
multiple role identities, and multiple social identities. How can we conceptualize this interrelationship?
We might demarcate the self-concept as having distinct salience hierarchies or distinct identity control
systems that refer to these three different kinds of identities. The movement within the hierarchies across
situations is influenced by situational factors and/or commitment to those identities. At issue is how these
hierarchies operate to produce particular combinations of identities in any one situation.
Multiple Identities
Future research needs to more fully address the occurrence of multiple identities in a situation. We
expect that having two oppositional identities activated at the same time in a situation will result in much
distress because the verification of one identity necessarily increases the discrepancy for the other. For
example, a person may have the identity “friend” to a peer and “daughter” to her parents. The two groups
may intersect when the peer visits in the person’s home while her parents are present. We hypothesize
that under such conditions there will occur some sort of change in the identity standards involved with the
more important, salient, or more committed identity shifting the least. This means that identities higher in
the hierarchy of importance or salience should take preference in the verification process in a situation
over identities lower in the hierarchy.
When two identities share common meanings, the situation is simpler. Controlling self-in-situation
meanings to match the identity standard helps both identities. Verifying one of the identities will help
verify the other.10 For example, consider a married person with children. If the spousal identity includes
standards for providing material support for one’s spouse, and if the parent identity includes standards for
providing material support for one’s children, then getting a well-paying job will help verify both
identities. We hypothesize that identities with common meanings will tend to be activated together.
Identities that are often activated together should develop similar levels of salience and commitment.
If we try to understand how individuals manage their different identities in a situation, the matter is
more complex when multiple personal, role, and social identities become activated not only for any one
person in a situation, but for two or more persons in a situation. Furthermore, since this self is not a static
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entity but an entity that is dynamic and can change, it is important to examine how these different
identities change over time and come to shape a new self-concept. [the role of simulations??]
Measurement
There is also the measurement of identity that needs to be developed. As Stryker and Burke (2000)
point out, if we consider an identity as a person schema, that is, how you see yourself as you move from
one situation to the next, we might be able to measure identity salience by way of response latency
measures. The idea is that greater responsiveness to cues related to an identity will increase the likelihood
that the behavior related to the identity will be performed. The cues might be pictures that individuals can
identify with. The quicker they identify the pictures perhaps the higher the identity in their salience
hierarchy and the more likely it is to be played out across situations. Additionally, commitment may be
indicated by the (computer measured) strength of response to bring disrupted identity descriptions back in
line with self-conceptions. In this case, not the latency of response would be measured, but the strength
and persistence in restoring the self-description.
We need more direct measures of identity verification as well. In the past, self-verification has been
assessed by the degree of agreement between how individuals thought they should behave and how others
thought they should behave (Burke & Stets, 1999) or by how individuals thought they should behave and
how they report they did behave (Burke, 2001). We need to ask individuals what they think other's
perceptions are of them. To the extent that others’ perceptions are consistent with one's own perceptions,
then verification is more directly captured. Further, if emotion is an outcome of the verification process,
when need to identify whether verification (or the lack of it) occurs when a person is feeling positive or
negative emotion. This requires moment-by-moment data that may be difficult to obtain.
Conclusion
The research programs on self and identity included under the rubric of identity theory are strong,
active, and developing cumulative theory. However, there is still much work to be done.
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Endnotes

1

Cooley’s (1902) classic “reflected” or “looking glass self” has three principal elements: “the

imagination of our appearance to the other person, the imagination of his judgment of that appearance;
and some sort of self-feeling, such as pride or mortification” (p. 184).
2

Rosenberg et al. (1995) argue that specific self-esteem is most relevant to behavior while global

self-esteem is most relevant to psychological well-being. Thus, when one is examining a specific
behavioral outcome, it is best predicted by specific self-esteem that is somehow connected to that
behavior, whereas psychological well-being is best predicted by global self-esteem.
3

Identity verification involves the cognitive process of matching self-relevant meanings in the

situation to the meanings defined in the identity standard. A match signals self-verification or selfconfirmation.
4

Stryker (1980) speaks of commitment in terms of the costs of losing or giving up the identity,

reminiscent of the idea of commitment as side bets introduced by Becker (1960).
5

Cast (2001) has recently argued that we need to examine situations in which behavior influences the

self-meanings associated with an identity rather than the other way around. She argues that when we
adopt new role identities, it is likely that our understanding of the role identity meanings is vague and
loosely organized. Trying out different behaviors may help us crystallize the role identity standard
meanings. Once we have settled in on those identity standard meanings, then those meanings will chiefly
direct future role behavior.
6

Another means by which self-verification is achieved is in the input side of the identity model where

actors may modify what they perceive in the situation so that the resulting perceptions better match their
identity standard.
7

We deal more explicitly with identity change below.

8

Behavioral strategies and cognitive strategies are analogous to engaging in primary and secondary

control, respectively (Rothbaum, Weisz, & Snyder, 1982). In primary control, one attempts to influence
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the situation. In identity theory, this occurs on the output side. Individuals act in order to match self-insituation meanings with the identity standard. If this action is ineffective, one may resort to cognitive
strategies. This is making adjustment to the current situation, otherwise known as secondary control. For
example, one may bias their perceptions in a direction that reduces any discrepancy between self-insituation meanings and identity standard meanings. If this is ineffective, one may change their identity
standard as a last resort. This is another secondary control strategy.
9

Of course, another alternative is to leave the situation in order to deactivate the identity or to give up

the identity entirely, as in the case of divorce.
10

There are situations when two identities are unrelated to each other. An action of one identity leaves

the other identity unaffected.
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