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Abstract 

Historically, identity researchers have placed greater emphasis on processes of identity 

development (how people develop their identities) and less on the content of identity (what the 

identity is). The relative neglect of identity content may reflect the lack of a comprehensive 

framework to guide research.  In this article, we provide such a comprehensive framework for 

the study of the content of identity, including four levels of analysis. At the broadest level, we 

situate individual identity within historical, cultural, and political contexts, elaborating on 

identity development within the context of shifting cultural norms, values, and attitudes. 

Histories of prejudice and discrimination are relevant in shaping intersections among historically 

marginalized identities. Second, we examine social roles as unique and central contexts for 

identity development, such that relationship labels become integrated into a larger identity 

constellation. Third, domains of individual or personal identity content intersect to yield a sense 

of self in which various aspects are subjectively experienced as an integrated whole. We explore 

the negotiation of culturally marginalized and dominant identity labels, as well as idiosyncratic 

aspects of identities based on unique characteristics or group memberships. Finally, we argue 

that the content of identity is enacted at the level of everyday interactions, the “micro-level” of 

identity. The concepts of identity conflict, coherence, and compartmentalization are presented as 

strategies used to navigate identity content across these four levels. This framework serves as an 

organizing tool for the current literature, as well as for designing future studies on the identity 

development. 

Keywords: identity content; intersectionality  
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An Integrated Developmental Model for Studying Identity Content in Context 

Identity development is a psychosocial task with life-long relevance that has critical 

implications for health and well-being (for reviews see McAdams & McLean, 2013; Meeus, 

2011; Schwartz et al. 2013); indeed, knowing who one is may be one of the most fundamental 

components of being human. Given the importance of this task, there has been a tremendous 

amount of empirical attention paid to the topic across disciplines within psychology. Within the 

study of identity development, in particular, researchers have largely emphasized processes of 

identity development (how people develop their identities) and have placed relatively little 

emphasis on the content of identity (what the identity is; cf., Archer, 1985; Frisén & Wängqvist, 

2011; McLean, Syed, Yoder, & Greenhoot, 2016; Syed & McLean, 2015). In this paper, we set a 

course to remedy this imbalance by proposing a model to guide the study of identity content. 

Infusing identity development research with a full consideration of identity content will not only 

enhance our understanding of identity processes, but will also facilitate a more contextualized 

understanding of identity development, a perspective that has been lacking in the field.  

The Case for Considering Identity Content 

At the outset we acknowledge that there is attention to the content of identity in 

literatures across many disciplines. Similar and related constructs such as self-concept, 

personality, values, and self-esteem, have been studied extensively.  However, this trans-

disciplinary research has not offered a comprehensive model of identity content, and this 

research is not explicitly developmental.  We make the case in this paper that 1) a developmental 

lens towards content is critical because content is not developmentally invariant, and 2) a 

comprehensive model of content is needed that includes the most distal components of identity 

(i.e., culture) down to the most proximal (i.e., everyday experiences).  A comprehensive model 
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must not only be horizontally broad (covering a range of content within a given level), but must 

also be deep (covering content at multiple levels). We now turn our attention to the discussion of 

identity development, the literature in which we situate our arguments. 

Much of the research on identity has focused on antecedents and outcomes of various 

forms of identity processes (e.g., Berzonsky et al., 2013; McLean & Pratt, 2006; Meeus, 2011; 

Schwartz et al., 2013; Syed & Azmitia, 2010; Waterman, 2015). Historically in developmental 

psychology, the most prominent identity processes were those that constitute the identity status 

model (Marcia, 1966): the degree to which individuals engage in exploration of various identity 

alternatives and their feelings of commitment to a particular identity structure. Contemporary 

research has expanded these two identity processes into more specific forms, such as exploration 

in breadth, exploration in depth, reconsideration of commitment, and identification with 

commitment (for a review see Crocetti & Meeus, 2015). Identity styles, which are closely related 

to the identity status model, focus on social-cognitive processes that signal how individuals 

approach the identity task (e.g., normative, informational; Berzonsky et al., 2013). Narrative 

identity research emphasizes the process of autobiographical reasoning, which is how 

individuals reason about their past experiences and connect them to their current identities. 

Specific forms of autobiographical reasoning include meaning-making (McLean, 2015), self-

event connections (Pasupathi, Mansour, & Brubaker, 2007), and exploratory processing (Pals, 

2006), among others.    

Based on assessment of these processes individuals are conceptualized as more or less 

mature in their identity development (e.g., achieved, diffused, reporting more or less meaning), 

conceptualizations that represent a snapshot of identity at a given point in time. A large, rich 

literature documents the important psychosocial outcomes that are linked to such processes (e.g., 
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Adler Lodi-Smith, Phlippe, & Houle, 2015; Rivas-Drake et al., 2104; Tsang, Hui, & Law, 2013). 

Further, these processes have been applied to identity conceptualized very broadly – that is 

without reference to specific components of identity (e.g., Luyckx, Schwartz, Rassart, & 

Klimstra, 2016), and to various domains of identity specifically (e.g., sexual identity or 

ethnic/racial identity; Toomey, Anhalt, & Shramko, 2016; Yap et al., 2016). And within specific 

studies, authors have addressed contextual factors, such as family, school, or neighborhood 

influences on specific aspects of identity development (e.g., McLean, 2015; Rivas-Drake & 

Witherspoon, 2013). Others have addressed social and contextual issues, such as discrimination 

or inequity (e.g., Jones & Galliher, 2015; Richardson et al., 2015). In sum, identity processes 

have been quite fruitfully studied, both generally and within certain identity content domains.  

The proliferation of research on identity processes across aspects of identity might lead 

some to conclude that the study of identity process and content are independent, and that one 

need not think about the other in studying either of them. We argue that the study of identity 

development is strengthened by an integrative approach that emphasizes both process and 

content (McLean, Syed, & Shucard, 2016; Syed & McLean, 2015). Yip, Seaton, and Sellers 

(2006) provided a notable recent example of research that integrates the study of process with 

specific aspects of identity content. In a sample of 940 African American adolescents, emerging 

adults, and adults, they assessed ethnic identity status (i.e., diffused, foreclosed, moratorium, or 

achieved) in relation to ethnic identity content (e.g., racial centrality, racial identity ideology). 

Achieved individuals, those high in both exploration and commitment, reported the highest 

levels of racial centrality and felt the most positively about their African American heritage. In 

contrast, diffused individuals, those low on both exploration and commitment, reported the 

lowest scores on both racial centrality and positivity about their race. We applaud efforts, such as 
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this, which seek to consider identity development processes with a clear focus on content. It is 

our hope that a comprehensive framework for studying content will provide an organizing 

structure for consolidating such literature. 

In part, the prevailing patterns in identity research may stem from the major challenge of 

studying content. Specifically, focusing on manifestations of identity content largely leads to a 

mass of descriptive information. Further, identity content can be highly variable and 

idiosyncratic, and existing taxonomies are largely limited to summaries of types of identity 

domains (e.g., Balistreri, Busch-Rossnagel, & Geisinger, 1995). The collection of descriptive 

results limits the abilities of researchers to answer many of the questions that psychologists seek 

to answer regarding generalized, universal processes. To consider identity content requires a 

willingness to develop more contingent models that defy tidy developmental stories.  

Despite these challenges, we argue that the mass of descriptive information is absolutely 

critical for building knowledge. Decontexualizing identity, or making it content-free, provides 

for neater studies but false comfort.  First, it is incomplete to examine a process of development 

without knowing what is developing. Second, we need to understand what areas of people’s lives 

matter when defining themselves. In doing so, we can understand the full picture of a person’s 

identity – an empirical necessity – but we can also see where, or on what contents, people get 

stuck – an ethical necessity, particularly for aiding interventions. Thus, we argue that the study of 

identity content enriches, rather than supplants, the study of identity processes. And, more 

broadly, it is insufficient to understand only the how, and not the what, of development. 

Introducing a Multilevel Model of Identity Content in Context 

A major barrier to studying identity content is that the field of identity research lacks a 

comprehensive model that first clearly and comprehensively defines identity content, or a 
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framework for understanding how multiple forms of identity content interact with each other. 

The existing literature is rich with examples of identity explorations within specific domains or 

aspects of identity content, but rarely are multiple contents examined or the interactions between 

them (see Dehlin, Galliher, Bradshaw, & Crowell, 2015; Syed, Azmitia, & Cooper, 2011 for 

exceptions). The extant literature also includes quite varied definitions of identity content, 

ranging from broad cultural-ideological belief systems or values to small-scale behavioral 

manifestations of identity. Theorists and researchers have tackled the complexity of identity 

development related to many aspects or domains of identity (as an example of this type of 

sophisticated theorizing, see Verkuyten’s (2016) analysis of ethnic identity situated within social 

context). All of these approaches provide valuable insights into conceptualizations of content, 

but they also signal the depth and richness of the construct of identity content that cannot be 

captured with a simplistic model.  Thus, rather than a singular definition of identity content, we 

determined that a more useful approach is a multi-level system that integrates across different 

levels of content. Our thinking was inspired by Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological systems 

theory, although as described subsequently, our model departs from that theory in important 

ways. The multilevel model of identity content in context that we propose consists of four inter-

related levels of analysis in which to capture identity content, and provides a framework for 

understanding the existing identity development literature and for guiding future research 

agendas (see Figure 1): culture, capturing the historical, political, and structural factors in a 

society; social roles, pertaining to the relational contexts in which identities are developed and 

negotiated; domains, representing the various life spaces that individuals feel are central to who 

they are; and everyday experiences, capturing the day-to-day thoughts, feelings, and actions 

associated with individuals’ identities.  
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At the broadest level of influence, identity develops within cultural and historical 

contexts, as individuals respond to cultural messages about what constitutes a “good life,” which 

goals and aspirations are appropriate, and the limits on ways one can define the self. These larger 

cultural influences frame identity development experiences at the more proximal level, as 

individuals fulfill the second level of analysis, social roles, and relate with important others in 

their more immediate contexts. Even more proximally, each individual negotiates multiple 

aspects of identity within particular domains, the third level, and in the contexts of their everyday 

experiences, the fourth level, all with the challenge of creating a sense of self that feels coherent 

and whole both across and within these levels (Klein, Spears, & Reicher, 2007). Some authors 

describe this negotiation as the task of integrating or managing multiple identities (e.g., Curtin, 

Kende, & Kende, 2016; Kang & Bodenhausen, 2015); however, in this model, we will use the 

term “identity” to capture the integrated, contextualized, holistic sense of self, which is 

comprised of numerous aspects of self.  

This model, which moves from distal to proximal, is clearly inspired by the concentric 

circles of Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological systems theory. However, it does not map directly 

for two primary reasons. First, rather than sources of “influence” on the developing child, the 

four levels of content are seen as embedded directly within individuals’ developing identities. In 

other words, we take the perspective that culture is ‘alive’ in individuals who are actively 

engaged with cultural practices, and those individuals can be seen as vehicles for understanding 

the larger culture. Second, a major point of departure from Bronfenbrenner or other similar 

models is that the current model explicitly takes notions of power and privilege into account, 

particularly at the level of culture. In elaborating this component of our model we draw from 

theories on intersectionality (Crenshaw, 1991), which emphasize the unique experiences of 
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individuals who are positioned at the intersections of multiple marginalized identity domains. 

Intersectional theorists note that privilege exists in many forms and possessing multiple 

marginalized identities leads to unique experiences of marginalization, encompassing ideas of 

both additive stress as well as resilience (Purdie-Vaughn & Eibach, 2008). Most central to the 

current argument, however, is that an intersectional approach addresses the inherent need to be 

seen as a whole person, rather than divided into different aspects or selves. This is an 

advantageous lens to bring to the study of identity content vis-à-vis the goal to understand 

identity development of the “whole person.”  

Finally, in articulating this framework for studying content we do not neglect identity 

processes. We do, however, draw attention to some different processes that have been less well-

represented in the literature. The typical approach is to assess processes associated with a 

particular identity domain (e.g., exploration, commitment) or generalized sense of self (e.g., 

autobiographical reasoning). Rather than these domain-specific processes, we emphasize 

processes that capture the dynamics of identity content. That is, rather than processes tied to a 

specific domain, we highlight processes pertaining to the system of contents. This 

conceptualization of process renders the consideration of both process and content necessary, 

and therefore enhances our conceptualization of identity content.  

The processes we highlight throughout the model follow from the Eriksonian concept of 

identity configurations (Hammack, Thompson, & Pilecki, 2009; Schachter, 2004; Syed, 2010). 

Identity configurations correspond to the ways in which individuals arrange, manage, or 

configure, the different aspects of their lives. This conceptualization gives rise to three specific 

processes for understanding identity content within a multi-level system: conflict, 

compartmentalization, and coherence. Many individuals experience intense conflict as different 
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aspects of their identities appear “at odds.” Some people may remain in this conflicted state, 

obviously a source of great distress, and some may compartmentalize various components of 

identity to potentially reduce distress. Identity coherence has often been described as an optimal 

identity development outcome, characterized as a clear, articulate, and firmly embraced sense of 

self, which we argue includes a sense of harmony among identity contents, at various levels. We 

will highlight each of these three processes in our discussion of the model.  

As we move to discuss our framework for capturing content, we do caution readers not to 

move too quickly beyond the study of description to the study of the processes of conflict, 

compartmentalization, and coherence, because we still have much work to do as a field to define 

content before we can fully understand the processes used to negotiate content. With that caveat 

in mind, we now turn to the description our framework for capturing content (see also Figure 1).  

Level 1: Cultural and Historical Contexts of Identity Development 

We contend that it is necessary to situate the development of identity content within its 

historical and cultural contexts. Particularly relevant is an understanding of systems of power and 

privilege that elevate some forms of identity over others in terms of access to status, resources, 

and social capital (e.g., McIntosh, 2012; Rothenberg, 2016). Identity labels can often be framed 

in complementary roles as “marginalized” or “dominant.” From an intersectional perspective, the 

forces of discrimination and prejudice are not only relevant for the identity experiences of 

individuals with marginalized identities, but also for those from relatively dominant identities, as 

their relative immunity from oppression is a crucial aspect of their identities.  

Indeed, those holding dominant identities benefit from systems of privilege that confer 

authority, wealth, and status inequitably. For example, in contemporary U.S. society, systems of 

privilege benefit those who identify as male, White, heterosexual, able bodied, English speaking, 
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well-educated, Christian, and affluent. Those who hold those identities have the luxury of never 

having to consider their dominant identities, and often report very low levels of identity 

awareness (e.g., Juan, Syed, & Azmitia, 2016; Rivas-Drake et al., 2014). In other words, holding 

the dominant identity status can render identity invisible (Fivush, 2004, 2010), as those with 

privilege conceive of themselves as simply “normal.” Ironically, those who hold privileged 

identities may very well acknowledge the existence of oppression for those who hold 

marginalized identities, but still struggle greatly to acknowledge their own privilege (the flipside 

of oppression; McIntosh, 2012), with consequent societal costs in terms of changing the systems 

and structures of oppression. For many individuals, identity development involves the 

negotiation of aspects of self that experience privilege and aspects that do not experience 

privilege, with clear societal level messages about which forms of identity are valued over 

others.  

The idea of master narratives is a useful concept for understanding the way in which 

privilege manifests in the interplay between personal identity and culture. Using this perspective, 

scholars have argued that cultural norms and expectations are communicated in ubiquitous 

cultural narratives about how a life should be lived, as well as in the creation and maintenance of 

narratives about shared historical events, and shared structures for telling personal stories 

(Hammack, 2008; McLean & Syed, 2015).  Those whose personal narratives align with these 

master narratives, are the privileged and ‘normal’ referenced above.  Those whose personal 

narratives deviate from these master narratives are in a position of marginalization, and are also 

tasked with more identity work to explain one’s deviation and find a place to belong, or an 

alternative narrative with which to align. Thus, for those with marginalized identity labels, these 

aspects of self may be experienced as more salient because of their apparent deviation from 
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“normal,” and individuals must then strive to achieve a positive sense of self in the context of 

discrimination, invisibility, and invalidation (e.g., Bombay, Matheson, & Anisman, 2010; 

Sanders Thompson, 1999). Alternatively, some may be motivated to compartmentalize, or even 

minimize, identities that are linked to lower status, instead emphasizing aspects of identity that 

align with master narratives, or are linked to greater acceptance from the culture at large.  

These processes are both historically and culturally contextualized, as are broad systems 

of power and privilege. The theory of intersectionality was conceived as an interpretive 

framework to understand interlocking systems of oppression. As it has been increasingly applied 

within the individual-focused field of psychology (Bowleg, 2008; Cole, 2009; Rosenthal, 2016), 

there are additional issues that must be taken into account (Juan et al., 2016; Syed, 2010). Most 

central for the present model is the slippery slope of equating intersectionality with the study of 

multiple dimensions of identity (see Syed & McLean, 2015). The examination of how 

individuals develop and manage multiple identity domains is necessary but not sufficient to be an 

intersectional analysis. Rather, intersectionality, by definition, must involve an analysis of 

power, inequality, and injustice as a central concern. An emerging literature in this respect is 

certainly developing in psychology, expanding the concept in new and interesting ways.  

While theory and research related to intersectional identity has addressed the experiences 

of those who possess multiple marginalized identities, other forms of identity negotiation exist. 

Identity strain emerges at the intersections of marginalized and mainstream identity domains, and 

between other aspects of identity. A number of authors have discussed the process of developing 

a positive, coherent same-sex attracted identity, within the context of a deeply held, non-

affirming religious identity (e.g., Dahl & Galliher, 2012; Dehlin et al.,
 2015). Others have written 

about the challenges of women in male-dominated career contexts (e.g., engineering, Hatmaker, 
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2013). Given the complexity of the identity structure for any individual, an ongoing process of 

negotiation must be engaged across the lifespan, in order to negotiate identity across domains.  

Socialization processes are a critical space for communicating these cultural messages. 

Socialization practices in families and communities communicate to children, as well as adults 

across the lifespan, which aspects of identity are desired and which are to be avoided or hidden. 

These cultural cues, often coming in the form of master narratives, shape an identity salience 

hierarchy, in which individuals determine which aspects of their identities are most valued by 

others, and ultimately determine which aspects of identity are experienced subjectively as most 

primary. Thus, examining identity content at this level not only tells us more about the 

individual, but also about the culture in which the individual lives (McLean & Syed, 2015). This 

issue is central to the increasing calls for psychologists to move beyond the study of the 

relatively privileged (e.g., WEIRD samples; Henrich, Heine & Norenzayan, 2010), to encompass 

the whole of society to understand all of the individuals that make up that society, as well as the 

society itself.   

One recent example of the interplay of culture, history, and politics in identity 

development comes from Houkamau’s (2010) study of the life stories of Māori women in New 

Zealand spanning generational cohorts born from the 1930s through the 1980s. Women born 

prior to the 1950s centered their identity descriptions around traditional spiritual and 

collectivistic cultural values, reflecting their early experiences embedded in traditional Māori 

communities. Those born in the 1960s described a sense of alienation from their Māori identity, 

as migration to urban centers and the forces of discrimination led families to distance themselves 

from their Māori ancestry. Finally, the identity related stories of women born after the 1970s 

reflected their political engagement, awareness of social injustice, and emphasis on Māori civil 
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rights. Importantly these differences in generations are not only tied to beliefs and practices 

about different groups in society, but also to structural changes, such as migratory pathways and 

the legal changes regarding access to resources and legislation regarding land rights. Hammack 

(e.g., Cohler & Hammack, 2006) has made similar observations regarding the making of gay 

identities, situating his examination in the context of master narratives, showing that that the 

“coming out” process is generationally contoured and linked to societal changes in the meaning 

of gay identities (see also Weststrate & McLean, 2010). The rich literature on identity conflicts 

among LGBTQ individuals in conservative religious contexts also provides a powerful example 

of the strategies used to negotiate such conflict (e.g., Dahl & Galliher, 2012; Dehlin et al.,
 2015), 

as individuals often feel as if they have to choose one component of identity over another, or 

have to compartmentalize identity contents into different times and spaces within their lives. 

Level 2: Social Roles 

 Relational and social identity is an aspect of the self that develops in the context of 

relationship roles (Tajfel, 1978), and that continues to shape one’s overall sense of self. There are 

an unlimited number of social roles one may engage, such as brother, colleague, mentor, mother, 

or spouse. These roles are connected to Level 1 in that they are both defined by the culture (e.g., 

in China the role of sibling may be irrelevant for some generations), and given meaning by the 

culture (e.g., the role of spouse may vary greatly in cultures that have arranged versus chosen 

marriages). Social roles become integrated into the overall sense of self, becoming identity labels 

themselves, and as noted below, social roles intersect with domains of identity that have 

historically been characterized as “personal identity” (Level 3).  

The level of social roles captures several distinct components of identity content 

compared to other levels. First, social roles are explicitly defined by their relationship to others. 
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That is, there is a required connection beyond the self. Identity domains (e.g., politics, religion), 

which are described below can, in theory, be entirely self-chosen and self-determined. But this is 

not the case for roles, which are defined at least in part by other people. Second, we also argue 

that social roles constitute their own level of analysis because we want to draw attention to a 

component of identity that has been relatively ignored in the developmental literature, perhaps 

because many of these roles (e.g., worker, parent, spouse) emerge in adulthood, a stage of 

relative neglect within the field of developmental psychology.   

 Scholars have examined the relevance of specific social roles both individually and 

together.  On the individual level, for example, Adamsons and Pasley (2016) explored the 

salience and centrality of the role of father as couples transitioned to parenting, finding that 

greater father role centrality linked to higher levels of father involvement in subsequent years. 

However, a more ecologically valid approach would be to examine roles in interaction with one 

another, and in interaction with aspects of the self at other levels of our model. For example, 

Kanji and Cahusac (2015) explored the identity transition experiences of 24 working women 

over the course of their pregnancies. Women initially experienced challenges in embracing 

identities as mothers within their work contexts, with almost all women hiding their pregnancies 

through the first trimester and worrying about the impact of motherhood on their professional 

identities. Interestingly, women in female dominated work settings who reported the availability 

of role models for the transition to motherhood described increasingly strong and optimistic 

identities as mothers over the course of pregnancy. Those who lacked female role models in 

male-dominated professions continued to feel stress about integrating their identities as mothers 

with their professional identities, and felt forced to choose between their maternal and 

professional selves. This study nicely exemplifies the processes of conflict, 
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compartmentalization, and coherence (for some) within two specific contents. Further, these 

authors captured complex negotiations between a developing role-based aspect of identity 

(motherhood), and an existing aspect of personal identity (professional identity). Again, we 

argue that not knowing what contents are in conflict is highly problematic.  Understanding that 

these two contents may be particularly ripe for conflict, perhaps especially for women, guides 

theorizing about women’s identity development, as well as intervention efforts in the workplace. 

Finally, group memberships and social self-representations represent critical aspects of 

the self that may bridge the gap between the relational level of identity content and domains of 

personal identity. A large body of literature that examines political identities linking individuals 

to specific parties or political movements (Kidder, 2016), religious identities related to 

membership in a specific religious organization (Hichy, Gerges, Platania, & Santisi, 2015), 

occupational identity work in the context of specific job categories (van Vuuren, Teurlings, & 

Bohlmeijer, 2012), and countless other unique group affiliations. Those components of identity 

are defined by relationships with a particular community, but also involve a subjective, internal 

process of meaning making that occurs at a more individual, personal level.  

Level 3: Domains of Identity Content 

Despite the focus in much identity research on broad and general identity processes 

related to a general or overarching identity (e.g., Bosch & Card, 2012; Crocetti et al., 2015), a 

large body of literature also acknowledges unique identity development experiences across 

domains of identity within individuals. Individuals develop a sense of self related to gender, 

ethnicity, religion, occupation, and romance among many other aspects of identity. The 

processes of identity development are certainly not expected to remain parallel across all 

domains of identity. Thus, an individual may have engaged in a great deal of identity work 
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regarding ethnicity or religion, but not with regard to occupational or gender identity (McLean et 

al., 2016; McLean, Shucard, & Syed, 2016). Therefore, in order to properly understand process, 

we must also consider the relevant contents. This is the case not only between domains, but also 

within domains.  

This is the level for which there exists a working taxonomy, to some extent. Within the 

identity status literature, researchers have defined eight content domains (e.g., Balistreri et al., 

1995), in which individuals may define themselves in terms of ideological (religion, occupation, 

politics, values), and interpersonal concerns (romance, friendship, family, gender roles). Recent 

research has shown that these are relevant domains to emerging adults, though they do not 

constitute a comprehensive taxonomy, and individuals vary in which are more salient or 

important to them (McLean, Syed, & Shucard, 2016). Thus, a major step forward would be to 

build on this work by defining domain contents, determining their presence and unique 

manifestation across groups within a society (e.g., men versus women) and developmental 

stages, and their salience across groups and developmental stages. In other words, we do not 

expect this to be an invariant taxonomy, but research will need to investigate this claim. 

Domain interactions. As we have mentioned, domains of identity do not simply develop 

in parallel, but interact in complex ways. For example, one’s identity as a woman is different 

depending on whether she is a lesbian or heterosexual. As is clear in the current political climate 

in the U. S. in 2016, gender and political identity are intertwined, as women must explain their 

allegiance to politicians who have denigrated women, or their lack of allegiance to a female 

politician. Given the complexity of the identity structure for any individual, an ongoing process 

of negotiation must be engaged across the lifespan, in order to negotiate identity across these 

levels of analysis.  
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Empirically, however, we also see the difficulty involved in articulating overlapping 

content domains and roles. When asking individuals to generally describe personally defining 

narratives, the majority of emerging adult participants (~70%) talked about one domain only, 

such as family or values (McLean, Syed, & Shucard, 2016). A smaller proportion discussed the 

intersection of two domains, and very few went beyond two domain contents, perhaps due to the 

challenge of conceptualizing such interactions (Azmitia, Syed, & Radmacher, 2013).  Thus, at 

least in emerging adulthood, the majority of individuals seem to articulate one content at a time.  

In another study, in which we asked for identity-defining narratives specific to content 

domains (Authors, 2016), some contents were more likely to ‘spill’ across narratives. For 

example, no matter what content domain we solicited (e.g., dating, religion, values), family was 

likely to appear. In general, interpersonal domains were present across various contents, 

suggesting that this content domain is closely connected to other domains. Other domains were 

less likely to appear with other contents, and these were largely the ideological contents, 

including gender. Of course, these patterns may change with development, a question for future 

research; once the content patterns have been specified, examining processes of change and 

stability is the obvious next step. 

Level 4: Enacting Identity in Everyday Interactions  

Levels one through three of this model discuss identity content in relatively abstract, 

meta-level terms. However, a critical component of the study of identity content is examination 

of the lived experiences of the individuals we are seeking to understand. This level of analysis is 

not amenable to the self-report survey methodology that is dominant in the identity development 

literature. Accordingly, this level is less well represented and less well understood than the other 

levels. Its value, as will be discussed, is twofold. First, analyses of micro-content provide a 
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phenomenological perspective to identity—what daily life “looks like” for individuals who 

represent particular identity structures. Second, micro-content experiences are sites in which 

analyses of the previous levels can be understood, as manifest in specific behavioral episodes. 

That is, the importance of culture, relations, and domains can potentially be revealed through the 

micro-content. There are two methodologies that have addressed this level particularly well: 

narrative studies and experience sampling studies. We will describe each, in turn, but first we 

offer the following narrative from one of our studies (Syed & Azmitia, 2010) as an example of 

this kind of work. This narrative came from a Mexican-heritage college student, responding to a 

prompt for an experience when she became aware of her ethnicity.  

It was in my first Intro to Latin American and Latino Studies class. We were having a 
debate in class or something and they were talking about bilingual education and like I 
didn’t know whether to be for or against it. It was kind of hard. It was kind of, well I think 
what affected me more was to hear people’s ignorance like in my own group. That people 
that were against me were like well you know you’re in the United States so you have to 
speak English. And I was kind of like well who are you to say that they came here 
willingly or you know. It just goes to show me how much I do like see, like there are those 
people that like say yeah, “I’m Mexican American but you know that’s not what makes 
me,” you know, but me, that is what makes me, I think. Like that’s something that I 
cannot get rid of, you know. (p. 215) 
 
Narrative studies involve prompting respondents to recall and describe memories of 

specific experiences from their past (McAdams, 2001), as in this prompt above. The majority of 

this research has focused on the processes of narration and what they reveal about identity 

(McAdams & McLean, 2013). However, the approach is particularly applicable for 

understanding content as everyday experiences, as narrative analysis facilitates an understanding 

of the lived experiences that are relevant to specific content domains. For example, in the ethnic 

identity literature, narrative studies provide insight into how ethnicity is activated and managed 

in peoples’ everyday lives (see Syed, 2015, for a review). Moreover, the types of experiences 

narrated reliably align with individuals’ developmental processes. Those who are more strongly 
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identified with their ethnicity are more likely to tell stories about either discrimination 

experiences or feeling a close connection to their culture (Syed, 2015), and those who are less 

strongly identified tell stories like the one above, classified as an awareness of difference story. 

Collecting memories of specific moments in people’s lives provides a wealth of information 

about not only the general type of experiences that are relevant to particular identity domains, but 

also where they were when the event happened, who they were with, and how they reacted. 

These details provide endless opportunities for a fully contextualized study of identity—content, 

process, and the interaction of the two.  

The analysis of specific experiences not only adds to the elaboration of the aspects of self 

we seek to understand, but also helps us to understand how the three other levels intersect within 

one person.  For example, in the narrative above see how cultural expectations about what it 

means to be an American (e.g., speaking English) are not only communicated in the very local 

classroom context, but also intersect with societal structures (e.g., the education system). 

Similarly, McLean, Shucard, and Syed (2016) found that individuals differed in the way in 

which they negotiated cultural expectations about being male or female in their life experiences, 

with some individuals reporting specific experiences about conforming to traditional cultural 

expectations about being male or female (e.g., men playing more assertive roles in dating), others 

focused on specific experiences of discrimination, and yet others reporting experiences of 

‘sameness’ - with examples emphasizing how women can do what men can do and vice-versa.  

Thus, within one content domain - gender - individuals have exposure to different cultural 

experiences that create variation in the manifestation of content.  

When individuals discuss their experiences within a content domain we can see how 

some domains connect to others. For example, the domain of family seems to be relevant to 
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many other domains, such as values and religion (McLean et al., 2016; McLean, Syed, & 

Shucard, 2016). These experiences also reveal how social roles are embedded within domains. 

For example, in narratives about gender some individuals discuss their roles in romantic 

relationships as indicative of their understanding of themselves as male or female (McLean, 

Shucard, & Syed, 2016).  Finally, these everyday experiences are implicitly, and sometimes 

explicitly, embedded in the level of culture.  One can ‘read’ these personal narratives for the 

larger cultural expectations, beliefs, and structures, with which individuals are negotiating 

(McLean & Syed, 2015). In some ways, examining this micro-context of identity is a way to 

elaborate, and specify, the other levels of this model.  

In contrast to narrative studies that focus on individuals’ reconstruction of their past 

experiences, the experience sampling method (ESM) involves studying psychological 

phenomena in vivo (Hektner, Schmidt, & Csikszentmihalyi, 2007; Thomas & Azmitia, 2016). This 

is accomplished by using electronic devices (e.g., beeper, cell phone) to prompt respondents to 

complete a brief response battery at various moments throughout the day for a specified period 

of time (often two weeks). Despite its promise for contributing to understanding of both content 

and process, the ESM method has been used quite infrequently in the identity literature.1  One 

notable exception is Yip’s (2005) study of situational salience in ethnic identity among Chinese 

American college students. Content-relevant questions included the ethnic composition of their 

current setting, whether they were with family, and the predominant language being used. 

Among many other findings, results indicated that all three of those contextual cues were 

associated with greater situational salience of their ethnicities. Thus, ESM studies can contribute 

to understanding the moments in individuals’ lives when particular identity contents become 

                                                            
1 The related “daily diary” method has been used more often (Klimstra, et al., 2010; Schwartz et al., 2011; Yip & 
Fuligni, 2002). However, this method involves participants completing a brief survey once per day at their 
convenience, rather than random points throughout the day as they are leading their lives.  
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activated and, by extension, how they psychologically manage that activation. Such studies 

would be a welcome contribution to the literature.   

Implications of the Multilevel Model for Identity Research 

 We have highlighted complexities within and across the levels of this model, which may 

frame future empirical investigations. These complexities are not meant to frustrate researchers 

seeking tidier designs, but to show these levels of the model can fit together, and to show the 

necessity of embracing these complexities.  If researchers target only one level of identity 

development, without considering the broader contexts, this will limit our understanding of 

identity development.  For example, examining the domain of occupation, without considering 

how it intersects with the domain of gender and the cultural expectations about that intersection, 

would constitute an incomplete analysis.  

Conflict, Compartmentalization, Coherence Redux 

 Having now defined the four levels at which one may see identity content, we return to a 

more focused discussion of process. When taking a sole focus on process, researchers have found 

that those with identity conflict (Szymanski & Carr, 2008), and in some cases those with 

compartmentalized identities (Showers & Ziegler-Hill, 2007), experience less positive 

adjustment than those who maintain a more coherent identity. Yet, in large part, these prior 

studies have not specified what the conflict, compartmentalization, or coherence, is about. These 

decontextualized, content-free analyses fall short of our responsibility to understand identity 

development in full, and in ways that lay foundations for translational or interventional work. For 

example, as younger people learn about the expectations of others, and become attuned to them 

across adolescence, the location of conflict may lie between personally salient domains and 

cultural expectations (e.g., Dehlin et al.,
 2015), perhaps a location of conflict that shifts as 
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identity becomes more integrated and individualized in adulthood.  Beyond understanding more 

about identity development, understanding the location of these conflicts should play a major 

role in interventions to alleviate psychological distress. Thus, these processes of identity 

development become particularly illuminated once identity content is considered. 

There are a number of strategies for examining these processes within content domains. 

For example, one can experience conflict between the roles that make up the content domain of 

gender – such as the pull between mother and daughter, when one’s parents begin to age. One 

can also experience conflict between domains, such as the woman who struggles with her 

religious and political identities. Perhaps the most likely form of identity strain involves the 

synthesis of domains of content that appear to be “at odds” with one another. For example, the 

conflict between one’s experiences as a black police officer and the cultural expectations of 

being a black man is a negotiation that bridges ethnic identity and occupational identity. Some 

may compartmentalize their identity contents so that they do not rub up against each other. 

Others may find a way to explain their edges of intersection that makes sense. And, of course, 

these ways of managing conflict will have ramifications for social roles, and for the way that 

they fit into acceptable cultural definitions of identity.  

When thinking about these processes of conflict, compartmentalization, and coherence, 

there are additional concerns regarding the substance of the identity contents that must be taken 

into account. Below we provide details for two such concerns: 1) whether the identity is assigned 

by others and/or society versus self-chosen and 2) if the aspects of identity are visible versus 

invisible to others. These concerns are particularly relevant in the context of our proposed model, 

and they involve an intersection of the cultural, relational role, domain, and everyday levels of 

analysis.  
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Assigned versus chosen aspects of identity. We define an assigned identity as one that 

is relatively stable across time, and difficult, if not impossible to change (e.g., sex, ethnicity, 

adoption status). For assigned identities, the task is to understand that identity, to make meaning 

of it. These meanings and understandings can surely change over time, but the identity content is 

always there. For other aspects of identity, the task is more about constructing or discovering that 

aspect of self (Grotevant, 1992). For example, one is not born a parent or a teacher. These are 

aspects of identity that emerge, which are most often chosen, but that still need meaning-making 

processing. Although both types of identity contents may carry with them a set of expectations 

about how that identity is to be enacted, whether one has chosen that identity may shape how 

processes are enacted. Moreover, interactions among multiple domains can potentially involve 

an interaction between an assigned and a chosen identity. The research in the U.S. on ethnic 

minorities in science, technology, engineering and math (STEM) fields is a notable example. 

Students from ethnic minority backgrounds (assigned) in STEM fields (chosen) are under-

represented relative the population and face many barriers to entry and persistence in these 

fields. Because of this, they oftentimes must engage in identity work around their ethnicity, as 

their under-representation serves as a context that makes those identities salient (Nasir & Saxe, 

2003; Syed, Azmitia, & Cooper, 2011).  

Identity labels may be assigned based on changing life circumstances, and also 

necessitate meaning making processes. There may be normative changes, such as the adoption of 

a parenting identity.  There may also be idiosyncratic changes, such as a cancer diagnosis that 

may precipitate the development of an identity as a “cancer patient” - an identity that may remain 

relatively stable over time, or may be let go following successful treatment (Cho & Park, 2015). 

Identifying such temporal changes will tell us about broad changes in identity concerns between 
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persons (such as age-related valuing of occupational or parenting identity), as well as within-

person changes that will help us to understand psychological functioning. For example, youth 

diagnosed with cancer who endorsed more empowering self-labels experience better 

psychological adjustment over time (Cho & Park, 2015). Without accounting for identity 

content, we are left in the dark about why we see such changes in psychological functioning. 

Continuing our current example, without accounting for identity contents, we might not know if 

the change in psychological functioning for cancer patients was change due to successful 

treatment or to the adoption or letting go of specific aspects of one’s identity.  

Other aspects of identity are more fluid and explicitly involve either a sense of choice or 

intention. For example, a young person from a working class background can strive to achieve an 

education and a high-status career, in order to move away from a working class identity and 

toward an identity as a “professional.” Of course, such an identity transition is embedded within 

systems of inequity (Level 1), and thus is not without conflict or constraint. Stahl (2016) 

critically evaluated the relevance of the dominant neoliberal discourse related to 

academic/economic success and upward social mobility for lower class young men. 

Disidentification with “middle class,” with corollary low academic achievement and antisocial 

behavior, is viewed as a function of complex blends of cultural messaging and disparities in 

opportunity. His sample of 24 lower socioeconomic status boys in London emphasized a sense of 

loyalty to self, and a desire to feel authentic and genuine in their school related interactions. 

Primarily, they viewed this authenticity as not being “showy,” just being “average,” and being 

the same at school as they are outside of school. Young men were very concerned about being 

seen as pretentious or self-important, and resisted the achievement oriented, competitive 

narrative associated with academic and economic advancement. These examples show how 
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Levels 1, 2, and 3 interact in complex ways, underscoring our claim that there may not be tidy 

models for examining identity content, but that by examining content we better understand 

identity development.  

Finally, chosen aspects of identity can come in the form of acquired characteristics, 

leisure activities, group affiliations, and other unique aspects of the self. The unique aspects of 

identity that can become incorporated into the overall identity are limitless, as can be seen 

through the breadth and variability in the identity literature - athletic identity (Martin & Horn, 

2013), sports fan identity (Koch & Wann, 2014), academic teacher identity (McNaughton & 

Billot, 2016), “gamer” identity (De Grove, Courtois, & Van Looy, 2015), and many others. 

Although some are born San Francisco Giants fans, unique self-labels largely evolve throughout 

development, so an individual may identify at various times across the lifespan as a rock climber, 

student, or scientist. 

Visible vs. invisible aspects of identity. Individuals are members of social categories 

based on characteristics that are either visible to others or not visible to others. Some aspects of 

identity will only be known to others if a person chooses to disclose them. Ragins, Singh, and 

Cornwell (2007) explored decisions about disclosure of sexual orientation in a large, U.S. sample 

of lesbian, gay, and bisexual employees in their workplaces. Concealment of non-heterosexual 

orientation and fear of disclosure were linked to a number of negative work-related and personal 

outcomes, and the authors highlighted the strain associated with managing stigmatized aspects of 

identity within discriminatory and sometimes hostile contexts.  

Some aspects of identity are made visible through verbal and non-verbal behavior or 

through display of artifacts, such as religious icons, clothing choices, or other signs and markers. 

In contrast to Ragins et al.’s (2007) exploration of sexual identity concealment, Morgan and 
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Davis-Delano (2016) described explicit and often intentional behaviors engaged by heterosexual 

individuals in order to “mark” or display their heterosexual identity (e.g., gender conforming 

behaviors, displaying other-sex sexual interest). These marking behaviors are situated within the 

context of power and privilege, as participants acknowledged that ensuring that they are 

perceived as heterosexual is a strategy for avoiding the prejudice and discrimination associated 

with a sexual minority identity. Further, heterosexual marking was conflated with gender 

conformity, and for men, heterosexual marking served to distance themselves from both a 

stigmatized non-heterosexual sexual orientation and devalued femininity.  

Other aspects of identity are highly visible (Alcoff, 2006), such as biological sex or 

ethnicity. For such aspects of identity, development will be a negotiation of subjective identity 

considerations and assumptions or ascriptions placed upon the individual from the outside. For 

example, if a person is born with female genitalia, assumptions and expectations will be placed 

upon that person regarding the expression of a gender identity. The assumptions and expectations 

include stereotypes about what women can or cannot do, discriminatory or prejudiced attitudes, 

and value judgments about adherence to gender roles. Thus, it is clear that when we attend to 

content, we begin to understand cultural context much more clearly, and this becomes especially 

relevant when looking at issues of privilege, power, and oppression.   

In sum, conceptualizing identity negotiations through the lens of our multilevel model 

confirms that if we do not know where identity conflicts lie – what spaces they take up – we do 

not know if interventions need to focus on individualized work, relational work, cultural change, 

or some combination of the three.  For example, to continue to address identity conflict that rests 

upon the cultural constraints of being a black man by targeting the psychological experiences of 

that man, without attention to the structure in which that man lives, will lead to continued 
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personal distress through generations, not to mention the societal costs associated with the 

distress.  If we continue to hold up those who experience identity coherence as models of 

successful identity development, without recognizing the constraints placed on various contents 

for some, we unnecessarily blame others for their failure to make sense of the senseless. 

Concluding Remarks and Recommendations 

 We offer here some ideas for how this framework can be used to both better capture the 

phenomenon of identity development, and to push theory and basic research, as well as the 

application of that research.  First, our model puts culture and context at the forefront of studying 

identity development.  Not attending to culture or context in the study of a concept that is so 

culturally and contextually situated is deficient.  Second, we need to continue the expansion of 

descriptive scientific work that captures complex, interacting, and sometimes idiosyncratic 

aspects of identity content. One of the major limitations with existing approaches is that we may 

not be capturing all, or even the most important, processes if we do not know what we are talking 

about first.  Indeed, describing a phenomenon accurately and fully may lead to different ways of 

conceptualizing process – we may be missing something.  Third, we need to understand both 

normative content, as well as more idiosyncratic content.  With which contents should we see 

most people, in a given culture, at a given developmental stage, wrestling?  And which contents 

will be particularly important for which people?  What contents are more variable in their 

importance, and for whom?  Finally, related to the third issue, if research on identity 

development is to be adequately applied to real-world interventions, a lack of attention to content 

may limit the usefulness of interventions.  For example, in the Yip et al. study described earlier, 

if researchers knew only that ethnic identity was diffused, how would they know where to 
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intervene?  Once the knowledge that racial identity salience as a crucial variable was 

illuminated, interventions may be constructed to target that specific aspect of content. 

The study of identity development is not easy.  Identity pertains to individual lives, to 

relationships, to domains of engagement, and to the culture at large; it can be idiosyncratic, and it 

is not culturally invariant.  The study of identity requires multiple methods and theoretical 

foundations to fully capture the phenomenon.  Indeed, there are many ‘flavors’ of identity 

development research.  Our task here was not to detail all of the approaches, but to make an 

argument for what all of the approaches need to consider.  We encourage other scholars to 

embrace this complexity, engaging multiple levels of analysis from the historical and cultural 

context to the everyday experiences that those larger contexts infuse, and in which those larger 

contexts are given life. We argue for embracing Erikson’s emphasis on integration and 

wholeness – within a person, between persons, and within a larger cultural context – in order to 

understand the developmental processes of identity development, and its content. 
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Figure 1. A multilevel model of identity content in context.  
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