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Abstract 
 

Investigating the factors influencing Professional Identity on first-year university 
students: an exploratory study 

 
Alba Barbarà Molinero 

 
 

Research on Professional Identity has increased considerably during the last twenty years, 
becoming today a relevant topic because of its relation with professionals’ performance, 
satisfaction or motivation with their job. Multiple disciplines, such as Sociology, Psychology, 
Business Management or Higher Education among others, have been concerned about that 
phenomenon. Nevertheless, although there has been increasing interest and research in this area, 
the lack of integrated knowledge within the mentioned disciplines and the lack of systematicity 
in the existing studies has made a patchy scenario that requires an integrative and systematic 
effort in order to keep developing knowledge about that topic.  
 
For the purpose of this thesis, we focused on Professional Identity in higher education. The 
review of the literature let us identify four main gaps: 1. Students’ Professional Identity has 
been understudied in the higher education context; 2. Professional Identity has been studied 
separately among disciplines or professional fields without considering, in a comparative way, 
the whole range of different professions; 3. Scarce consideration has been given to students’ 
Professional Identity construction as well as the factors that influence this construction; 4. 
Research on this topic has been mostly qualitative, lacking a validated instrument to measure 
aspects related to the concerning phenomenon and study systematically the relationship between 
these factors and Professional Identity.  
 
Therefore, the main objective of this thesis was to cover the mentioned gaps.  The aim was to 
construct an integrative conceptual framework of the influencing factors on Professional 
Identity in higher education. To do so, a scale to measure the identified influencing factors on 
Professional Identity in higher education was developed and validated. Also, was aimed to 
compare Professional Identity strength among first-year university students’ from different 
bachelor degrees and, to test the influence of the factors on students’ Professional Identity 
strength.  
 
To obtain these goals, pragmatic approach was adopted. Both deductive and inductive 
approaches were proposed to guide our research. For a research strategy, a sequential mixed 
method was proposed as the best option, using focus groups and a questionnaire as data 
collection methods. The sample was formed using first-year university students from multiple 
bachelor degree programs taught at University Rovira and Virgili.  
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The current study was divided into three main parts. The first part was aimed at the 
identification of the influencing factors. Two procedures were used to do this end: a literature 
review that let us identify the factors already considered within the literature; and, an 
exploratory qualitative study with four focus groups that let us identify new factors and confirm 
the ones found in the literature. The second part, which implied the construction and validation 
of a questionnaire, aimed to measure the identified factors as possible influences on 
Professional Identity. The validation was carried out using three different samples (n=208, 
n=300 and n=304). Finally, the third part was concerned with testing the influences that the 
identified factors had on Professional Identity of first-year university students as well as with 
the comparison of the results among students from different degrees and disciplines. Cluster 
Analyses, Multiple Correspondence Analysis and Hierarchical Regression Analyses were 
conducted. The sample in this final part was composed of 604 first-year university students in 
different bachelor degree programs at the University Rovira and Virgili.  
 
From the results, several theoretical contributions arose. First, a new instrument of measurement 
of the factors that influence Professional Identity was created, the Professional Identity strength 
Influences Scale (the PISTIS) that contemplated three different factors: Personal Motivational 
Conditionals (PMC); External Motivational Conditionals (EMC); and Educational Experience 
Conditionals (EEC). Second, according to the results, the initial conceptual framework was 
validated, introducing changes in it. The final conceptual framework contemplated the 
influences that the identified factors -EMC, PMC and EEC- had on PI when the whole sample, 
without dividing by bachelor degrees or disciplines, was considered; the influences when the 
sample was divided by disciplines; and, the influences when this was divided by bachelor 
degrees. It was found that PMC influenced Professional Identity when the whole sample was 
considered and in particular cases, such as law and economics, architecture and engineering, 
medicine, molecular biology, chemistry and business and management; and PMC and EMC 
together  influenced Professional Identity in Science and Oenology samples. Third, Professional 
Identity was considered as a mediating variable of degree choice, which is in line with Marcias’ 
Identity Status Paradigm Theory. 
 
Finally, several practical implications are suggested for the university students’ recruitment 
strategies and for counsellor guidance. 
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CHAPTER 2. Introduction to identity 

 

2.0. Introduction  
 

This chapter aims to introduce and define the concept of identity and, other related concepts 
before delving into Professional Identity (PI) theoretical background in chapter 3. It will serve 
as an introductory chapter to this thesis and, it will provide an overview of the general 
phenomenon of study, identity, before focusing on one of its social dimensions -PI-. Also, it 
aims to provide some theoretical basis to understand the chapters to follow. 

The chapter is structured into three sections. Firstly, different concepts that became important 
for the understanding of this work would be explained. Considering that research on the self 
gives rise to the study of identity, and precedes it, what the self is, would be explained initially. 
After that, the concept of identity would become the central point, making especial emphasis in 
multiple identities, highlighting when an identity is made salient and, what identity strength 
means. Once these topics have been introduced, by remitting to the Self-Categorization 
Theory, the processes through which an identity is constructed would be highlighted. 
Considering that this process is not linear and, that individuals’ identities may change during 
their life, two useful concepts to explain the dynamic nature of identity would be incorporated, 
identity change and identity work. 

Secondly, an historical overview of the different theoretical perspectives on the study of identity 
would be made. From this overview, the different conceptualization among three disciplines -
Sociology, Psychology, and Social Psychology- would be distinguished. 

And, thirdly, a comparative analysis between two of the most used perspective these days, 
Social Identity Theory (SIT) and Identity Theory (IT) would be made.  
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2.1. Key concepts 
 

Research on identity comes from the developed studies on the self. Generally, the self has been 
understood as something inherent to the individual, somehow enduring and, formed by the 
multiple individual identities (Bruns, 1986; Turner and Onorato, 1998). Identity, as a key 
element of the self, is related to the answers the individual gives to questions such as who am I? 
Or, who are we? (Alvesson et al., 2008). It is constituted by a personal identity (PEI) and, by 
as many social identities (SIs) as groups the individual feels being part of (Turner, 1982, 1985). 
So, individuals possess one self and multiple identities and, the salience and strength of each 
of the latter varies. The process by which each of these identities is constructed is identity 
construction. Moreover, identity is not stable so, it may change as a consequence of individual 
and situational factors (Kreiner et al., 2006), resulting in what the literature has acknowledged 
as identity change. Finally, as exposed, identity construction requires a narrative elaboration 
and effort, ‘in forming, repairing, maintaining, strengthening, or revising their identities’ which 
is referred to as identity work (Sveningsson and Alvesson, 2003). 
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2.1.1. The self  
 

Research on the self was made central in psychology by William James (1890/1950), with their 
work entitled ‘The principles of Psychology’ (1890). However, when this construct was finally 
admitted to psychology, in the decade of the 60s, it was devoid of some crucial features of the 
initial conceptualization proposed by the mentioned author. Nowadays, the concept has gained 
more richness, deriving in a multidimensional image of the self (Swann and Bosson, 2010). 

In the following lines, different approaches to the concept of the self are introduced, appeared 
since the initial efforts made by James. 

In the very first moment, William James (1890), broadly, perceived the self as a source of 
continuity that assigns to the individual a sense of ‘connectedness’ and, ‘unbrokenness’ (Swann 
and Bosson, 2010). The present author saw the self ‘as an object of knowledge consisting of 
whatever the individual views as belonging to him’. This includes a material or empirical self, 
a social self and, a spiritual self. The first one refers to the individual body, family and 
possession -e.g. clothing or material possessions of oneself-; the second one to the views the 
others hold of the individual -e.g. family or friends views-; and, the third one includes the 
individual emotions and desires -e.g. what we must truly seem to be-. The three selves combine 
in unique ways to constitute each person’s views of himself or herself. Each of them could 
increase or decrease individuals’ self-esteem, since it derives from individuals perceptions of 
where they see themselves standing in relation to others, whose skills and abilities are similar to 
their own on particular self-images. So, he saw the self as enduring, unique, differentiating and 
related with emotions as mediated through self-esteem (Epstein, 1973; Burns, 1986; Swann and 
Bosson, 2010). 

Years after William James outlook of the self, Symbolic Interactionist authors also tried to 
conceptualize it. Two of the most influential authors, were Cooley (1902) and Mead (1934), 
who provided the basic ideas. These academics shed light on nature and origins of the self-
knowledge, introducing again the concept of social-self proposed by James. Cooley (1902), in 
turn, defined the self as ‘that which is designated in common speech by the pronouns of the first 
person of the singular, ‘I’, ‘me’, ‘mine’ and ‘myself’’. He noted that what is labelled as the self 
produced more emotion than what is not self. This author introduced the concept of ‘looking-
glass self’, that refers to an individual perceiving himself or herself in the way others perceive 
him or her (Epstein, 1973; Swann and Bosson, 2010). It is here where the social influence on 
the self is perceived. Individuals, based on the given feedback by other individuals, evaluate 
their own person. So, ‘the self-concept’ is formed through a trial-and-error learning process by 
which values, attitudes, roles and identities are internalized’. Mead (1934), based on James’ 
social self and, aiming to develop the metaphor of the ‘looking-glass self’ proposed by Cooley 
(1902), affirmed that the individual’s self-concept arise in social interaction as an outgrowth of 
the individuals concern about how others react to them. According to this author, there are as 
many selves as there are social roles (Epstein, 1973; Burns, 1986). 
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Offering an extension of Symbolic Interactionism, Goffman (1959), by using a Dramaturgical 
Metaphor, conceived the self as not enduring. Changing basing on the individuals’ social 
context. This author claimed that the individual put in ‘show’ for others by managing the 
impressions he gives others about himself. From this theory arises the vision of each individual 
as interchangeable as it is the interaction that sets the self. After each performance, the self 
adopts another shape. According to this view the self does not persist after social interaction 
(Burns, 1986). So, this view challenges the continuity feature, which initially characterises the 
concept as defined by James. 

Shifting, somehow, the previous conceptualization of the self, authors such as Lecky (1945) and 
Angyal (1941) adopted an Organismic Approach. Those theories interpret different unities, 
such as hunger, self-esteem, achievement and power, as a manifestation of the supreme purpose 
to actualise oneself.  Lecky (1945) identified the self-concept as the nucleus of the personality 
organization of the values that are consistent with one another. He attributed to personality the 
characteristic of dynamic, because it has to assume new ideas and, reject or modify old ones, as 
the person undergoes new experiences. Meanwhile, Angyal (1941) postulated a symbolic self, 
which is the aggregate of all the self-conceptions a person has. Although, according to the 
author, this symbolic self is not what the individual thinks of himself or herself, but it is rarely a 
true picture of the reality. Hence, if a person behaves in accordance with the image he holds of 
himself or herself, then his or her behaviour can be inappropriate to the reality of the situation, 
on occasions.  

In the 50s, Cattell (1950) viewed the notion of self as mainstay in personality. He distinguished 
between a ‘felt self’ -this is introspective-; a ‘contemplated self’ -which comprises the totality 
of what a person believes he or she is, and of what he or she would like to be-; and, a 
‘structural self’ -descriptive, theoretical concept postulated to explain the data of the self- 
(Burns, 1986). Others authors in the same decade, adopted a Phenomenological Approach. 
One of the most relevant authors within this stream was Rogers (1951). This author assumed the 
self as an organized, fluid, but consistent conceptual pattern of perceptions of characteristics and 
relationships of the ‘I’ or the ‘me’, together with values attached to these concepts (Epstein, 
1973). Also in the same decade, Sullivan (1953), adopting a Neo-Freudian conception of the 
self and following Cooley and Mead, assumed that the self arose within the social interaction, 
but with the interaction with significant others rather than with the society at large, such as the 
interaction of the child with his or her mother. The self is constituted by the educative 
experiences (Epstein, 1973). 

Already in the 80s, the conception of the self was considered as including both an enduring and 
fleeting components (Markus and Wurf, 1987; Swann, 1983; Swann and Bosson, 2010). 
Adopting Role Theory Perspective, Burke and Tully (1977, p.883) defined the self as a 
‘collection of identities, each of which is experienced indirectly through interaction with 
others’. These identities are the meanings one attributes to oneself as an object. According to 
these authors, identity and the self are an internalization of social roles. These theories define 
identity as a set of meanings that are taken to characterize the self in a role. 
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Nowadays, the self can be broadly defined as a representation or set of representations about 
oneself, parallel to the representations people have of other individual selves (Swann and 
Bosson, 2010). So, the self-concept does not merely describe or represent the individual as a 
unique person. Nevertheless, it is an idiosyncratic psychological attribute (Markus, 1977), 
which by definition others can not share. One’s own self is precisely that, one’s own, inherently 
differentiated and, differentiating. Part of what provides individuality, a unique personality, is 
the private self, the true self. It belongs to no other (Turner and Onorato, 1998). Thus, the self is 
understood as a mental representation.  

So, in a way, there are different notions of what the self is and what features define it. 
Notwithstanding the different stances regarding its durability and continuity, there is agreement 
on its uniqueness and idiosyncrasy in each individual. 
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2.1.2. Identity 
 

Identity has been widely studied, for a long time, within disciplines such as Psychology, 
Sociology or, Social Psychology. The theory around this construct stems from the research 
made on the self, since this has been defined as a box of identities (Burke and Reitzes, 1981), 
that is, the self is composed of the multiple identities the individual have. 

In general, it is accepted that the individuals’ identity is built from the experiences that he or she 
has had during his or her life and, the subjective meanings attached to these by oneself and 
others (McAdams, 1999; Gecas, 1982). Broadly, the answers that the individual gives to 
questions such as ‘who am I?’ or ‘who are we?’ are closely related with his or her identity, since 
it is a manifestation of his or her self-concept (Alvesson et al., 2008) or, what is the same, the 
knowledge the individual has about him or herself. 

Turner (1982,1985), adopting a Social Identity Approach (SIA) (see Epigraph 2.2.3. 
Theoretical approaches from Social Psychology), maintained that the self-concept can be 
defined through a continuum stemming from a self-definition in terms of personal identity 
(PEI), to a self-definition in terms of social identity (SI) (Haslam and Ellemers, 2005). So, 
Turner (1985, 1982) split the self-concept in two different parts, namely PEI and SI. On the one 
hand, PEI includes individual idiosyncratic characteristics of the self such as abilities and 
interests, and it is related to the individual sense of uniqueness (Postmes and Jetten, 2006). On 
the other hand, SI stems from the salient social group classifications to the individual. This is 
the part of the self-concept that derives from the knowledge of the membership in a social 
group, together with the value and, the emotional significance attached to this membership 
(Tajfel, 1981). A social group consists of two or more people sharing an identity, which derives 
of their membership to this social group. The members of this social group share the same 
characteristics and values, and they make an effort to differentiate from people from the out-
group. So, the main difference between both identities, PEI and SI, is the scope. The first one is 
inherent to the individual, characterized by its uniqueness, different among individuals; and, the 
second one is shared between the members of a social group, different among groups. PEI may 
influence the groups that the individual decides to be part of (Deaux, 1992; Stets and Burke, 
2000) and, the different SIs also provide features that conform PEI. So, it could be said that both 
identities are not separable realities, resulting in the addition of both of them in individuals’ 
identity. 

In short, in order to answer the question introduced previously -who am I?- individuals use both 
their idiosyncratic characteristics and, the ones stemming from the several social group 
categories they pertain to. Since identity is defined as a hybrid between PEI and SI and, 
individuals join multiple social groups during their lives, it is easy to assign to this concept the 
characteristics of changeable and mutable. Thus, assuming that individuals’ identities can 
change during their lives (see Epigraph 2.1.5. Identity change).  
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To conclude, it is important to note that, although SIA has been adopted to define identity, there 
are other paradigms that have conceptualized the term (see Epigraph 2.2. Theoretical 
approaches on identity research). 
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2.1.3. Identity salience and identity strength  
 

The terms identity salience and identity strength become relevant when saying that 
individuals may have as many SIs as groups they belong to (Ashforth and Mael, 1996; Albert et 
al., 1998) or, when affirming that individuals have multiple identities. Thus, to make the 
comprehension of these two concepts easier, a brief approximation to the subject of multiple 
identities is going to be introduced.  

As exposed, individuals have as many identities as groups they identify with. For example, 
within an organization, individuals can have more than one SI according to their reference 
group -e.g. profession, organization or team-. The multiple identities that the individual has are 
divided according to their status -high order identities and low order identities-. This status is 
related to the one possessed by the group, or what is the same, the prestige or value associated 
to this. Low order identities are usually related to the individual primary group, usually small 
groups such as profession. Van Knippenberg and Van Schie (2000) maintained that identifying 
with small groups helps individuals to satisfy, on the one hand, their differentiation need, 
because they have more comparison alternatives; and, on the other hand, their needs of 
belongingness, since they feel as part of a group. For this reason, usually low order identities 
tend to be more relevant for individuals than high order identities and, thus, subjectively more 
important and more relevant given a specific situation (Brewer, 1995; Brown, 1969; Kramer, 
1991; Ashforth and Johnson, 2001). At most times, low order identities will be the salient ones. 
However, occasionally, under certain conditions, high order identities will gain salience or 
relevance. Adopting the Optimal Distinctiveness Theory proposed by Brewer (1991) 
individuals may identify with high order identities on account of the positive image provided by 
these. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.1. Multiple identities status figure 
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Hence, after shedding light on multiple identities, it can be said that, within the range of 
identities held by the individual, an identity is considered salient when the individual decides to 
define himself or herself in terms of that identity and is, this identity, the one that guides his or 
her behaviour in a particular social context (Haslam et al., 2003). According to Burford (2012), 
the salience of an identity is variable and context dependent and, based on Oakes (1987) and his 
Relevance Principle, an identity would be relevant when this is accessible and fits the 
individual. For this reason, two determinants of the salience of an identity are found, the 
accessibility -or perceived readiness- and, the fit of a category. The accessibility is related 
with the availability of the group identity to an individual, as determined by their goals, task 
orientation and the availability of the contextual signs. The fit refers to the matching of the 
individual to an accessible category and implies the minimization of the intergroup differences, 
while the differences in relation to other groups are maximized. There are two types of fit, 
comparative fit and normative fit. Comparative fit emerges when individuals decide to 
define themselves in terms of one specific category to the extent that the differences between 
members of one category and other categories are relevant in a particular context (Haslam and 
Ellemers, 2005). An example, extracted from Blanz and Aufderheide (1999), of comparative fit 
in the gender categorization is when all the schoolgirls are sitting on the right side and all the 
schoolboys on the left side. Normative fit is defined as the degree, to which features of the 
stimulus person -like physical appearance, expressed attitudes or behaviour- are perceived to be 
relevant for and, consistent with stored stereotyped. Normative fit defines the specific social 
meaning of own and other persons’ behaviour (Oakes et al., 1992; Blanz and Aufderheide, 1999 
p.159). An example of normative fit in the gender categorization is when all the schoolgirls are 
choosing a course on Social Sciences and, all the schoolboys on Mathematics (Blanz and 
Aufderheide, 1999). 

To conclude, identity strength is defined differently from identity salience; this concept is 
related to the extent of which people commit with a particular SI (Haslam and Ellemers, 2005). 
As seen in this part, identity salience is related with the relevance and adequacy an identity has 
for the individual in a particular context, while identity strength is related with the degree of 
internalization of this identity for the individual. Therefore, among the multiple identities an 
individual has the strength and the salience of them will be different.  
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2.1.4. Identity construction  
 

Once identity has been defined, attention is going to being paid on the process by which identity 
is constructed. Literature has adopted several terminologies to refer to this process to wit 
identity formation, identity development or identity construction. There is a clear preference 
to use one instead of another depending on the discipline, for example Higher Education 
literature is more prone to use identity formation or development, while Business Management 
literature uses identity construction. For the purpose of this thesis, the term identity construction 
would be adopted. Ashforth et al. (2008, p.339) defined identity construction as a ‘dynamic 
and turbulent process that does not happen immediately, that incorporates day-to-day activities 
with the whole life experiences full of disequilibrium, turning points, and continuities and 
discontinuities that provide stability but also entail change’.  

Kreiner et al. (2006) realized that the term ‘identification’ was used within literature adopting 
two different meanings, describing either a state or a process. Identification as state refers to 
the part of an individuals’ identity related with his or her association with a social group -e.g. an 
organization or profession-. The individual perceive his or her identity as overlapped with the 
social group identity (Dutton et al., 1994). Identification as process implies the alignment of 
the individuals’ identity with the one of the social group. So, identity adjusts and evolves, and it 
is subject to many influences -e.g. organizational and professional demands, or individual 
impetus for change-. Therefore, ones’ level of identification -state- with any given SI can vary 
as individual and situational factors influence identification -process-. Or what is the same, 
ones’ identity strength.  

One of the approaches that tried to explain identification as a process is Self-Categorization 
Theory, proposed by Turner (1985). The self-categorization is the cognitive basis of the SI 
processes (Turner, 1985). Social categories are referred when talking about groups. People, 
from a social point of view, represent a group of categories, a fuzzy group of attributes 
perceptions, attitudes, feelings and behaviours- that are similar between the in-group members -
people from the same group-, and are different from the out-group members -people of other 
groups-.  

Individuals’ categorization and, the perception of them as members of the group, leads on their 
depersonalization or, what is the same, the definition of them in terms of the categories that 
define the group they belong to. Depersonalization happens for both the in-group, and the out-
group members. This is perceived as a self-categorization process through which the individual 
is perceived as categorically interchangeable with other group members. It is SI salience that 
makes the group perceived as homogeneous and the individual defined in terms of it. Turner 
assumed five hypothesis concerning depersonalization (Haslam and Ellemers, 2005): 

Hypothesis 1. The mental representation of the self adopts self-categorization shape, that is, he 
or she is perceived as a member of a specific class or category. 
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Hypothesis 2. Low order categories -e.g. nurse or doctor- could be included within high order 
categories -e.g. social care professionals- being the higher one more inclusive (Rosch, 1988). 

Hypothesis 3. The formation and salience of a category is partially determined by comparisons 
between the stimulus in a more inclusive level of abstraction -for example, while a nurse and a 
doctor seem to represent different professional groups within the hospital, they are more prone 
to see themselves as sharing a SI as healthcare professionals, if they meet in a context that 
includes people that is not a healthcare professional such as a patient-. 

Hypothesis 4. It is assumed that categories have an inner structure graded, so that some 
category characteristics define it better than others. That is, while category members share to 
some extent prototypic characteristics, also differ in the degree that these are perceived as a 
representative or prototypic of that the category they belong to.  

Hypothesis 5. The salience of a category, in a particular level of abstraction, is translated to the 
accentuation of the perceived intra-class similarities and, the existing differences inter-class, 
between people defined by its category belongingness in the same level. 

In order to identify with a particular SI and let the depersonalization happens, three components 
are necessary. A cognitive one regarding the perception of group membership, that happens 
when individuals self-concept include the same attributes that are perceived as group attributes 
(Dutton et al., 1994); an evaluative one, in the sense that the conscience of group membership 
is related with several value connotations; and, emotional investment in the conscience and the 
evaluation (Turner, 1982). Identification implies the acceptance of the social group 
characteristics as own. 

If the process of identification or self-categorization is analysed in depth, according to the SIA, 
it is assumed that this happens in two ways, through self-categorization and self-enhancement 
(Hogg et al., 1995; Stets and Burke, 2000). Self-categorization produces stereotypic group 
differentiation and perceptions, and normative actions, and assigns people and the individual the 
same contextually relevant category; and, self-enhancement guides the process of self-
categorization so the group norms and stereotypes favour the in-group. That is achieved through 
comparison between the in-group and the out-group whereby the in-group is favoured. This 
phenomenon is called in-group favouritism. 
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2.1.5. Identity change 
  
As exposed, identity may experience changes because of the influence of several individual and 
situational factors (Kreiner et al., 2006), for this reason the term identity change would be 
introduced briefly. 

So, in this part, identity change will refer to the changes occurred in the meaning of the self: 
‘changes in what it means to be who one is as a member of a group, who one is in a role, or 
who one is as a person’, for example, changes in what it means to be a father or a mother 
(Burke, 2006). 

As with regards to the sources or factors for this change, Burke (2006), in his Identity Control 
Theory (ICT), identified two general sources of systematic identity change, these refer to 
persistent problems with the verification of a particular identity and multiple identities activated 
together, whose verification require opposing meanings to be manifested in the individuals’ 
behaviour. The difference, between these sources of change, lies in the origin of the conflict of 
meaning. In the first case, the source is a disturbance to the meanings in the external situation, 
causing the identity to be perceived as discrepant from the meanings of the identity standard -
set of meanings of an identity-. In that case, there would be a slow change in the meaning of the 
identity standard to be more likely the self-relevant meanings that are perceived in the situation. 
This is an adaptive response that allows individuals to fit into a new situation. It can be viewed 
as a socialization effect that might occur as individuals take new roles and memberships. 
Because this process is slow, it is unlikely to result in much change unless the perceptions are 
persistently different from the standard. In the second case, there is an internal conflict 
manifested when two identities, each controlling the same dimension of meaning, but to 
different levels, are activated at the same time. This is also an adaptive response, in which two 
identities that share some common dimension(s) of meaning in their standard, become more 
similar to each other on that dimension when they are activated together. In the view of each of 
these sources, the meanings in the identity standard(s) are likely to change in the service of 
making identity verification possible.  

Pratt et al. (2006) in their study about medical residents identified three processes whereby the 
identity of these residents changed, to fit work demands. He referred to this as identity 
customization. These three identified processes were: identity enriching, identity patching 
and identity splinting. These strategies depended on the magnitude of the violation -minor or 
major-, which determined if there was devaluation, or not, of the identity. In front of minor 
violations -there is not devaluation of identity- students experienced identity enrichment. 
When this happens, individuals achieve a better understanding of their PI. Contrary, when there 
were major violations -there is devaluation of identity- the strategies applied by students were 
two: 1. Identity patching -by doing their tasks at work individuals achieve a better 
understanding of their profession, and adjust the deficiencies in their conceptions-; 2. Identity 
splinting -individuals use another identity until the real’s PI is developed and becomes stronger. 
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Identity splinting may occur when individuals are unsure of their PI becoming more prominent 
at early stages of identity development. Identity enrichment is more likely to occur when 
individuals are more confident about their identities and at the last stages. Finally, identity 
patching will happen when individuals are sure about their identities but perceive identity 
incongruences.  

Finally, studies adopting an Eriksonian perspective, such as Marcias’ research about the identity 
statuses, have assessed changes in identity construction in two ways: first, by focusing on the 
changes in the identity status. These studies base on the premise that moving from adolescence 
to adulthood involves changes in identity that can be characterized as progressive 
developmental shifts. Most of these studies analyse the changes in identity status; and, second, 
by focusing on changes in separate identity dimensions. For example, when there is a change in 
the context where the individual has grown, that is, when there is a change in the developmental 
context (Clark et al., 2010). 
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2.1.6. Identity Work  
 

Identity work is focused on individuals’ construction of identity in an active way within the 
different social contexts (e.g. Dickie, 2003; Ibarra, 1999; Snow and Anderson, 1987; 
Sveningsson and Alvesson, 2003; Van Maanen, 1997; Pratt et al., 2006).  

This concept was initially adopted by Snow and Anderson (1987, p.1348). They understood it as 
a generic process that include identity construction and, defined it as ‘the range of activities 
individuals engage in to create, present, and sustain personal identities that are congruent with, 
and supportive of the self-concept’. In an attempt to include the consideration of social identities 
Watson (2008, p.129) proposed the following definition:  

‘Identity work involves the mutually constitutive processes whereby people strive to shape a 
relatively coherent and distinctive notion of personal self-identity and struggle to come to terms 
with, and within limits, to influence the various social-identities which pertain to them in the 
various milieu in which they live their lives.’ 

Nevertheless, nowadays, the most used conceptualization of the term is the one introduced by 
Sveningsson and Alvesson (2003, p.1165): ‘people’s engagement in forming, repairing, 
maintaining, strengthening, or revising their identities’. 

Ibarra and Petriglieri (2010) noted that the notion of identity work bases on two underlying 
assumptions: the importance of external -public- display of role-appropriate characteristics and 
the desirability of internal identity coherence. So, considering what was just said, about the 
multiple forms that can adopt identity work, both internal and external aspects can be asserted.  

To conclude, it is important to highlight that identity work becomes important in macro role 
transitions -e.g. the transition from university to the workplace-. In this situation individuals 
adjust their identity by using different methods, such as experimenting with possible selves 
(Ibarra, 1999). It is important to note that the result of identity work is identity change.  
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2.2. Theoretical approaches on identity research 
 

This epigraph aims to introduce the most used theoretical approaches around identity. It is worth 
saying that the research about identity derives from the theories developed about ‘the self’; it is 
for this reason that some of the approaches included in this part have already been mentioned 
before, when the self was analysed.   

Several disciplines have used the knowledge created around this construct -e.g. Economy and 
Business Management (e.g. Haslam and Ellemers, 2005; Hallier and Summers, 2010; Pratt et 
al., 2006), Education (e.g. Reid et al., 2008; Trede et al., 2012), Medicine (e.g. Niemi, 1997; 
Adams et al., 2006), among others-. However, just three are considered as the pioneering on the 
setting of the defining basis around the conceptualisation of identity, and the related process 
behind its construction. These three disciplines are Sociology, Psychology and Social 
Psychology. From them arise the theoretical approaches that are going to be underlined in this 
part of the thesis. More attention is going to be paid on two of the mentioned theories, namely 
Social Identity Approach (SIA) (Tajfel and Turner, 1986) and Identity Theory (IT) (Stryker, 
1980) because, according to Hitlin (2003), these two are the most cited approaches within the 
literature about identity. Moreover, both of them are essential when explaining PI, since both 
not only consider individuals’ PEI but also individuals’ role identities, such as PI as one of the 
possible SIs an individual can internalize. 
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2.2.1. Theoretical approaches from Psychology 
 

Psychology perceives the self as a fix and immutable entity (James, 1890; Hall, 2003; Alonso, 
2005), singular to each individual. The sociocultural context where individuals are embedded is 
supposed irrelevant in the definition of the concerning construct. This discipline offers an 
intrapsychic approach to the concept of identity (Côte and Schwartz, 2002). This stream is 
represented by authors such as William James (1890), Locke (1960, 1975), Sigmund Freud 
(1925), Jung (1960), Hans Eysenck (1960), Erik Erikson (1956, 1968) and James Marcia 
(1966). For the purpose of this thesis, without despising the other authors, just the research 
developed by Erik Erikson (1956, 1968) and James Marcia (1966) would be underlined. Two 
reasons hold this decision: first, both theories are concerned about the adolescence period, and 
this thesis is focused on first-year university students; second, both theories are still pretty used 
on literature (Côté and Schwartz, 2002). 

Erikson (1956, 1968), pupil of Freud, was concerned on the study of identity in adolescence. 
Going further from his master, he treated this construct explicitly. In his ‘Ego Identity Theory’, 
this author dealt with topics such as self-identity, understood as ‘the sense of self’ -experience of 
the self showed as a continuous and temporal entity, with specific characteristics, and socially 
validated-; the stages in the construction of the self, process that the individual goes through in 
order to construct their self-identity or, to modify the constructed identity, during his or her life; 
and, identity crisis -degree of confusion generated when the identity is incongruent with the 
sense of self. Making individuals to reconsider the array of roles they have as well as their 
ideological overview-.  

Finally, Marcia (1966), expanding Erikson’s work, developed ‘the Identity Status Paradigm 
Theory’. He based in two different processes, crisis referred as ‘the time of upheaval where old 
values or choices are being re-examined’ and, commitment described as ‘the degree of 
personal investment showed by the individual’. He used these two processes to understand the 
individuals’ occupational choice, religion and political ideology; and, according to them, he 
classified adolescents in four different statuses: identity achievement, identity diffusion, 
foreclosure identity and moratorium identity. He considered that individuals have an 
achieved identity when they are committed to an occupation or ideology, after having been 
through a crisis period; individuals have a diffused identity when they are not committed, 
either having or not been through a crisis period; they have a moratorium identity when still 
experiencing a crisis period, during which they weirdly show commitment; and, finally, a 
foreclosure identity in individuals who regardless not having experienced a crisis period, 
would be committed, following what others said (Waterman, 1999). 
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2.2.2. Theoretical approaches from Sociology 
 

From Sociology, identity is tackled from an opposed point of view in relation to Psychology. 
Individual characteristics are ignored, prevailing the social structures existing on individuals’ 
environment as determinants of their identity and, consequently, of their behaviour. Broadly, 
from this perspective, individuals are seen as social automats in response to their environments. 
In this epigraph, approaches such as Symbolic Interactionism Approach, Structural Symbolic 
Interactionism and Identity Theory are going to be explained.  

Symbolic Interactionism Approach develops from three main assertions. Firstly, humans 
respond to the environment on the basis of the meanings that elements of the environment have 
for them as individuals. Secondly, such meanings are a product of social interaction. And 
thirdly, these societal or cultural meanings are modified through individual interpretation within 
the field of this shared interaction (Burns, 1986). This perspective considers identity as situated, 
dependent and multiple. Cooley and Mead are two of its leading authors. C. H. Cooley (1902) 
considered that self and society mutually define each other, acting as points of reference one for 
the other, so that self and society are twin born (Burns, 1986). This author introduced the theory 
of the ‘looking glass self’ to refer that one’s self concept is significantly influenced by what the 
individual believes others think of him, reflecting the imagined evaluation that others have 
about one (Burns, 1979). G.H. Mead (1934) also considered the self as born from society. He 
considered that the self-concept arises in social interaction as an outgrowth of the individual’s 
concern about how others react to him, but does not persist to it. Individuals learn how to 
anticipate peoples’ reactions and behave appropriately to these. He viewed the self as reciprocal 
and negotiated. Mead considered the self as composed by numerous ‘elementary selves’, which 
mirror aspects of the structure of the social processes. Each person has many social identities, 
which provides a major link between self and society.  

Years after the first appearance of Symbolic Interactionism, Stryker (1980) introduced the 
concept of Structural Symbolic Interactionism in order to solve the shortcomings of the first 
theory. This modification of the Symbolic Interactionism considers that not only society 
emerges from social processes, but also society exists before the apparition of new members. So 
the basic assertion of this new theory is: ‘society shapes individuals and their social interaction’ 
(Stryker, 2008). This approach perceives society as a group of organized system of interaction 
and relation between roles, as a mosaic of differentiated groups, communities and institution, 
through which large scale structure -status, age, genre and ethnicity- work by using intermediate 
structures -neighbourhood, school, associations membership- that affect social networks. The 
latters are considered prone to influences self-behaviour (Stryker et al., 2000). 

Drawing upon the ideas from the Structural Symbolic Interactionism, Stryker (1980) developed 
the Identity Theory. This theory is constituted by a group of studies elaborated in two opposed 
directions, but closely bound (Stryker, 1980; Stets, 2006). The first stream arises from the work 
of Stryker and others in 1968. This is focused on explaining how social structures affect the 
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structure of the self, and how these structures in turn influence on social behaviour. The second 
stream, headed by Burke (1991, 1995), focuses on self-processes dynamics -e.g. reasons of 
behaviour, perceived competence, empathy-, which affect social behaviour (Stryker and Burke, 
2000). According to Hogg et al. (1995), the main assumptions of this theory are: 1. Social 
factors define the self; 2.The social nature of the self comes from the multiple roles that the 
individuals occupy in the social world; 3. In an enduring self, role identities change considering 
its salience; 4. It is focused, basically, on individual outcomes proceeding from the processes 
related with identity.   

Along the following lines some of the main contributions of the Identity Theory are going to be 
developed, because of its relevance for the present work. First, according to Stryker (1980), 
identities are considered as components of the sense of self and, as such, are internalized self-
designations associated with the positions that individuals occupy in the different social context, 
that is to say their roles. So, can be asserted that this theory considers a role-identity 
relationship, deriving on what it is know as a role identity. This identity includes both the 
views that society has about the developing role -determined by the culture and the social 
structure- and, the ones intrinsic to individuals. Therefore, it can be said that the meanings 
attributed to a role are shared as well as idiosyncratic, and individuals have the chance to 
negotiate with third parties the identity interpretation (McCall and Simmons, 1978; Stets, 2006). 
Taking into account that, an individual takes part of a multiple organized role system -he or she 
may possess multiple identities- and could be perceived as an identities receptacle (Stryker and 
Burke, 2000). The identities of the individual are organized hierarchically according to their 
salience, prevailing a tendency to adopt the ones in a higher position on this hierarchy -the most 
relevant to the individual-. According to Stryker (1980), an individual adopts more than one 
identity when the context of interaction is isolated from structural limitations or these are 
ambiguous, because he or she may choose between several identities. On the contrary, an 
individual adopts just one identity when the interactional context is nested within the social 
structure. Is in the latter situation where the salience hierarchy becomes important, adopting the 
identity that has a higher position within the hierarchy (Turner, 2013). 

Second, Burke et al. (1991, 1995) tried to answer one of the questions that Stryker and others 
did not clarify. They discussed the ways by which identities are translated to congruent 
behaviours (Stryker and Burke, 2000) by introducing the concept of self-verification. When 
identity is activated, this process is activated too, so that the individual adopts a specific 
behaviour consistent with the existent conceptions about one particular identity (Stets and 
Burke, 2000; Burke, 1991; Swann, 1983). Behavioural processes, such as role acquisition or the 
group formation, are included as part of self-verification, since the individual acts as an identity 
carrier (Burke and Cast, 1997; Burke and Stets, 1999; Turner, 1982; Stets and Burke, 2000). 
Self-verification is achieved in two ways, by altering the present situation and, by searching and 
creating new situations where the perceived meanings adjust to the ones associated to the 
identity standards (Stryker and Burke, 2000). In sum, this approach assumes that behaviour 
modifies a situation with the aim to adjust the perceived meanings to identity standards (Burke 
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and Gary, 1999; Tsushima and Burke, 1999; Stets and Burke, 2000) (for the definition of 
identity standard see 2.1.5. Identity Change). 
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2.2.3. Theoretical approaches from Social Psychology 
 

Finally, between the previous disciplines -Sociology and Psychology- are placed the theories 
included within Social Psychology. This discipline considers both the individual and the social 
characteristics of identity. Therefore, it responds to some of the shortcomings of the former 
theories -e.g. the excessive individuality or, on the other side, the exclusive tying of identity 
with the social norms dominant in the individual proximal context-. 

The leading theory in Social Psychology is the Social Identity Approach (SIA) (Turner and 
Tajfel, 1979, 1981, 1986). The main theories that underlie the SIA are the Social Identity 
Theory (SIT) and the Self-Categorization Theory (SCT). 

SIT has its origins in the early 70s, was developed by the British Henri Tajfel. It emerges as a 
result of a group of studies that aim to identify the conditions that make members of a group to 
favour their in-group in detriment of other out-groups (Haslam and Ellemers, 2005) and, arises 
as a psychosocial theory that deals with the intergroup relationships, the group processes and the 
social self (Hogg et al., 1995). Notwithstanding the merit of Tajfel for the initial development of 
this theory, other authors have also contributed to the development of this approach. In mid 80s, 
in fact, another author, Turner, made a great contribution to the SIA, with the SCT. This theory 
is focused on the development of the underlying cognitive processes, which explain the salience 
of a specific SI. That is, it is focused on an individual level of analysis to explain, in detail, the 
categorization processes that act as a basis of the group behaviour. It is worth saying, that with 
the emergence of these theories a problem of social psychology was addressed, that is the 
relationship individual-group and, furthermore, a collective dimension in the individual 
cognitions it is introduced.  

In the following lines, several constructs introduced in the first part of this chapter would be 
taken up again, to being explained further in the context of this approach.  

SIT is conceived as a theory that evolves the motivational and cognitive basis of the group 
differentiation. This theory asserts that when individuals feel as a part of a group, they start a 
self-categorization process through which, the individual, starts to define him or her in terms of 
the categories that define the group. By this process, individuals get rid of their individual 
perceptions, feelings and actions, and adopt the ones relevant in a particular context, according 
to the existing prototype within the group they feel as a part of, that is, the characteristics 
associated with the group. So, his or her individual behaviour is influenced by the structure of 
categories that exist within society mediated by the individual SI and, the self-categorization 
process accompanying his or her SI (Hogg et al., 1995; Haslam and Ellemers, 2005). Through 
this process, individuals, seek to maintain a positive self-esteem by differentiating in a positive 
way the in-group in front of the other out-groups, in the valued dimensions. This process is 
known as positive differentiation.  
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Positive differentiation depends on three variables: 1. The degree in which individuals identify 
with the in-group and internalize this membership in his or her self-concept; 2. The degree in 
which the existing context facilitate the comparison and competition with one specific group; 3. 
The perceived relevance of the comparison with a specific group, that gives the relative and 
absolute status of the group the individual belongs to. The results of this comparison derive on a 
positive differentiation when the group is relevant to his or her self-definition (Haslam and 
Ellemers, 2005; Brown, 2000). 

Another important input of this theory is the distinction between PEI and SI (see Epigraph 2.1.2. 
Identity). This theory states that the adoption of one or another identity influences on the 
behaviour shown by the individual (see Figure 2.2. Behaviour representation). 

 

 

  

Figure 2.2. Behaviour representation 
 

 

SIT understands groups as ‘a set of people that share a social identity, and compete with other 
group members, evaluating themselves in a positive way compared with the other groups’ 
(Hogg, 2006). These groups are classified according their status, that is, the relative position 
they occupy within the social system and, that confer, or not, some privileges in relation to other 
groups. Individuals aiming to maintain or enhance their social position can move between 
groups, in order to achieve a positive SI. These movements are referred in the theory as social 
mobility. Social mobility will depend on the permeability of the existing barriers between 
groups, and the safety of the social relationships. Basing in these two dimensions -permeability 
and safety-, individuals will adopt a mobility strategy in order to change the perception of their 
own SI. Three situations are acknowledged: 

Situation 1. If members of the low status group perceive the barriers as permeable they will 
adopt individual mobility strategies, trying to move from the low status group to the high status 
group. 

Situation 2. If low status group members think the barriers are impermeable and the 
relationships safe, they will redefine the nature of the intergroup relationship or the value of the 
group they belong to. They can also make both of them. These are known as social creativity 
strategies. 

Situation 3. If barriers are impermeable and the social relationships unsafe, group members of 
low status group will start a social competition with the members of the high status group, 
developing collectively conflictive processes designed to change the group status quo. These are 
known as social competition strategies. 
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To conclude, SIA is still used in Social Psychology in general and, in the Organization field in 
particular because the theory principles are useful to explain the social behaviour, unlike other 
theories; comparing with other used perspectives, this theory gives a different view in relation to 
the group psychology. It does not understand group performance as the sum of their individual 
parts, but as something more complex’ (Haslam, 2004). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.3. Social Identity Theory’s predictions concerning the relationship between perceived social 
structure and strategies of self-enhancement for members of low-status groups 

Source: Haslam, 2004; Haslam and Ellemers, 2005 
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2.3. Comparative analysis between Social Identity Approach and 
Identity Theory  
 

In this section, a comparative analysis of the two most relevant perspectives in the study of 
identity -Social Identity Approach (SIA) and Identity Theory (IT)- would be provided (Ashforth 
et al., 2008). According to Hogg et al. (1995, p. 266) ‘these theories are two remarkably similar 
perspectives on the dynamic meditation of the socially constructed self between individual 
behaviour and social structure’. This analysis would be based on the research developed by 
Stets and Burke (2000) and Hogg et al. (1995). 

Both theories address the structure and function of the socially constructed individual -role 
identity (RI) and social identity (SI)- as a dynamic construct that mediates the relationship 
between the social structure or society, and the individual social behaviour. Both regard the self 
as differentiated into multiple identities that reside in circumscribed practices and, they use 
similar words and similar language but, most of the times, with different meanings (Hogg et al., 
1995). For example, IT discusses the organization of the behaviour in terms of roles as a social 
structure while SIA speaks about groups or social norms, stereotypes and prototypes. Both 
theories also discuss the way the identities are internalized, and used to define the individual, 
but SIA refers to social identification and self-categorization processes while IT discusses the 
identification process (Stets and Burke, 2000).  

Notwithstanding their similarities, it is important to note that their focus and level of analysis 
are different. IT is a microsociological theory trying to explain the individuals’ behaviours 
associated to a role, whilst SIA is a social psychological theory that explains group processes 
and intergroup relations.  

Taking that into account the differences between both theories are going to be analysed. To do 
so, their differences regarding the interpretation of the construct of identity -RI versus SI- and, 
with regard to their conceptualization of the identity construction process -identification versus 
self-categorization- would be analysed. 
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Concerning identity 

 

Both, IT and SIA assume that individuals see themselves in terms of shared categories (McCall 
and Simmons, 1978, Stryker, 1980; Turner, 1987), but these differ in their views about the 
content of identity (Stets and Burke, 2000). 

On the one hand, for the SIA, SIs are the result of individuals categorising themselves as similar 
to in-group members and as different to out-group members; so, identity is a self-categorization 
in terms of a group or social category. On the other hand, for IT, identity is a self-categorization 
in terms of a role. The multiple identities an individual have in SIA are the result of the groups 
an individual feels that belongs to; and, in the case of IT are the results of the roles an individual 
occupies in the society (Stets and Burke, 2000). 

 

Concerning the process of Identity Construction   

 

The individual is considered in both theories as reflexive and, as such, he or she can be self-
categorized as an object, classified and renamed in a particular way in relation to other 
categories or classifications. This process is called self-categorization in SIA (Turner et al., 
1987) and identification within IT (McCall and Simmons, 1978; Stets and Burke, 2000).  

Both of them refer to the same process, but SIA analyse this process deeply. IT is focused on 
the process of self-labelling oneself as a member of a social category, recognising the role that 
others take when supporting this category, and relates the self-concept with the behaviour 
through the behavioural prescriptions endowed to a role. People behave consistently to their RIs 
as a consequence to reduce, or avoid, the discrepancies between the identity standards of the 
internalized identity and, other perceptions of the self. IT holds that people tend to evaluate 
other people in a positive way if they share the same role and, this evaluation would be stronger 
attending the role identity salience. That is studied deeply within SIA, through the concept of 
depersonalized social attraction (Hogg, 1992, 1993). SIA explains with more detail the socio-
cognitive processes, the contextual relevance in terms of comparative social factors, self-esteem, 
motivation, uncertainty reduction, and social explanation (see Epigraph 2.2.3. Theoretical 
approaches from Social Psychology). 
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2.4. Chapter Conclusions  
 

Through this chapter a general outlook of identity has been provided to the reader. Firstly, 
sundry themes have been defined, in order to provide a conceptual framework for the 
understanding of the present thesis; and, secondly the multiple perspectives on the study of 
identity, from the initial conceptualizations of the self until the newest approaches, presenting 
the growth of research experienced in this area, have been captured.  

Several approaches have shown up since the initial conceptualization of the self made by 
William James on 1890 (see Table 2.1. Theoretical Approaches Classification by Discipline). 
So, the notions of the self and identity have a long heritage, and have been popular in Social 
Sciences since 1950s (Brown, 2014). Throughout these years, the concept of the self has 
evolved, from being considered as enduring, unique and differentiating to being considered as 
somehow malleable, since is associated with a collection of identities. Research on the self has 
given birth to the multiple studies surrounding identity. Among them two key perspectives, for 
the purpose of this thesis, -SIA and IT-, has been identified. Both of them consider the social 
component of identity or, what is the same, the social or role identity, which is essential when 
dealing with PI as a particular RI or SI. Literature on identity has a long tradition, and due to its 
extension some concepts and perspective might be obviated, as said by Brown (2014), there are 
several issues that make of identity a critical cornerstone. First, the heterogeneous and 
fragmented literature that makes difficult to describe, and explain identity and the self. And, 
second, the different terminology used to refer similar processes or phenomenon -e.g. self on 
sociology and self-concept on social psychology-. 

The conceptual basis of identity has been delineated in this chapter, in the chapter 3 the 
literature concerning PI and the factors influencing that phenomenon is going to be reviewed.  
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